Part 1

Exploring the Homeland
The body, like a city, is split into industrial, commercial and residential zones. Respectively: the internal organs, the skin and the mind – the homeland.

CAMP AMERICA

SESSION 1

23/6/98

Néf,
I finished my last two exams yesterday – one was a disaster, then the other one made up for it by being really good. So now it’s no longer down to me. Will I get the AAABB that I think is within my grasp, or will it be ABBCC so Dad spends the rest of his life reinforcing my own disappointment in myself? Well – until the results come out on August 20th, I DON’T CARE! I’m free! I’m a civilian!


OK, sorry to change the mood now, but I have to tell you: yesterday Mum told David about her affair with Demetres. She tried to reconcile the facts with a dodgy parable, but David got the gist, and we came back to the house to see him in a bad mood. He’s at school now. I hope his baby mind allows him to forgive and forget as the rest of us long to do – but never will.


Mum claimed the lies were over when she spilled the beans before, but she continues to cover up their ongoing relationship. How can she be so inhuman by doing something typically, disastrously human? She is just selfish, but then it seems that we all are. As for me, my new life starts on Thursday with a flight to America. I will change. I want to leave a lot behind, banish it to memory. I want to strengthen my love and conquer my hate. I want to have fun, and drag as many other people up with me as I can.


Will my determination have a happy ending? You have a lot to do with it as well! I love you; I channel a lot of my emotions through you, or at least the thought of you. So be happy; I want to be there for you like you’re there for me. (
Charles

same day

N,

Dave just came back from school. The first thing he did was walk into my room and happily announce that “Mum is not in our family”. I told him that she was, and he couldn’t change that. He insisted; “you know what happened with mum and Demetres? Well, she’s not in our family… And they didn’t even use a condom.” Then he left before I could explain what an IUD was. I have a ‘heavy’ feeling. Shocking, isn’t it?








C

24/6/98

N,

Yesterday we went scuba diving. David was being unusually rude on the way, saying randomly obscene things like “I wanted to have sex with you yesterday, but you weren’t there so I had sex with a pole.” And he insists that Mum isn’t part of the family, even as he’s happily sitting on her lap. Poor messed up little kid. And I’m abandoning him for 3 months! Guilt!


Anyway, Keith loved scuba diving, and has sworn to make it an obsession. Sam was a natural underwater, and David really enjoyed himself too. We all ate at Pizza Hut afterwards, being typically crazy with our ‘extraordinary’ behaviour!


Then today I said goodbye to Keith for 101 days, and I’ll say goodbye to Sam soon as well. Sad. Keith gave me his little blue poetry book – it’s great! He stuck a little kiddie picture of himself in and everything. The poems are very deep. There was one very touching one – I’ll write it here…

Ode to Charles

Bye bye my friend

Our time has been fun

We have helped each other’s wounds to mend

But time always moves like the path of the sun.

Keep always in touch

By the stroke of your hand (over paper)

You’ll be missed so much

Remember me, when you’re in demand.
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P.S. I bought ‘Save Tonight’!

25/6/98

N,

I’m in a cloud.


We just took off – I was watching the world get smaller. Picking out a speedboat, a tractor, an individual car – and thinking that each of those people have their own huge life story. Their own hopes, fears, ambitions, experiences, talents, loves, hates, opinions, perceptions…


Now the ground below is a patchwork, with glittering nodes that represent a whole town each – a whole community. Each is another story too deep to ever finish, and together they make me feel so small. Now I’m over the clouds – the ground is made of solid white fluffy masses that look so big and heavy – more beautiful than any marble sculpture – floating below me.


I’m nervous.


Virgin have really outdone themselves though: this is economy class and we have the works! A personal TV, headphones you can keep, a pillow and blanket, stationary, magazines, lunch from a proper menu – you can even play video games with a remote control! I’m going to watch a film or two – I have over 6 hours… (
Mirror lakes, road veins – I can’t make out individual cars anymore…








C

Sat. 27/6/98

N,

The plane landed, all the Camp America people gathered and were sent to an inn to stay overnight. I was still scared, nervously trying to meet people. We (there were 5 in our room) watched crappy American TV and slept early.


The next morning, I found the one other person who is going to the same camp as me (Michikamau). Coincidence: we had done our lifeguarding course together and we live in the same county (county not country)! Her name is Eva. Anyway, that meant I had company when making my way to the camp on dodgy New Jersey and New York buses.


So now I’m back in the state where I was born – my homeland. I’ve just come back from my first night at camp: we slept outside instead of in the cabins. We got to our sleeping place by canoeing over the lake, and we built campfires. Classic American summer camp stuff! It’s a ‘co-ed’ YMCA camp. I’m getting to know the names of the staff; the kids arrive on Monday. I have a lot to say, but it’s breakfast time! We got up at 6:30 today with only 6 hours’ sleep – I felt fine!








C

same day, 5pm

N,

I’ve got an hour break now I think. The other counsellor in my cabin, Garrad, has gone home for the weekend (he’s American). It’s his second year here. He’ll be back before the kids come on Monday morning.


I just counted – there are over 50 long steps to out cabin at the top of the hill – I’ll be fit before the end of this! We were still clearing up the camp today. After breakfast, a couple of the other lifeguards and I went to the neighbouring kiddie camp’s dock to paint all the ‘no diving’ and ‘3 feet deep’ signs back on (they had faded after a year of weathering). Towards the end I got fed up with the stupid foam brushes and I drew a big smiley face on the ‘closed’ sign: (. And we were raking gunge out of the lake – yuk!


Then we came back for lunch, and two of the 5 lifeguards (including me) had to do some dock supervision, and a load of paperwork. I’m still learning names, but I’ve got most of them pinned. I’m going to have to learn all the campers’ names too!


Here’s the geography of the camp as I understand it:
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Sun. 28/6/98

N,

OK, I have a break before dinnertime. We’ve been told a million things and procedures and stuff so we’re ready for when the campers come tomorrow, but to be honest I’m completely lost. I’m just gonna have to improvise until I get the hang of it.


I nearly missed breakfast this morning because I got up at 8am (breakfast is at 8, after the flag-raising ceremony, which we aren’t doing yet). If I’m tired now – I’m doomed!


It’s a nice atmosphere here. Everyone’s a comedian; we all support each other. All the other lifeguards are also from England (and they’re all 18): Richard, Simon, Charlie, Eva and me. There are a lot of American staff, most of who have done this before, but there is also an Australian, a Romanian, a Russian and more. Some of them don’t speak much English.


I don’t know what to write. I have to describe everything to give you an idea of what it’s like – but I’m still catching up with it. I’m still settling.


85 screaming New York inner city kids arrive tomorrow. ( (nervous)
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Wed. 1/7/98

N,
This is the first opportunity I’ve had to write to you since the kids came. It’s 11pm, and it’s my night off. Yesterday I had to stay in the cabin until the kids fell asleep (hill duty), but today, Garrad will put them to sleep and I’ll go up later.


I already know all 9 of the campers in my cabin – they’ve all got distinctive little personalities. They’re all 7-9 years old: we got the young ones. There’s Sam, the son of the waterfront director. He often forgets he’s supposed to be a camper like everybody else without the privileges of nepotism, but he’s cute. I’m teaching his little brother Greg to swim at the neighbouring camp Kahagon (for 5-6 year olds, a day camp so they don’t sleep over like they do here in Mich).

There’s Miles, Jason and Izeall – 3 cute mischievous black kids. There’s Julian – ANNOYING! He’s got glasses that magnify his eyes, and he has a lisp: CUTE – but he always has to be right and he’s always talking. Then there’s his opposite: Matthew – a quiet guy who’s always staring into space, always alone, in his own little world. He keeps crying at the weirdest things, and he laughs madly at the most inappropriate times. He can be really cruel and jealous sometimes too. He scares me sometimes! He has a scar running down the back of his neck (it’s not obvious, but I noticed it) – I reckon he had his brain tampered with because he is messed up (!

There’s Kyle – normal kid, well behaved and well adjusted (not for long in this place). Who’s missing? I’m so used to counting people to make sure we haven’t lost anyone… I’m starting to see my campers when I close my eyes. I’m thinking with an American accent too. Don’t get me wrong – I may be a bit tired, but I’m enjoying myself! And our campers are the best behaved in the whole camp (NOT true, but there are worse). They’re just young.

Yesterday night they wouldn’t go into the cabin because there was a flying squirrel in there. Garrad and I spent 20 minutes chasing it around the room with brooms, trapping it against window sills and trying to contain it; being frustrated when we thought we had it, but it glided across the room, until it finally ran out of the door. The kids were scared to get into their beds in case there was another animal lurking… It took an hour to settle them down again. Then guess what… they found another f*cking flying squirrel (sorry, it really annoyed me and I’ve been around cursing Americans too long). Lights went on, panic went up, and everybody left the cabin – jeez…

Then, believe it or not, in the middle of the night, Garrad, Izeall and I were woken up by another flying squirrel moving the rubbish (sorry; trash) bag around the room by crawling around inside it – so we quickly threw it out. There was another flying squirrel in the cabin tonight, and we went through the whole thing again, but this time the campers thankfully settled down more quickly afterwards. There are just too many holes in our cabin!


The other two kids in the cabin are Chuck (little half brother of one of the junior counsellors – Carisse; his real name is too hard to say) and Darren, another black kid – a bit of a troublemaker (not too bad).


I’ve burned in the sun a bit, mainly because we’ve been dressing up to stay inside when the HUGE thunderstorms are overhead with all that warm rain (lots of rain!), then suddenly ten minutes later the sun bursts out and burns our arms and legs.


There were photographs today – we all put on our grey-blue staff shirts and posed together, and then with our campers.


Hang on, I’ll start from the beginning. Monday: Charlie (one of the other lifeguards) and I went to kiddie camp Kahagon to clean up their dock for the summer, then the Michikamau kids arrived so we went back along the forest road to Mich to meet them. That first day was a bit chaotic – everyone had to settle down. We had to carry all the campers’ luggage to their cabins, then all the lifeguards went to supervise swim tests so we could assess how good each of the campers were in the water in order to split them into groups.


Tuesday Charlie and I went to Kahagon again (we’re assigned there each day this fortnight, then we swap over to teach the bigger 7-15 year old kids in Mich), but we got totally rained out. It poured on us and all the kids ran inside. We took just one lesson in the afternoon. I’m a qualified LIFEGUARD, and they get me to teach swimming! Some parents send their kids to camp specifically to learn how to swim. It seems to me like a bit of a con that the swim teachers don’t really know what they’re doing. I don’t know where to start: some of them can swim better than I can! Anyway, it was easy with the Kahagon kiddies because we just had to convince them to get in and blow bubbles. A lot of them were afraid of the water. It’s a good feeling when one of them puts all his trust in you and jumps into your hands, getting underwater for the first time outside of a bath.


Then Tuesday’s evening activity was auction night. We had $10,000 play money to bid for mystery boxes. I think we bought a box of rocks for nearly $5000, and we bought a box with $1000 in it for $4000. Oh well. The other cabins got boxes of candy, or stuff like that.


Today there were more Kahagon lessons to teach, and the evening activity was a counsellor hunt – using clues to find a missing counsellor. Our group stayed under control well while we wandered around and in the end we won because we were the only group to find our counsellor (even though we took extra time) without cheating too much. (
OK, it’s very late, bye.
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222 years of American independence

N,

It’s 10:40pm, I’m sitting on a rock outside my cabin waiting for them to go to sleep – I have ‘hill duty’. Tomorrow someone else looks over the cabins and I have free time until the 12:30am curfew. It’s the only free time I get during the whole day, and I use a lot of it for sleeping!

I’ve remembered loads of names: a lot of the campers and most of the staff. We’ve had some good evening activities recently (that’s the time I spend with the kids from my cabin – during the day I’m at the waterfront). There was something called ‘excursion training’ which was cool. It involved loads of slapstick challenges for the campers like trying to find a cookie at the bottom of a bowl of cream using only their mouth and tongue. That was fun to watch. Then yesterday morning there were sports – we played B-ball (we won) and watched the campers play silly games with bouncy balls, all organised by the head counsellors Terrel and Jason. Yesterday’s evening activity was a roller-skating night. We all skated and played games like skating-limbo and scooter races, and there was some great music. I can’t get ‘I Will Survive’ out of my head. I skated reasonably well, but it’s something I need to work on!

Today was July 4th. Last night I secretly drew British flags all over camp, some of them pretty big, with messages like; “RIP USA – died age 222,” as a subversive revenge tactic from the Brits! I hid the US flag too, so they couldn’t raise it in the morning (but I didn’t hide it so well that they never found it – it was flying by the end of the day. I’m not evil really!). They took it well – and there were only a couple of people that ever suspected it was me (I didn’t tell anyone, and acted surprised when I saw them (), everyone else blamed the other British staff. I even helped clear up some of the flags. A successful prank!

Then this evening there was a rave. We all dressed up and danced in the dining hall. It was fun! The songs weren’t all that great, but I made a couple of requests and got some dancing in with a couple of the staff and even some campers! It was good fun.

The atmosphere here is great. OK, a couple of days ago I let the campers get to me and I was genuinely angry at them, but most of the time they eventually listen, and you usually remember to tell them positive things as well as “don’t run”, “don’t fight”, “don’t curse” ALL THE TIME. The staff are all excellent people, and very friendly; and there are a lot of campers that like/respect/admire me, and say so too! Most of the time it’s like I’m on holiday with friends.

And I love being able to break out into song whenever I want, whatever’s in my head, and half the time everyone will start singing along with me (the other half of the time they don’t know the song, so they let me finish and then they applaud. Great, huh?).

I had to punish one of the campers because he was cursing, picking fights and generally disobeying. So I made him stand outside on a rock for 10 minutes without talking. That scared the other campers into submission, and I gave the poor guy standing on the rock in his bedclothes a talk. He said, “this camp is shit and I want to fuck off,” or something; and he later admitted that he was misbehaving because he was trying to get kicked out (a kind of pathetic attempt, to be honest). So I told him that the reason camp is shit is because he’s not trying to enjoy it, and he’s making everyone always angry with him. I said that he should try to enjoy it for just one day, and he’d see it wasn’t that bad. I said I wanted to be his friend, but he had to help me. Eventually he was smiling again and I carried back to the cabin. Such victories have a high feel-good factor.

Recently, they’ve been behaving particularly badly – it must be something in the food. The food’s good, by the way. We get a nice variety of dishes, and big portions.

Tomorrow is Sunday – SLEEP IN!!! Instead of today’s 6:20am wake up, I’m getting up at 7:40 tomorrow (! I need the sleep – I nearly fell asleep at lunchtime yesterday. So I’m having fun. How are you?

An excellent experience,

C

P.S. I worked it out – I’m getting paid 50¢ an hour for this (which is more than most of the counsellors)!

At first I was afraid, I was petrified

Kept thinking I could never live without you by my side

But then I spent so many nights

Just thinking how you did me wrong

And I grew strong

And I learned how to get along

And now you’re back, from outer space

I walk in to find you here with that sad look upon your face

I should have changed that stupid lock

I should have made you leave your key

If I’d have known for just one second

You’d be back to bother me:

Go on now, go

Walk out the door

Don’t turn around now

You’re not welcome anymore

Weren’t you the one who tried to hurt me with goodbyes?

Did you think I’d crumble?

Did you think I’d lay down and die?

Oh no not I!

I WILL SURVIVE!

Tue. 7/7/98

N,
Hello. Sunday was a nice laid back day. The kids did sports, and there was a talent show in the afternoon. Our cabin (called Honta if I haven’t already told you) went on stage and pretended to be playing Metallica with brooms for guitars and buckets for drums, with the music blaring in the background. Our group won! Probably because pretentious little Julian took up the initiative by taking off his shirt at a suitably dramatic moment, casting it into the crowd.


Yesterday I got a letter from home. It’s the beginning of the second week so now the campers choose what they want to do instead of following a schedule. I had a couple of assignments, but nothing like hard work – just like fun with friends (i.e. I wasn’t with the cabin).


We progressed a lot with the Kahagon swimming lessons – a lot of kids put their heads underwater for the first time, and those who were already in the water increased their confidence. It makes me feel proud.


One of the campers (not from my cabin) got kicked out today – his mum (no – his mom) had to come from work to pick him up from camp. He’s a massive troublemaker, cursing constantly, raiding other people’s cabins in the middle of the night, picking fights with kids and counsellors, generally corrupting all the other kids, and the last straw was pulling a knife out on someone: but I feel sorry for him. He liked me, you see; I seemed to have got through to him – so I didn’t see his bad side. It makes me think that all he needs is some friends instead of a campful of people who are constantly punishing him and putting him down – who assume he is going to be bad because his reputation precedes him. Anyway, I said goodbye – there’s nothing I can do.


We have to be creative with our punishments because we can easily lose our jobs if we harm or neglect any of the campers in this sue-happy country. And they know of our powerlessness. I was disallowed from making one of the campers chew soap because he was always cursing, so I made him stand on a rock outside in his pyjamas for 20 minutes while everyone else was going to sleep. I need to satisfy my sadistic streak!


Some of the campers really like me and most of the staff does: it’s a great feeling of cameraderie. Only one of the campers in my cabin, Jason, said he doesn’t like me because I pick on him. It’s only because he behaves so badly! He’s a wimp, but he’s always picking fights. Yesterday at the A-field ‘sports’ evening activity he spent the whole time fighting with me, and this morning I stopped him from beating up Julian so he started hitting me instead! He wouldn’t stop so I half-carried him, kicking and screaming, to one of the head counsellors and told him to dare to hit me in front of them. He did! So he got told off very badly. I think it’s because he hadn’t taken his medicine yet that day. An alarming number of them take a daily medicine with a tranquillising effect to counteract hyperactivity, which apparently results from their parents having abused drugs.


Spaced-out Matt kicked a beehive by mistake at the A-field last night and got stung several times, but he recovered well. He was brave. He has a stepbrother at the camp too, who offered him some helpful support.


Julian is incontinent. He keeps peeing in his bed, and the other day he sh*t his pants. Yuk. He never takes showers unless we force him to either.


I’m enjoying myself, but I think a lot of the other staff, especially new staff, are stressed out – they’re letting it get to them. Yesterday night Mary, who is only a counsellor-in-training because she’s only 15, broke down on me, so I gave her some support and advice. She looked so confident! It shows how these things can build up. Anyway, I met her in the staff house later that night and she expressed gratitude for my help. Later, as a special, we got one of the head counsellors to order Chinese for the staff – my fortune cookie said; “you will help a friend in need”!


I’ll just tell you who everyone is so I can refer to people by name:

My Cabin: (12-day session #1 of 4)


Me

Garrad (cool co-counsellor)

Chuck, Darren, Izeall, Jason, Julian, Kyle, Matthew, Miles, Sam

Staff:


Me, Charlie, Eva, Richard, Simon – waterfront staff, all 18 years old, from the UK


Andrea – Romanian


Bryan – totally mellow American guy, great with the kids

Carisse – cute C.I.T. (counsellor-in-training), 15 years old

Dane – really tall black guy

Danielle – nice larger-than-life semi-black girl

Emmanuel – cool bald black American originally from Nigeria, who always talks in poetry

Erin – funny fat girl

Gareth – stressed South African arts and crafts guy (apparently a party animal)

Garrad – he’s in a music band!

Hanna (Ann) – self-centred ugly Russian girl who really fancied me, broken English, oldest counsellor (in her mid-twenties I think)

Jamel – tall black guy, sounds a bit thick

Jermaine – the coolest ever black guy, came for the 2nd session, has worked here previously

Lisa – charismatic, chubby waterfront volunteer who turns up from time to time, has worked here many times before

Mary – C.I.T. who is related to the camp director, fat, braces, momma’s girl, likes cookies with her milk; how stereotypically American


Petra – Romanian who was here last year also, works in the art and crafts department


Sara – antisocial fat girl who loves Kahagon-age kids

Sean – friendly Aussie

Susan – sexy black girl

St. Clair – weird black guy with an even weirder name

Head Counsellors:

Leslie – camp director, very fat, nice, but gets so angry

Mary – waterfront director with 2 children: Sam, who’s in my cabin, and Greg who’s at Kahagon


Carey and Terrel – 2 cool black guys that work together like twins, great spirits

Jason – fed up, unpopular guy who technically ranks higher than Carey and Terrel, but they do most of the work


Jeff – funny trivia master infirmary guy, the father of Charlie (14 years old, but mature) who does most of the maintenance work around camp, and a couple of young campers including David Peck


Carmen – the nurse

Kitchen Staff and Vic:

Vic – cool big thick guy who helps Charlie with the maintenance


Adam – cool young guy, gets paid 3 times more than most of us because he’s been here for ages


Mark – hilarious 20-year-old


Pete – 15-year-old dopey girl grabber


Ryan – oddball, but cool

AND LOADS OF CAMPERS!








C

8/7/98

N,

I’M HAPPY! It’s pouring, so I have lots of free time because no one wants to swim.


One of the C.I.T.s, Carisse, ran off crying this morning so I followed her even though she said she wanted to be left alone, I comforted her, got her talking and letting her anger out – and I just saw her again SMILING (on the inside too)! I did it! I’m proud! She even gave me a thank you hug. The female counsellors are breaking down all over the place. Yesterday Mary cried in my arms, today Carisse and also Eva was crying. But I can’t help Eva; she doesn’t really like me. I hope someone else has the time for her.


I’m so proud that I can handle emotions like that! I’m winning! (







C
later same day

N,

Mary went to cry again, this time on Eva’s shoulder – and now that Carisse is happy she’s flirting with Richard again. I’m feeling a little lonely, but I know I shouldn’t.


Yesterday’s evening activity was casino night: I don’t remember what I was doing, but I didn’t get any assignments; I didn’t do any work. Today was a lazy day because it rained, so the waterfront wasn’t busy. I wandered around chatting to everyone, saved Carisse, swam a bit, sand badly and loudly a lot – then the evening activity was a trivia game with candies for prizes.


There is a ‘staff snack’ tonight at 10:30pm I think. We go down and eat all the leftover desserts and stuff. I missed the first one because I was doing my laundry (there is a staff washing machine and dryer at kiddie camp Kahagon).

Love you,








C

Thu. 9/7/98 – the campers leave tomorrow!

N,

This morning was fun. At 2:30am I was woken up by one of the campers who subsequently vomited everywhere several times. At 3:00 he was still weak, and wanting to vomit more. So we went down to wake up Carmen in the infirmary and he’s been there since. Poor momma’s boy Jason.


So I woke up late this morning, and we were late for the line-up before breakfast. I’m still tired. I spent the first part of today cleaning up vomit.

Gotta go,








C

P.S. We got the staff and cabin picture today. The staff picture is fine, but the cabin picture is appalling. Everyone managed to adopt the most gormless pose possible. Apt for what was probably the second-worst behaved cabin in the end.

Sun. 12/7/98

N,
TAKE A WALK ON THE BOARDWALK

IF YOU PASS GO, COLLECT $200…
…On Friday, the parents of most of the campers came in the evening. I was in Kahagon writing swimming progress reports and certificates in time for the end of the session, and teaching the last few easy kiddie swim classes. And saying goodbye to the Kahagon staff for a while because I’m not working at Kahagon at all for the next 2-week session.


We had a kind of goodbye gathering at Michikamau, singing all of the rousing camp songs with the parents and trying to hear our echo from across the lake by shouting all together sharply, then abruptly shutting up. The kids were (understandably) overexcited, and the staff was eager to start their weekend off.


None of my NY contacts were available, so I accepted Garrad’s generous offer of sanctuary. We took the bus on Saturday morning to Garrad’s house in Lyndhurst, New Jersey, and I met his mom Mary-Joe and his dad Paul, as well as his uncle Scott and his grandmother who were both visiting that day.


They’re very nice, hospitable people. The reason G’s uncle and grandma were there was because his whole family was going to a communion party that afternoon. I went along too and was introduced to more of his family than I could possibly remember – including one child that will be at camp Mich for the 3rd session (he’ll be a troublemaker…), and young twins who I spent ages talking to about England and stuff (“do you have TV in England?”).


After the party, we met up on the New Jersey Boardwalk. It was impressive – loads of shops, arcades and rides. We spent a while in the arcade, had some excellent food, and walked the length of the Boardwalk just for fun. And I met a few of Garrad’s friends. At some point we drove through the NJ turnpike, from which you can see the World Trade Towers and the Empire State Building.


That night, rather than going all the way back to Lyndhurst, we slept in the trailer of one of his cousins at a nearby camp resort. We were up until about 3am flirting with some of his friends – so much for a relaxing weekend.


This morning we went to a great beach near the Boardwalk, where the sun burned me everywhere while we played in the waves. Oh, by the way, I got a new pair of sunglasses yesterday. Imitation Oakleys for just $10. I’ve almost broken them already, but they look good – and for less than £7, who cares? By the way again, my first paycheck was $138.50. Just so you know.


After the beach we drove back to Lyndhurst and went to the annual local ‘feast’ fair. There were rides, clowns, good food and the best selection of songs I’ve heard in ages. Garrad spent the whole time introducing me to more of his friends from school who had also come to the fair. We hung out with the few who’s names I actually remembered.


Garrad’s best friend, Tom, is a really cool tall guy. He’s so easy to get along with and he’s very funny. He beat me at basketball earlier today, but I made up for it by beating him at Scrabble this evening. I don’t know how to thank Garrad and his parents enough for the weekend – of course I said if they were ever in England they would have a home. They welcomed me back for the next free weekend as well. If I still can’t contact Stevie and Nancy, I’ll gladly take them up on that offer… (







C

SESSION 2

Wed. 12/7/98

N,

The new kids arrived on Monday. Eight 9-10 year olds. They’re (so far) better behaved than the last lot (touch wood!). Alec (who is a real smart alec, also the only white kid in the cabin this time except for Dennis), Amari, Charles, Demell, Dennis, Randy, Ronell and Sheldon. Sometimes I find it harder to distinguish between black children – I suppose it’s because they all have the same hair, and their faces have less contrast. So I confuse them all the time.


My new co-counsellor: a 6’7’’ (but hates basketball) black guy called Dane, who is good company. He immediately warned me that he was a real tidy fanatic. He was even squaring up his alarm clock and his washbag on the table by our beds, which worried me; but as the session progressed I obviously influenced him badly because he ended up being the messiest in the cabin. He has a really soothing voice (but sometimes I can’t even hear him!).


Yesterday the evening activity was a social dance with nearby all-girls camp Ma’he’tu. I was on supervision duty though, so I didn’t dance (I didn’t feel like it anyway – I had a mild fever, which Jeff thinks is from swallowing lake water).


This morning someone came from outside the camp to take the campers scuba diving. He lent me and Charlie (who is also certified) some gear to explore the lake, so we took a short dive and ended up juggling underwater with golf balls we found on the bottom, and giving Jeff a chance to explore the lake by breathing through our alternate air sources.

Gotta go!
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17/7/98 am

N,
Yesterday, instead of going to the auction night evening activity, we went into the crib (like a small pool) with soap and shampoo for a lake bath. And I made my first 2 water rescues – I saved 2 lives! But it’s only because I was there that we let non-swimmers use the waterslide, so it doesn’t really count.


I’ve been a little down since I was ill, and today I swear to recover and get happy. (?
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17/7/98 pm

N,

I never told you about the camp songs. There’s a whole collection of rousing verses, and the camp spirit can really bring them to life sometimes. It’s fun and unifying to sing, “M for Michikamau, mighty Michikamau, ride on my shoulders, just pick up the pack and follow me, mighty Michikamau we,” with 130 other people.


We have a real problem kid in the cabin: Randy. He’s just totally idiotic – as if he’s retarded. As usual, I tried being nice to him and it worked (I was, of course, the only one not shouting at him), but I’m not always there because I have to lifeguard during the day – so he has become an uncontrollable nuisance that is bringing the rest of the cabin down (mainly because they’re always fighting with him). He’s a punt black kid – looks kinda like a monkey on Prozac. He made great Dane angry – calm, good Dane. That is Bad by my standards. We got the head counsellor to sort him out tonight – but it won’t last.


I managed to be a bit happier today – I’m just missing everyone from home without realising it I guess. I would really appreciate some sympathetic company. Oh well, look like I’ll have to keep pulling myself up (woah, ‘hard done by’ Charles…). (
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18/7/98

N,

Ronell peed himself, so Dane told him to put his soiled clothes in a plastic bag to take down to the infirmary to be washed. Ronell took the bag under my bed, unaware that it was my laundry bag… so now a bunch of my clothes are savagely bleached (Jeff always overdoes the bleach on soiled clothes). (!
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P.S. Dane is disappointed that I haven’t written much about him. He’s right, he deserves more than just a mention. He’s always joking around – not practical jokes, just being comically analytical. Damn it, I don’t know what to say – he’s a nice guy, OK?

19/7/98

N,

Today and tomorrow is the third annual Mich Olympics – the 106 (I think) campers were split into 4 teams: USA, South Africa, England and Australia (that’s us!). We get points for everything, like games, picking up ‘papers and trash’, being quiet when told; and here’s the great bit – loads of points are subtracted for bad behaviour! CONTROL!


Tonight’s evening activity was casino night again (all the evening activities, as well as the food menus, are recycled each session) – the money won by the campers turns into Olympic points. I did a race around the lake with Garrad, Sean, Mark and Ryan. They all run track competitively except Ryan and I, so us two didn’t expect to win – but we did make it round the 2+ miles. The campers were supposed to bet on who would win. Sean won.

Bye 4 now,
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20/7/98

N,

We made a wicked Australia team song based on Queen’s ‘We Will Rock You’:

Buddy you’re a boy

Make a big noise

Here to enjoy

Camp Michikamau today

We got Honta and Tannan
} the names of the 3 cabins

And A Yani

} making up team Australia
We’re Australia

So don’t mess with me

Singin’ WE WILL WE WILL

ROCK YOU, SHOCK YOU, AUSTRALIA HAS GOT YOU

WE WILL WE WILL

ROCK YOU, SHOCK YOU, AUSTRALIA HAS GOT YOU

South Africa, England and U. S. A.

Australia is really gonna make you pay

Top of the class

Kiss my face
Somebody better put you back into your place

Singin’… etc.

We’re currently busy torturing a camper from the next cabin, making him do sit-ups on the cabin floor while repeating, “I will not insult Dane’s intelligence.” This sadism stuff can be fun! Now we’re eating crisps (chips) in front of him without giving him any – all because he cursed after lights out. Hee hee…

Goodnight now!








( C

Tue. 21/7/98

N,

AUSTRALIA WON!


We got the second session cabin photos today – ours is very comical. We all look drug crazed.

It smells of pee in our cabin – our campers are constantly pissing.


We were nailing some grippy stuff on the steps of the crib, so I took some nails and hammered a smiley face underwater in the crib! Cool.


There’s a camp out tonight.
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Sun. 26/7/98

N,

That session passed quickly. Next session I’m with 9-10 year olds again in a different cabin, Kiowa, with Dane again. The cabins all have American Indian names:


BOYS’


GIRLS’


LEADERS’


A Yani


Kwakiutl

Adahi


Ga a Nunda

Miniconjou

Kiva


Honta


Nasha (not used)

etc.


Kiowa


Tannan


Petu (not used)

Yankton


Pichum


Zuni


Santee


Scanando

(it used to be an all-boys camp, so there are fewer girls’ cabins)

I’m at Kahagon again next session. I don’t know what to write about last week – it passed quickly.

2nd weekend off with Garrad again! I shaved my head ( – it’s cool! Then Paul, Mary-Joe, Garrad and I went to Mountain Creek Water Park in Vernon, NJ. It was huge, and the ‘rides’ were crazy! There was a big trapeze swing with a 20ft deep plunge pool, loads of slides ranging from exhilarating to terrifying, some sit-in-a-tube or lay-on-a-mat rides that really threw you around like a rag doll – there was a massive sled ride for which you had to wear a helmet and elbow pads, and sign a liability release! WILD!

Dane and I are trying to remember the first ½ of Edgar Allen Poe’s genius poem ‘The Raven’. So far I have the first 4 verses pinned – it sounds comically scary when we cackle it out together – it’s great. OK: from memory –

Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered weak and weary

Over many a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore

While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly there came a tapping

As of someone gently rapping – rapping at my chamber door

“’Tis some visitor,” I muttered, “tapping at my chamber door





“Only this and nothing more”

Ah, distinctly I remember, it was in the bleak December

And each separate dying ember wrought its ghost upon the floor

Eagerly I wished the morrow; vainly I had sought to borrow

From my books surcease of sorrow – sorrow for the lost Lenore

For the rare and radiant maiden whom the angels name Lenore





Nameless here for evermore

And the silken, sad uncertain rustling of each purple curtain

Thrilled me, filled me with fantastic terrors never felt before

So that now to still the beating of my heart I stood repeating

“’Tis some visitor entreating entrance at my chamber door

“Some late visitor entreating entrance at my chamber door





“This is it and nothing more”

Presently, my soul grew stronger, hesitating, then no longer

“Sir,” said I, “or Madam, truly your forgiveness I implore

“But the fact is I was napping, and so gently you came rapping

“And so faintly you came tapping – tapping at my chamber door

“That I scarce was sure I heard you.” – Here I opened wide the door





Darkness there and nothing more…
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SESSION 3

Tue. 28/7/98

N,

10 campers this time! Chuckie again, Sam & Tom Negrin – hyper twins, irritating Nick Glick, short son-of-a-nurse David Peck, cute Erol, Turk Kurt, rich-kid DJ, homesick Vic and super-camper Brian. Some of the names are so unusual.


The first day of this session was predictably chaotic; then today I went to Kahagon with Simon. It’s less boring working there during the day than at Mich. Our cabin had a crib bath instead of the evening activity. I know the campers always seem good at first, but this looks like a better bunch than the others were – easier to handle.
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30/7/98

N,
“It seems so frightening

“Time passes by like lightning
“Before you know it you’re struck down…”

This session is canoe regatta session so everyone is practising in their free time. I’m participating in the 4-man race with the other male lifeguards.

Yesterday’s evening activity was a dance at Ma’he’tu. It was scary to see the pack of sexually frustrated male counsellors dive into the pool of receptive Ma’he’tu staff like starved sharks. The cleanliness of Ma’he’tu makes me realise what a sh*thole Michikamau can be. Their bathroom wasn’t smelly, there was no crap or piss-soaked TP on the seats… They even had a derelict piano, which unfortunately didn’t work well enough to play the Maple Leaf Rag recognisably. It felt good to play a piano again, though.


Dane claims he saw a pair of dismembered human-sized eyeballs on the way to Ma’he’tu when he wandered off the path. He was with Dadiel (DJ). It really scared them – apparently they still had some flesh attached and everything, and they were whole; real horror movie stuff – but when Dane went back with me a couple of hours later they were gone. Crazy?


After lessons today, Simon and I quickly rowed over to the island in the middle of the lake to see what was on it. Oddly enough, there was a big fireplace in the middle of it. The canoe ranger and his two dogs (one of them is a beautiful snow-white husky with very pale blue eyes) were there too, by coincidence. He told us that there was once a building there, but it was cut off when the lake was flooded in 1926, and it burned down leaving just the stone fireplace. Cool, huh?

Have 2 go now,
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Mon. 3/8/98

N,

It’s August! We had to punish the cabin for the first time a couple of days ago – that’s right: the first time! This session we’re being nice guys and not being strict. They’re generally much better kids than the others before them were.


Today Dane did something unbelievably comical – I laughed for 10 minutes when he sheepishly told me. He was trying on my glasses and my shades in the bathroom mirror, and he left them on his head when he went to the toilet. A spider shocked him and he turned his head, dropping both pairs in the latrine pit! His face was such a picture – I hurt myself laughing. He told me that after that, rushing back up to the cabin in a panic, he accidentally knocked over my contact lens, stepped on it and broke it. How comical! Of course with such a wild story, I had to check if it was true – it was crazy enough to be true, but I had my doubts.


PSYCH! – OK, it was all a great practical joke on Dane’s part. Very well executed – I laughed so much!

– One of the older campers, Christine Whitlock, who hangs around with us a lot, has remembered the first 9 verses of ‘The Raven’ with Dane and I, so we can recite it all together. She’s a poet herself – I’ll copy some of her poems here.

We’re having pizza on the hill tonight (staff only, of course – the campers are sleeping).

Bye 4 now,
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I saw a little light in there

Something no one could see

On a cold winter’s day

The light shone true for me

The light in there shone true

Out of the darkness brightly

It showed me the way into my mind

And gave me the truth to see

Deep in my heart, deep in my mind

The light led me on

Out through the deep night

That lives in me, to see the fairest dawn

And what I saw in this new light

I know I shall never forget

It was the radiant face of love

Forever without regret

And should I see a little light

Again and again I will follow

For now I know the face of love

And life is no longer hollow

– Christine Whitlock

And after reading some of my poems, she wrote this:

My mind is like an ancient forest

Filled with naught but trees

Ancient, peaceful, quiet

The light shines through the leaves

My mind is like an ocean

Sometimes storm racked and turbulent

A sombre, stormy grey

And sometimes calm and clear and quiet

My mind is like a starfilled night

The black sky stretching forever

Countless stars shining down

Giving beauty and light

My mind is like a river

Meandering through its course

With wild rapids and steepfalls

Or calm and quiet pools

My mind is like all these things

Yet most of all, my mind’s my own

A maze of thoughts and emotions

That only I can navigate



– C. W. ‘98

8/8/98

N,

Today was the canoe regatta. I was in two races. I failed dismally in the 2-man with a guy called Rich who used to be a Mich counsellor (I was meant to row with Garrad, but Rich replaced him for some reason), then we rocked the 4-man race, coming second only to the legendary Michikamau Banana – i.e. Mich was 1st and 2nd in that race: we stormed the other camps. I was in the Hulk-a –Dulk with the other 3 male lifeguards. It’s a very solid canoe. The final regatta results were disappointing, however, with the boys placing 2nd overall and the girls failing to place.


Tomorrow is the last day of the 3rd session: I’m actually going to miss some of the campers this time, especially the older Kwakiutl girls – they were great company. I missed the cabin picture this session – so I took one with my own camera. Which actually meant that I got a good pose this time.


I know 11 of the 18 verses of ‘The Raven’ now, as does Christine. Camper Kurt knows 6, and Dane knows 10, so we have these great Raven fests where we all recite it in scary voices. Tonight there is another ‘social’ with Ma’he’tu. I’ll just spend the whole time chatting with the Kwakiutl girls I bet.


Recently, some practical jokes have been getting out of hand. Everyone is having toothpaste put on them in the dead of night, alarms are being set for 3am in other people’s cabins – Terrel even got back to his cabin a couple of days ago to find his bed and luggage on the roof of the cabin! Last weekend, Terrel made this big story up about some bears being seen approaching the camp, and eventually he claimed that one of the Kahagon campers had been attacked (I knew it was untrue because I had just seen all the Kahagon campers off home in one piece). All the Mich campers were so scared – then he admitted it was all a psych (to use US terminology)!


Yesterday night, though, Garrad was attacked by someone (must have been a camper, no one else lives around here) in his bed in the middle of the night – and he was actually hurt and his wallet was taken. But everyone loves Garrad! It’s scary! It seems the ‘jokes’ are getting over the top.
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10/8/98 am

N,

Camp is prison!


We just came back from the staff trip to a huge theme park called Six Flags Great Adventures. Saturday night was spent in a hotel – there were 22 of us wandering between 4 rooms and a warm pool. We ate at a steak house called the Ground Round. Garrad pretended he was from Russia – putting on the accent for the waitress and giving her blank looks all the time. While he was in the bathroom, we told the poor waitress his name was Yuri, and it was his birthday – so he got a little ice-cream cake and everything (to his surprise!). There was a big lettered sign outside which I rearranged (with a few people in the car park watching!) to say; “Do you want your baby back? Our steaks will satisfy your seed sir”. ( I have a picture of it.


We stayed up until 2am playing drunken games of ‘Truth or Dare’ – it wasn’t very enthusiastic, but there were some revealing truths, and indeed, some ‘revealing’ dares. Someone managed to fall in the pool fully clothed because they were blind drunk. There are loads of relationships at camp – and the rumours shift wildly. Carey’s with Eva, Jamel’s with Erin, Charlie’s with Beth (Beth is a Kahagon staff member, along with Norma, Bonnie, Fana, sweet Scherri, Mike, Mike and Robert), Simon’s with Susan and Norma, Danielle’s with most of the older campers…


Then Sunday broke, and we hit the theme park. I followed Garrad around on some of the most violent, adrenaline pumping rollercoasters I never imagined existed. The best was the Chiller. From a standing start it got to 60mph in less than 3 seconds, then it threw you around some violent loops and twists before sending you up a dead end hill, where you stalled and fell back – repeating the whole thing in reverse!


The whole park is sponsored by Warner Bros. and was very Loony Toons based which was cool (I have a soft spot for the Loony Toons). We met Bugs; I won a little Roadrunner and a Tigger. Some of the other rides were spectacular too – like a 3-second free fall drop.


I’d better sleep now. I’m totally exhausted and I’m only getting 5 hours of sleep before session 4 arrivals day.
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10/8/98 pm

N,

I forgot to tell you – actually I think I was ashamed to tell you: on Friday I really got into trouble with the authorities. First the health inspector showed up unexpectedly and told us off for not taking a formal attendance at Kahagon, then the director of Kahagon got really angry at us because she didn’t think we were supervising the kids well enough (we were actually flirting with the Kahagon staff) – especially after we’d just got in trouble with the health inspector. Then, back at Michikamau, Mary (the waterfront director) shouted at us for getting in trouble at Kahagon. She even said, “what if it was my kid in the water…” I didn’t have the heart to tell her that little Greg was in that group.


Then, after Simon and I recovered from getting our fingers burned, Leslie pulled me aside – after all the campers had gone on Friday – and told me that 3 separate parents had complained to her that I was being physically abusive with the kids. The first complaint of the summer and it’s 3 kids that mention me by name. Leslie said that she isn’t concerned, because she knows I’m not violent – she said the kids could just have had a bad day – but she gave me a warning anyway. That’s shocking, huh?


All the kids liked me in that session, I’ve never hit a kid, Dane agrees that I’m not too physical (physical, but not too physical) and we hardly punished the 3rd session kids as much as the others anyway (they were wonderful kids!), yet they actually complained to Leslie about me. Maybe we spoiled them. Maybe I am too physical without realising. Or maybe they’re just weak, under-disciplined American kids.


I certainly grabbed them by the arm and dragged them around once or twice, but often there’s no other way, and I’m not the only one who does that. Maybe I don’t know my own strength. Leslie pointed out that I do play boisterously with the kids sometimes, and though I never hurt them, the other kids that are watching may perceive violence anyway; and it’s the perception that counts in this case. I kind of swallowed my pride to admit that she was right about that.


Oh well, new kids to beat into shape now: Curtis, Danny, Dorian, Mike, Tariq, Tim, Chris, Chris and Jeremy (the last three should be here but are currently mysteriously missing).
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SESSION 4

13/8/98

N,

One of the Chris’s arrived today and so far he’s acting like a retarded a-hole (actually, he is retarded). The other Chris isn’t coming and I don’t know what happened to Jeremy – he was here the other sessions and he’s a cool guy. A bit mischievous, but he’d be an asset to the cabin if he ever turned up.


It’s amazing how much attitude 10-year-olds can have, and how rude and stupid they can be at such an early age. Thank God my 10-year-old brother is well adjusted.


There is a new staff member this session: Lisa. She used to be a camper here. I haven’t spoken to her much, but she seems cool.
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still Thu. 13th
N,

I didn’t tell you about the Kahagon staff problems. Mike #1 was fired on Monday for not turning up on a couple of days apparently without reason, which unsettled the whole staff who were unhappy with the director anyway. Then the director, Joanna, had a meeting on Tuesday in which she was a little too condescending and ungrateful. Fana walked out there and then, quitting on the spot – and Mike #2 didn’t turn up on Wednesday or today without calling in to explain his absence.


So there is a severe staff shortage, everyone is demoralised, they’re worried about Mike #2’s unaccounted for absence and Joanna is desperately sucking up to the remaining staff to keep them around. Anyway, today, the Kahagon lifeguards (Si and I) were asked to help look after the Kahagon kids too, and Sara has been made a temporary staff member of Kahagon instead of Mich during the days as well. No extra pay, of course! And we didn’t get thanked. Joanna and her assistant Sue are nice people, but they know nothing about staff motivation. Joanna inherited the job rather than getting it because she was qualified, which doesn’t help.


Anyway, I enjoyed looking after the kids that were too young to know how to misbehave, and I counselled them zealously. They enjoyed themselves too. Simon found it boring – I think he’s ready to go home. He’s getting in trouble with authority too. Oh well…


1½ weeks until the end of Mich!
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16/8/98

N,

OK, I like the kids in this cabin now. They have their little evil streaks, but they like me.


Last night – the end of Colour Wars day 1 – was the Indian Council Fire. It was very atmospheric. We marched in a long line to the slow beat of a drum over to the campfire area and greeted a great Indian chieftain (who used to be the Mich cook) with an Indian-style “Howe”. We were all wearing face paint and feathers. We sat around a big chalk drawing on the sand and the dances began.


As the darkness fell, more and bigger fires were lit and the dances and traditional stories got wilder. The participating counsellors did some very effective play fights and they even danced with burning hoops at one point, skipping through them and stuff. It was all very dark and Indian – and there was an element of magic, like fires starting without anyone starting them, or mysterious creatures replying like an echo to the Indian cries. Carey even fired burning arrows into the forest – it was very effective. Dane says it used to be better when he was a camper, but I enjoyed it.


By the way the Colour Wars: the camp has been split in two for the weekend. The Blue Team and the Red Team (including us in Kiowa). It’s like the Olympics last session, but even more fun. We’re always competing against each other.

Gotta go,
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P.S. Jeremy arrived today – he’s cool, but Jeremy + Danny = havoc!

Tue. 18/8/98

N,

A-level results in two days! 3 of the 5 lifeguards will be affected! Getting tense…


Today and yesterday were very nice lazy days for the lifeguards because it rained like the world was about to end so no one swam – we had a lot of lazing around in the cabin. After all that beautiful sun, a bit of wet is refreshing. The result of the Colour Wars was a tie by the way, because the scores were tampered with so no one could say who really won.


Loads of campers have adopted me this session as their father, brother or nephew (!). It’s cool to hear the little campers call me Dad. (

Beth at Kahagon was crying at the end of the day today – I tried not to be nosy, but I’m worried for her. I was the only one that noticed – I hope she’ll be OK!


I’ve remembered the whole Raven poem now. All 18 verses; it’s so cool!

Bye,
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21/8/98

N,

We got the last cabin photo. Dane and I, attitude Mike, insidious Russian Tim, nice Triq, courteous Curtis, bad boy Danny who looks like he’s undressing evil Dorian in the photo, slow Chris and, not pictured, cool foul-mouthed short Jeremy.


My A-level results lived up to my high expectations, and Eva passed her A-level with flying colours I think. Unfortunately, Charlie didn’t do so well – and he also recently got the news that his girlfriend has given him the long-distance dump, so he’s been wandering around looking a little dazed, but claiming that he’s alright.


Today was the last day for the campers. Se did the last few swim tests, cleared out Kahagon then said goodbye to everyone at Kahagon and all the Mich campers. There were some real friends this session, but I’m not so attached that I’ll miss them. I spent most of this session being tired – I look forward to 6pm Sunday when we’re released. But until then, we have a lot of clearing up to do.
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P.S. I should tell you the story of Brian Dew running away…


On Friday, he was at archery getting shouted at by Dane. Dane wasn’t getting anywhere, so as I was passing by I intervened. I yelled at him, hoping to impress him into submission, about it being very dangerous to mess around with bows and arrows, and I told him to respect Dane instead of talking back all the time.


He retorted with attitude, and eventually it became a fight. I should have just walked away – I could get sued if I so much as laid a finger on him – but it got out of hand. I tripped him and put him down on the ground to prevent him from hurting anybody. He struggled and hit his head, and when I let him go he just got up and left without a word – started walking out of camp.


Dane and I followed him, trying to talk him into coming back, but he would have walked around the whole lake if the camp owner Kenny hadn’t intercepted in his van. OK, episode over, everyone was happy and smiley again.


Then on Monday in Arts & Crafts, he got into a fight with another camper, Taz, over a piece of lanyard. Petra broke up the fight, accidentally hitting him with the lanyard in the process. Again, he just walked out. Knowing what he was capable of (apparently he ran away last year as well and was found after three hours of searching on the trail to the camp-out place at the top of the hill), I followed him. I told Petra to get help, but she didn’t understand, so I was alone.


I didn’t want to restrain him because I’ve been in trouble for being too physical already, so I convinced him to turn around so he wasn’t walking away from camp, then I ran back to get help. When the help came, he was gone. Of course, Leslie was livid with me for leaving him alone, saying that this time I should have dragged him back to camp. She was worried, and she took it all out on me!


So the search began. All the campers were gathered together in the dining hall to shelter from the pouring rain, and, with a few other counsellors, I went running through the forest, whipped by rain and weeds, looking for that stupid kid.


Eventually, maybe an hour later, he was found walking back to camp. He keeps running away, and they keep letting him come back! Messed up kid. He’s a real asshole too; everyone gets annoyed at him. Anyway, we found the kid, Leslie was relieved and we’re friends again, though she said she thought I had made some bad decisions under pressure. I have a negative feeling about the whole experience; I think it’s because I’m disappointed in the way I handled the situation, even though I thought I was doing the right thing. It’s hard to be totally honest with myself and write it all down here.


By the way, I spoke to two of the kids that complained about me before. I wasn’t supposed to know who they were, but I worked it out because they were mysteriously not put in my cabin this session even though they belonged because it’s their age range; and when questioned they openly, almost jokingly, admitted to it as if they didn’t know it was a serious accusation. I don’t understand why they complained – we get along so well, and they think I’m cool, and I think they’re cute… I think it was an isolated incident that they felt bitter about at the time. Apparently they had marks on their arms where they had been grabbed and dragged. Wimps.

Sun. 23/8/98

N,

WOW! I’m 6 stories up, sitting on a rooftop in New York, New York – spying on neighbouring edifices with nifty 10×25 binoculars.


Here goes: camp ended, the kids left, the clearing up began. Two days of hard work sweeping cabins, moving beds, moving boats, taking down signs, scrubbing everything, dismantling everything, etc. The camp felt empty. My emotion welled as I said goodbye to the buildings and pack my bags ready to say goodbye to the people too.


We had a wild party on Saturday night. I got drunker than I can ever remember being, and all the staff was throwing food and playing games and laughing. Even Leslie was spitting marshmallows at people! Soon came the final meeting, we picked up our paychecks and Leslie gave us each a little gift: a photograph of ourselves from resident snapper Bob Zschack, who’s been affiliated with the camp for innumerable decades. The pictures are all really good. Mine is of me at the Kahagon waterfront, holding a beach ball – I remember him taking it a couple of sessions ago and wondering why. Now I know.


We said our goodbyes, forever in most cases, and I got on a bus to New York. Sharon, the daughter of Ilana who is an old friend of Mum’s, has very kindly offered me accommodation for a couple of days. She’s staying with her parents in Queens – so I have her apartment in the theatre district in the city that never sleeps all to myself. Except for her gay flatmate who hasn’t turned up yet. It’s four blocks from Central Park and two blocks from Times Square.


Like I said… WOW!


I think I just heard a foghorn – that must be from the Hudson. I can’t describe this wonderful gritty urban view – it’s like the movies. It’s noisy up here on the roof. The breeze is very refreshing – I wonder what I will do tomorrow. I’m king of the world!


And so this epic chapter of my life ends, and a new one begins! What a rollercoaster ride it has been. Now lost in memory. I’ve learned a lot – I hope I was able to share my experiences with you so you can learn it and love it too. (
Bye!








C

TRANSCONTINENTAL SOUTH

Mon. 24/8/98

Yesterday night I was in a New York yellow cab, laughing at the driver’s stereotypically manic behaviour behind the wheel. “Shit! (screech) Shit! (screech) Shit!”…


We reached W47th  & 10th in the middle of Manhattan and the cabbie yells; “Is this the place? Get off, quick!” I step out, haul my luggage on to the sidewalk and hand him a $5 bill. He wheelspins away. I hoist my heavy bag onto my shoulders and swim through the humidity. Until I find my bearings, I wander a bit.


Soon I’m outside building #515. I search for the little scrap of paper with the code hastily scribbled on it. There it is. 4215, then turn the knob right. It doesn’t work. Great. I try again – the sweat already dripping off my forehead. Still no luck. I feel a fool standing there with this huge backpack, fiddling around with the stupid lock like I’m trying to guess the damn code. I make a point of checking the piece of paper again, so the passers-by know that I have a code that isn’t working. Still not working.


I wander around a bit, trying to look like I’m doing something about it, then I kick myself for being such an idiot, and I try it again with renewed determination. Click. I’m in. The monster city has had its laugh at my expense, and seems to have at last decided that I’ve made enough of a fool of myself for now.


I press the button for apartment #2a and say hello. The door in front of me buzzes, so I push it open. I squeeze through the narrow hall to #2a, where my saviour Sharon is waiting. I sweat at her a lot, we chat briefly, she gives me a little orientation briefing and leaves to stay in Queens with her dog (and her parents). Now I have the apartment all to myself – Justin, the gay roommate, never showed up.


I lounge on the roof for a while, soaking up the foul atmosphere, then I watch a film to put me to sleep. I sleep well, in between the drilling from the auto shop underneath and the cataclysmic clatter from the trains on the tracks right by the window. I sleep through my alarm clock’s beeping, eventually getting up at about 9:30. I empty my wallet of anything that would be hard to replace if it were to be stolen, grab the keys, and hit the city.


Step one: get map. Then use map to get lost on the way to Central Park. Discard useless map. Wander aimlessly around Central Park trying to tap into a psychological connection to the last time I wandered around Central Park, 18 years ago. Fail.


I enjoyed myself exploring Central Park anyway. After that, I walked to the Museum of Modern Art and bought a ticket (after an early lunch at McD’s – I didn’t have a good breakfast because the cereal at the apartment was stale and the milk was way out of date).


MoMA was impressive. From the really wacky contemporary art to the utterly divine works of Van Gogh, Picasso, Magritte, Cézanne, Monet – actually, after seeing Monet’s water lilies I’ve decided he’s not one of my favourite artists. I didn’t really like Matisse’s stuff either. But Dali’s ‘Persistence of Memory’ was there! Wow! I particularly liked Vincent’s ‘Starry Night’ and ‘Olive Trees’, and there was a cool painting by René M. called ‘Empire of Light II’ or something. Some cool P. Klee stuff too.


Some of the modern art was really stupid. There were things like blank canvases, numbers written randomly on the wall, a floating postcard of a grinning baby, hundreds of little reflective plastic balls strewn across the floor, a very large black cube sitting in the middle of the room – some of the stuff was kind of pointless. I liked the F1 car and the Bell Helicopter on the top floor, though. Their designs are works of art.


Very entertaining. When the museum closed, I wandered around the shop a bit, playing with the ludicrously expensive MoMA toys, then I walked down Broadway to Times Square. I did some window-shopping, NYC style, starting to hurt from all the sweat-laden walking. Eventually I felt that I had soaked up enough of the bright, glitzy theatre district with its monumental advertisements and its abundance of limousines, so I headed back to the apartment.


A quick phone call to Queens, and Sharon came over to take me to the restaurant where her roommate works. It’s called ‘The French Roast’, but it’s not particularly French. I had penne and fries – very good, and free too! I finally met camp Justin who I’m supposed to be living with for these two days. Sharon met a couple of her friends and they talked about sex, Clinton, work, etc. I was being very quiet – I’m shattered!


Now I’m going to sleep. Tomorrow, hopefully, I will open a bank account, find the hotel that my 5-week trek across the south coast of America departs from, and if all goes well I’ll go down to the Hudson to rollerblade and see the Statue of Liberty. Goodnight!

26/8/98

We’re in historic Philadelphia. We checked out the Liberty Bell, soaked up a mild helping of history and walked to Ben Franklin’s house. The other 8 people on the trek are cool. Mostly Brits, mostly 18, having just finished their A-levels – and all having just worked in a New England summer camp for two months with Camp America. Our tour guide is an enthusiastic Californian called Poppy. She’s laid back: we’re the directors of this trek. It’s up to us – and we’re here to have fun!

27/8/98

Yesterday evening we arrived at a Washington DC campsite and put up all the tents and the marquee. My tent-sharer is Tim. He’s in the same situation as me in that he’s 18, finished A-levels, did camp, even has contact lenses! The other trekkers are: cute Calli, Trish who looks like a small version of Minnie Driver, eccentric Obi, Nathan and Esther, Aussie alky James and funny Slovenian Tamara.


Yesterday we went to see the Capitol building and the Jefferson memorial in the dark, as well as the Roosevelt and Lincoln memorials. Abe is a distant relative of Esther! We also saw a ditty little Einstein memorial.


Today we split up and did our own things in DC. I went to the Holocaust museum, which was harrowing, the National Art Gallery, which wasn’t quite as good as the MoMA, and I had enough time left for a quick visit to the Natural History Museum.


Now we’re going to eat!

29/8/98

Yesterday was a long drive day. We have a minibus with 13 seats, which means the 10 of us have some room to stretch out a bit. Poppy does all the driving – she’s very patient. She’s being doing this for years, but she says that this will be her last ever trek before she moves on to another job, so she wants to go out with a bang!

We finished our DC visit with dinner at a great Vietnamese restaurant, and then we woke up nice and early the next morning for the drive to Tennessee. In the evening of yesterday we all went skinny dipping in a lake in the dark (the first few days, and we’re already getting naked with each other), then we had a beer games party until about 1am.

Today we’ll go to the southern end of Tennessee near Chattanooga to go white water rafting. Cool! (
Sun. 30/8/98

White water rafting was incredible! Our guide tamed the rapids amazingly, and we all got thrown in a couple of times. Special! That whole day was actually a detour – we had to go around hurricane Bonnie in the Carolinas. 


Today we went through Atlanta, Georgia for lunch in the Olympic City, and now we’re on our way to Savannah. I’ve just about recovered from a hangover after last night’s late laundry party – i.e. drinking until we run out of beer or the laundry’s done, whichever comes first. I won’t get that drunk again in a hurry! (
31/8/98 am

Yesterday was a long drive. The camp grounds were cool though. Today we hit Florida!


There has been a real chemistry between everyone on this trek. We got along really well right from the beginning, and because there are 5 boys and 5 girls, there have been a few natural pairings. Tim and Calli got very friendly. Tamara fancied the hell out of me (but I would have none of it). Trish surprised us all by gravitating towards James. Obi’s just plain weird and Poppy wouldn’t go anywhere near him anyway, and Nathan was already with Esther – although ironically that relationship is on the edge, because Esther went to an all-girls camp that was filled with lesbians; losing most of her inhibitions and going on mile long naked swims with the other counsellors and stuff – and Nathan went to an all-boys camp where he spent most of the time leading hikes into the middle of nowhere where self-sufficiency and individuality are necessary traits. So they drifted apart, and when they were suddenly stuck with each other for 24 hours a day, tensions mounted.

Tue. 1/9/98

We went to America’s oldest town, St. Augustine, and visited its Ripley’s Believe It Or Not museum yesterday, then we went to play in the waves of the Atlantic Ocean – the water was the perfect temperature: we stayed for hours. A storm threatened, but we slept on the sandy beach anyway and were spared from the rain.


Then today after a bit of driving, we stopped at Daytona International Speedway on our way to the Kennedy Space Centre. We admired the forest of rockets at the Space Centre, but as a whole it wasn’t very well presented because it was in the middle of a big renovation.


Now we’re heading for camp at Sebastian Inlet, having stopped off at Ron Jon’s great surf shop on the way! (
2/9/98

We got very badly attacked by bugs last night, so there was a big sigh of relief as we got back into the van to go to Key Largo. We stopped off at Miami Beach to swim with the rich, the famous and the butt naked, then we went to a cool alligator farm to hold the cobras and the boas, and we even held a small alligator! There were crocodiles too – and we took a most excellent ride around the swampland in a kind of hovercraft. We were doing 360° spins and skid turns over land and stuff, all with the turtles and alligators watching from the waves. Very Indiana Jones!


Then we briefly stopped off at the coolest shop on earth. In the middle of nowhere, with a big tortoise and iguana farm out back. They made the best milkshakes I have ever tasted – my mouth had orgasms! And they sold loads of cool ditty things. There was even a resident parrot called Howard who was very friendly (and BIG!). And the local council want to shut this shop down! What a shame! We all signed the petition to keep it there – I hope it makes a difference.

Sun. 6/9/98 12:24am

OK, Thursday we went snorkelling off Key Largo – there was a big current so we didn’t go to the best place, but it was alright. I unloaded a roll of underwater film on some unsuspecting pretty (or warped) marine creatures.


Friday was a long drive to Orlando – something like the 2nd longest drive of the trek. But it was worth it! That night we revelled in the luxury of our new home for 3 nights. No tents – no getting cold and wet – in Orlando we had two cabins between the ten of us: each with eight beds, a kitchen, a stereo, a TV and all those little luxuries that you fail to appreciate unless you’ve been living simply for a while.


Saturday (which is still today as far as I’m concerned) – Dad’s birthday! He wasn’t there when I called – and I forgot to try again because we spent the day at UNIVERSAL STUDIOS FLORIDA!


AMAZING! Especially the T2-3D ride. It was literally awesome. Not just a 3D movie, but there were actors coming out of the screen for real, and wandering around doing plotty things, then magically jumping back into the screen – and when there was an explosion on screen there was suddenly real smoke everywhere, we even got wet where appropriate, and our apparently immobile chairs went clunk in the big final explosion, which made everyone jump sky high. It was so cool.


Tomorrow we’re all going to Wet ‘n’ Wild – then the real long drives start as we start crossing time zones…

10/9/98

Wet ‘n’ Wild was good, but all the rides closed towards the end because a thunderstorm passed overhead.
The next day we went inner-tubing down the Icheetuknee river – surrounded by a wooded swampland. The water was very cold (‘brass monkey style’ to use James’ phraseology), but the day was warm despite being overcast. It was fun! We camped outside Tallahassee ready for New Orleans in the morning.


So we drove to our unusual hotel in ‘the city that care forgot’. Poppy scared us as we cruised in with comments like, “don’t walk alone anywhere,” “don’t let them polish your shoes because they’ll end up chasing you for money,” and “don’t drop the soap.” It was all true of course. N’Awlines is a real downtrodden slum – complete with neglected buildings, 7-year-old kids tap-dancing for money on the streets and random car drivers drawling, “jackass!” to hapless passers-by.


But there was Preservation Hall, and the live music at Razoo’s with its 3 for 1 happy hour. And we watched an incredible IMAX film about Everest: it followed the son of Tenzing Norgay on his expedition to the summit, in which 8 unfortunate climbers were caught in a windstorm and never came back. A stunning, breathtaking and distressing film.


Today we got up early for the 10-hour drive to San Antonio, Texas. We passed a sign saying: “El Paso – 857”. Texas is big… (
Sun. 13/9/98

We visited the Alamo the day after our long drive day, but it was pouring with rain because we were skirting another hurricane (New Orleans flooded the day after we left it). That evening we visited Mexico and picked up lots of cheap alcohol.


Then on Saturday we drove to Carlsbad Caverns and toured them. An incredible underground vista – it looked like a Spielberg film set sometimes. And the view is so three-dimensional. You can look up, down, even behind you and there’s always some new and interesting feature. Amazing how many formations there were – and the rooms were SO big! In the evening we watched the bat exodus from the caves. 300,000 bats taking about 2 hours total to leave the cave (to search for food) – and their cue is dusk. Cool. The spiralling cloud of bats was not as dense as I’d imagined, but that’s because the bats were very small.


Today we stopped off at Roswell, New Mexico to enjoy the tacky UFO museum and the corny shop. We’re on our way to some hot springs where we’ll have a swim and camp out for the night. We were going to camp out at Santa Fe, but we decided to go for more natural surroundings. There was a fiesta at Santa Fe when we stopped by, either to celebrate the beginning of the carnival season, or 400 years of Ciudad depending on whom you asked. The shops there were so expensive – very arty.

17/9/98

WOW


OK: from Santa Fe we went to Durango, Colorado which was a nice Wild West town, and we went to a great little mining town called Silverton where we shopped for a bit and admired the view. Then on to Utah and the tourist trap town of Moab. Think of the most incredible panorama you can imagine – that’s the view from our campground. And the sights will keep getting better…


Yesterday, after a very relaxed morning, we went for a gruelling 25-mile off-road mountain bike trek in the beating sun, with the most distracting views I’ve ever seen. The canyon walls towered above, then as you climbed you found yourself riding on the edge of a dizzying crevasse. The rock formations were beautiful and unusual. We hiked up to see the massive ‘Delicate Arch’ rock formation by sunset. It was stunning. An improbably large arch standing at the top of a lonely ridge, so prominent and imposing with the large drop-offs around it. We walked under it, took pictures sitting next to it in the pink sunset light, and stood next to it to admire the seemingly infinite rocky landscape below. It was a thing of movies and postcards – to witness it in real life was moving.


Nathan and Esther had a big argument, and Nathan seemed quite hurt. I went for a walk with him to cheer him up, and I seemed to get through to him to some degree. Again, I’m so proud that I can help other people emotionally, even in a small way, and even though I probably don’t know how to deal with my own emotions.


That night we celebrated Poppy’s 27th birthday. We went all out with a cake, candles, 2 bottles of her favourite Californian white wine, champagne – and a card and present as well of course! After indulging ourselves we climbed over the campground fence, a little tipsy, into the school athletics track next door to lie in the middle of the field and gaze at the stars until the early hours.


The next day we got up as early as we could (not very, with all of the butt pains and hangovers) to go hiking in the Arches National Park again. Some of the rock formations were unbelievable. There was a big ‘balanced rock’ that stood on a pillar of stone maybe 50ft high in the middle of nowhere, and the most incredible arches in the mountains. There was the 300ft long ‘Landscape Arch’, the ‘Wall Arch’ which leaned ominously toward you as if threatening to fall and crush you, and the ‘Partition Arch’ that looked like a petrified wave, among many others. The best bit is that you can totally interact with them. Climb up them, walk around to get a better picture, or scale some uncertain overhang just to scare the stuff out of Poppy.


That was impressive to say the least, but then in the evening we went to Dead Horse Point, and it was beyond impressive. It was breathtaking, humbling, exhilarating. We stood atop a cliff so huge and so sheer it was beyond imagination. We sat on an overhanging sandstone ledge with our legs dangling off the edge of a 2000ft precipice, throwing stones down and waiting for a ridiculously long time (at least 8 seconds) to hear the crack echo like a gunshot at the bottom. Looking down was dizzying, terrifying and ultimately not advisable.


The Colorado River wound through the endless landscape far below us, and as the sun set you realised that your sense of scale is all messed up because the sight is just too grand. It seemed almost disproportionate because it was so undreamably gigantic. This is the reason I chose this trek – and it is more than worth it. If there is a God, he has an immense imagination.


To top it all off, we saw the place where Thelma and Louise took the final plunge – and Poppy told us it was just gonna get better…


WOW!

P.S. I must one day: 1) Take Keith here, as the one who would appreciate it most.



    2) Hang glide off Dead Horse Point.

19/9/98

Yesterday we went to Monument Valley and the Neh (Navajo) Native American Indian reserve. We went on a cool jeep tour of the Navajo Nation’s interesting rock formations (‘3 Sisters’, ‘Elephant Butte’, ‘Camel Butte’, ‘Big Hogon’, ‘Sun’s Eye’, ‘Ear of the Wind’, the dragon, the eagle – even Elvis showed up as a shape in the rocks). We were even treated to some wonderful Navajo singing from the tour guide in a cathedral-like rock formation, which carried the sound hauntingly well.


Our campsite was on a cliff overlooking the vast plains with the Mittens rock formations and a few others jutting out randomly in the distance. The rock was all red, and the desert seemed almost untouched – it was a beautiful view to wake up to. And we woke up to it at 6:30am, to see the sun rise between the two most prominent outcrops of sandstone – casting its soft red ambient light from the unreachable horizon.


I forgot to mention – yesterday night we continued the vague fitness program we’ve instated to lose the 10 or so pounds that America’s unbeatable junk food has left with us. At 10pm, 4 of us ran quite randomly in the dark towards the nearest town (about 20 miles away). We did about 4 miles Forrest Gump style (by the way, we saw the actual road he ran down… wow), admiring the clearest starry sky I’ve ever seen – beating even Ireland and Egypt. The Milky Way was like a huge scar across the whole sky.


Nice. Anyway, today we are at the Grand Canyon. It’s not quite what I expected – it’s not a bottomless gully. To be honest, I preferred the infinite view at Dead Horse Point. Tomorrow, some of us are going to fly over it (not me – it’s too expensive), which is apparently excellent – and the rest are going hiking in it.

22/9/98

I went hiking halfway down the Grand Canyon with Obi. It looks much better from the inside. We went 14 miles overall down the steep Bright Angel Trail and to the view at Plateau Point. Nathan and Tim got up at 4am to go all the way down. They said it was excellent – they brought back a bottle of Colorado River water. It was really exhausting, especially walking up the long winding rocky trails in the hottest hours of the day.


That night we partied with another Trek group, and I drank a little bottle of Mezcal with two worms in it! I actually chewed on two little grubs! Yuk!

Then yesterday we drove to Lake Powell and had a swim. The water was so blue! It’s very deep too – ideal for cliff jumping! We were bombing off a perfectly situated stone at least 10m above the water. We were trying to climb up the crumbling sandstone walls for a challenge. James was the best at it, scrambling up sheer cliffs like a monkey. We were carving things into the sandstone too – including handhold to make climbing easier!

We stayed at a great campsite owned by an ex-Trek America (that’s the company we’re doing this trek with) leader called Easton, and we went horse riding with ex-Marlboro Man Rick. My horse was Coby – apparently a “hell-bent bitch queen”, though she was quite good to me, if a little impatient. We had Western saddles and we rode into the sunset on some crazy desert trails, riding into a little canyon and following the dried up Paria river, occasionally trotting through a stream: it was great. And Rick was singing us cowboy country songs too.

I then got very drunk, won a game of pool with Tim against a couple of people from another trek, got even more drunk, sang some cool karaoke, got too drunk and KO’ed. Now I feel hung-over – we’re on our way to Bryce Canyon today.

23/9/98

Bryce Canyon was like something out of Fantasia. We did some easy walks around the rim, admiring the colourful rock forest. “Rhino man” James mooned from the highest cliff (which he wasn’t even supposed to be on as there was no trail). Our campsite at Bryce had a huge cockrock formation, distractingly prominent in the background.


On the way to our last (and apparently the best) national park – Zion – Poppy was vandalously knocking down random traffic cones on the highway, and in the mile-and-a-half-long tunnel through the middle of Zion we all swapped shirts in the dark, which was also quite random.


Oh – we stopped off briefly at a buffalo ranch on the way to Zion. They are BIG animals.


Tomorrow we go hiking down the ‘Angel’s Landing’. Sounds cool!

27/9/98

WOW again!

First of all – we didn’t hike down Angel’s Landing. We hiked UP it! It was great – an enormous ridge, shaped kind of like a giant bent two-humped stone camel, almost dwarfing the surrounding mountains. The ridge was narrow, with deadly steep cliff faces on either side, and there was apparently no path – we had to climb up the rocks! The view was spectacular – a 360° panorama of Zion.


After that we went up to the Narrows canyon at the top of Zion to hike up the river. Most people kept as shallow as possible in the icy cold water – never getting past their knees – but we swam, clothes and all! It was fun playing with the currents and watching the dying sunlight dance with the steep canyon walls and waterfalls. We saw some magical scenes – but no pictures, because the camera would have got wet! I’ve taken loads of pictures of everything else – hundreds!


I forgot to mention that the night before, we lost Tim because he had a stomachache that we feared was appendicitis. He was whisked away to the nearest hospital – 40 miles away – with Calli to keep him company. It was about this time that we discovered our suspicions were right – he had fancy laser surgery to get rid of his appendix. So he missed Zion. When we picked him up, he was out of it and still a little pained, but we’ve taken care of him and he’s OK – he’ll have to miss some of the more strenuous Las Vegas rides though.


Ah, Las Vegas. It’s what would have happened on the eighth day – the playground of the gods. Undescribable, so I won’t bother. It’s big. Go there.

1st night in Las Vegas: we gambled at the Mirage, watched its volcano, then made our way to a luxurious all-you-can-eat $10 buffet at Luxor. Luxor’s pyramid is peaked with the brightest light in the world, shining its solid beam straight up (actually, it looks bent because it distorts in the atmosphere). I gambled away about $20 on slots and poker (illegally – I’m underage! For drinking as well as gambling here in the US). Took a cab back to the hotel a couple of blocks off the Strip and fell asleep in the early hours.


Day 2 starting with a shopping trip to a nearby outlet mall, in which I thankfully managed to spend nothing (money’s low) – though there was a really cool Halloween shop that captured my imagination. Next we went to Caesar’s Palace to experience the various cinema rides. The 3D IMAX was impressive, if a little brief. Huge scale though. We saw the cheesy talking statues at the top of the hour too.


After that, Circus Circus for a 52m… BUNGY JUMP! The most terrifying thing I’ve ever done! They didn’t give you any time to psychologically prepare yourself… it was 54321jump – even as I dived off the edge my brain screamed, “I’m not ready – are you crazy?!” – I didn’t scream; it was too scary! Great! Again! We got free T-shirts.


Then we went to the Stratosphere casino to go up 1000ft of tower – the view of Las Vegas was breathtaking. We rode on what was claimed to be the world’s highest rollercoaster at the top, and then got fired up on the Big Shot ride to the 135th storey at 4 G’s, then dropped back down to the 112th at zero G’s – and back up again and so on for a bit. Excellent! At some point we had a limo ride to the old quarter of Las Vegas to see the fun light show, I don’t remember when exactly.


I split up from the group then and walked to Treasure Island in time to see the last pirate performance at 11:30pm. The Spanish sank the English! Boo! I then walked back to the hotel (long way), picking up a quarter cup from every casino I passed. I collected 15. And that’s just a piece of it! I thought it would be fun to phone home at 1:30am (American time) from Bally’s casino just to say hi! I finally got to sleep at 2:30… Unfortunately, I never saw the BIGGEST casino – the MGM Grand. Apparently it’s unbelievably spectacular.


So today after an early wake up (therefore lots of sleeping in the van), we are headed for San Diego. I will try to meet up with family friends Herb and Cherissa.

29/9/98

Herb and Cherissa took me out to lunch at La Jolla (I recognised it!) and we went shopping for a bit. It was nice to see them again. Then I went back to the campsite so that we could all go to Mexico. When we got to Tijuana, 11 of us piled into a sedan taxi to go downtown (funny!), where we ate dinner. At the worst restaurant ever. No English spoken, none of us got what we ordered, the food was dodgy (refried beans are disgusting), the waitress kept sniffling like she was diseased, the toilets were bacterial research centres and so on…


We then went to a bar/night club to dance and get drunk (not me – no money!). One of the waiters was randomly grabbing people (mostly girls) and pouring tequila down their throats, then picking them up and spinning them around. Crazy.


On the way back, James (very drunk) was inspecting the laid out wares of some sleeping native vendors on the street, and he absentmindedly played with one of those spinny drum things to wake them up so he could buy something. It was so funny!


At the border control, Calli was stopped and given an angry lecture by the authorities about letting the customs man do his job (she had asked why he was doing something), and the man then gave her a bottle of nail paint – letting her go with a sharp retort; “enjoy the nail paint.” HOW RANDOM!


Then, sleep. Now, LA! The last day of the trek ( – we have lots of sorting out and clearing up to do. Next stop: HOLLYWOOD! (
We did the tourist thing in Hollywood, got drunk one last time in the hotel room (I ended up spraying a fire extinguisher everywhere, and apparently James was running around the corridors in his birthday suit at one point), then we said our goodbyes and went our separate ways. I hung around with Trish and Nate and a couple of others, building sandcastles on the beach and inadvertently appearing as an extra in the film-to-be ‘Pacific Blue’, until it was time to fly back to New York. From there I went to Connecticut and did a whirlwind tour of the houses of all our old American friends – they were very generous to me. It was a good finish to a great trip – wandering around the home of my youth, re-establishing contact with many lost friends. It was a very familiar, comfortable feeling. And now I’m on my way back to the home that I didn’t actually miss much during this trip (though they missed me!), which should give me another familiar and comfortable feeling…

This poem was written in chunks by a variety of people as the journey progressed, so it’s not very structured, and it’s littered with in-jokes, but it’s a good laugh so I’ll include it anyway:

The 1998 Transcontinental South trek poem

written by: Poppy Gilman, Charles Sundt, Patricia Conti, Nathan Wall, Esther Lincoln,

Tim Storey, Calli Short, Obi-Wan Nwadike, Tamara Stipic and James McGrath!
We gathered in Manhattan, James headed for the bar

We dragged him out and sat him in our Trek America car

We drove to Philadelphia to see the liberty bell

And then we went to D.C. to see the holocaust hell

Then we went to Warrior’s Path

To have a naked lake bath

And drunken late night games

With permanent beer bitch James

Arrived in southern Tennessee early

The rafting water was kinda swirly

Nathan, Calli, Trish & Tim went under

And re-appeared with faces like thunder

We went to Atlanta and wandered around

The Olympic park and the Underground

We went to Savannah to make random man jump

And to sit on a bench with Forrest Gump

St. Augustine was our next camping spot

The oldest U.S. town, Believe It Or Not!

We sped to Daytona, our little boys are playing with their cars

The interesting space place, Cocoa Beach isn’t far

Guess who’s late again, Obi

We go to San Sebastian where the bugs eat you

For breakfast, lunch and tea

Swimming with phosphorescence and sharks too

We went snorkelling and then stayed

In those great pink cabins, and made

Food in the microwave y’all

Then we went to Universal

To see Arnie making us scream

And Calli quaking on screen

Next day was Wet ‘n’ Wild or Sea World

Which was fun, then that night Trish hurled

After inner tubing down Icheetucknee

In the style of the brass monkey

We hit New Orleans and Razoo’s

And we got the rainbow blues

Tim and James got special names

Rainbow Man and the Rhino

Just one of Obi’s little games

To fill time when he’s not on the phone

We went to San Antonio to see the Alamo

And then we went to Mexico

To meet James’ wiggly friends

Next was Carlsbad Caves

With the bat flight at the end

Then Roswell’s alien graves

Festival fun in Santa Fe, then Silverton to play

With Kokopelli, then we stayed

At Moab to go biking

And Arches to go hiking

Then suddenly Poppy got old

So we partied with Californian gold

Laying in the field, Poppy laughed and poked

Some boobs and ripped her jeans while looking at blokes

Soon we went to Dead Horse Point

Then we jeep toured the Navajo joint

Later Nate and Tim walked down

The Grand hole in the ground

While Trish, James, Poppy and Es slept in the van

That night we partied with other trek fans

Beer we drank, and worms we ate

Cliff jumping at Lake Powell was great

Where we met Poppy’s intimate mate

And went horse riding until late

DJ James’ karaoke, Esther grabs the mike from Obi

Strike a pose there’s nothing to it -- Vogue!

At our Bryce campsite we saw cock rock

And James’ moonie was a shock

We got Poppy cone bopping

And she got us all shirt swapping

On the way to Zion which was outstanding

Through Trish’s fairy garden to Angel’s Landing

The view at the Narrows was very pleasing

Tamara, Nate and Charles swam in the river, freezing

Las Vegas was incredible

The buffets were cheap and very edible

In this city surrounded by desert sand

We sky dived tied to a rubber band

San Diego then glorious Hollywood

Put your hand in their print, is the fit good?

In the LA hotel, the fire extinguisher did spout

And James ran around with his willy out

After that the trek ended, but we stayed together

Kept adding to memories that will last forever!







