I blasted north to Buenos Aires and from there to northeastern Argentina. The buses in Argentina are a holiday in themselves. Charming leggy stewardesses bring you pillows, tasty meals, coffee and sweets and generally make you feel coddled. The chairs turn into full sized beds and newly released movies are played in English with Spanish subtitles. For 36 hours, I slumped in a series of buses in an Ativan and air conditioning induced stupor blearily watching the northern Patagonian pampas roll by. The incredibly sophisticated, overly educated, neatly coiffed Argentinean bus stewards periodically floated by and offered me another espresso or perhaps a fresh pastry and I would try to discreetly wipe away the long trail of spittle connecting my cheek to the pillow before reaching for another treat.

I perked up when palm trees started appearing and it started getting jungly out there. There was a town called Resistencia that I wanted to visit because it supposedly had the most sculptures per block in the world. I'd seen red roadside alters to Gaucho Antonia Gil, the patron saint of gauchos, all over Patagonia, and so I went to Mercedes, where the gauchos go to pay their respects. On the way to an estuary, I picked up a great big hunk of eye candy named Uffe from Denmark and we travelled north together for a week. We helped each other along. He had a sense of direction and I speak Spanish. Since I am almost always lost and he never understands what anyone is saying to him, it seemed like an even swap. 

Monkeys started making cameos in an estuary called Ibera. Then it just got all beautiful all of a sudden. Beautiful!Beautiful!Beautiful! Iguazu falls! So so beautiful! Full moon rises over crashing cataracts! Beautiful! A flock of toucans land in a tree overhead, their squaks barely audible over the roar of water! So beautiful! Over 250 waterfalls to get dipped in, walk around and over and look into, never getting old, more amazing around every corner as butterflies hitch rides on unsuspecting tourists! So amazingly beautiful! And those waterfalls, you would never know they were there in this quiet estuary, that is, if there weren't advertisements everywhere telling you about them, then bam! There you are in them and surrounded by them, then go another mile and you are back in a quiet jungle stumbling upon macaws, caimans, tapirs and cabybaras. I went back to Iguazu Falls day after day, returning to the hostel at night to drink with the Northern Europeans (how I love their coooool equinamity - they get on with everyone, it seems), dance with the South Americans on holiday, and eventually I added another dimension to my days when I discovered the Sheraton Resort Hotel swimming pool. The Sheraton is the only hotel inside Iguazu Falls its swimming pool offers the view of views of the waterfalls. It was easy to sneak in, so I would go into the park in the morning, loll around the swimming pool with the hotel guests, and then when it cooled off in the afternoon, go tromping around on the metal doubly reinforced banistered walkways. I got sick of tourists but not the waterfalls. 

One thing I love about travelling in general and third world travelling in particular is the absence of railings, warning tape, and functioning streetlights. Having to watch out for live wires on the street, potholes on the sidewalk and so on adds a level of alertness that knocks my american complacency right out of me. It is an incredible but true fact that you can walk out of your door in most anytown, USA with a blindfold on and earplugs firmly lodged against your eardrums and meander from one side of town to the other and the odds of something happening to you, such as a traffic collision or even bad spill are very small. While this is nice if you really are blind and deaf, it can lull you into a dull shortsightedness that makes it more and more difficult to notice when the world changes around you and real dangerous changes start happening in the streets and the system because finely honed senses are not necessary for survival in America. There's nothing like a surplus of potholes and reckless drivers whizzing by at all times to keep you on your toes. It doesn't take much energy or effort to avoid accidents, but it gets the old instincts primed and ready for when disaster strikes when and if it should.

The impressive walkway system at Iguazu Falls was anomalous to my other experiences in South America. The glaciers in southern Patagonia came crashing down right by our little boats and it was luck, nothing more that kept us from being washed away by the waves created by their calvings. 

I hate it when i am walking across a bridge between two dodgy cities in two dodgy countries and  hijacking happens on the bridge. 

And I hate it when sullen barely pubescent border guards don't pay attention to where they are pointing their guns and they're pointing them right at me while I am in the middle of having my mugshot taken just so that I can get in somewhere new. 

And I go into a downright sulk when I have to lock myself into expensive hotels full of busloads of geriatric Danes because it's getting dark outside and things are pretty sketchy out there.

Yep, and I realized one bridge hijacking too late that that cheapskate know-it-all Israeli career army officer would have been the perfect travelling companion today as I crossed from Foz Iguacu in Brazil to Ciudad del Este in Paraguay. A military life in Israel must give you some sort of sixth sense for when and where trouble is about to ensue. Or maybe it just gives you a lingering paranoia and deep uneasiness about everything no matter what because even when we were in some kind of nice meat and pasta joint, he would case the place like he was in the middle of some dangerous SWAT team shakedown. Most Israelis abroad travel in big ruckussy gangs but he was between tribes at the time and was eager to join me but I was tired of talking religion, talking him down from the next high level super impressive military move, and tired of talking in general. I was also very much in the mood for pork and was really craving a non-fleabag hotel and so i gave him the slip in Brasil. It took two tries to shake him loose. 

So maybe karma bit me in the ass. Again. 

Then all of a sudden for no particular reason it was time two go. Two expensive visas later, I moved from Argentina through Brazil to Paraguay. Brasil has a brilliant reciprocal agreement with other countries. So if they need a visa to visit your country, you need one to visit theirs. If they get fingerprinted, their mugs shot, inquisitioned in little secret rooms that you didn't notice before by armed stony faced attendants and fined upon entry to your country for not having your i's dotted and t's crossed correctly, well then, so do you. If they need proof of lots of disposable income, letters from employers, return tickets and so on, vice versa. Europeans, South Americans, and Australians watch with clean hands as I get black fingers and mugshots, then look at my passport, smirk, and say, 'American, eh?' I have seen how American guards treat foreigners at the airport, so I don't complain, just swallow this bitter medicine we've made thinking fair is fair and wishing hard that we had taken some governmental etiquette lessons from those coooool little northern european countries back before we started sending secret military units into little countries that few have even heard of to make dirty little wars for a fast buck, dropping bombs where they had no business to be dropped and certain planes started crashing into certain buildings changing everything forever. But if wishes were horses, beggars would ride. The sarcastic Australians standing behind me in line at the border crossing into brazil laughed when they saw my black hands and long face and said, ‘good thing your country doesn’t have a policy of having customs officers with extremely large hands conducting cavity searches. I wished every American could experience this kind of entry into a new country so that they’d pay more attention when some little news item in the back of their local paper said that iris scans and fingerprints were now necessary to enter the states. And then I celebrated passover with a muslim girl from iran, some atheists and agnostics and who knows what from europe and here and there, nominally catholic south americans, and a bunch of israelis. we passed the old book and read from it, sipped wine, had a good laugh and an even better meal, and that act in itself seemed like it was doing more good for world peace than most marches i have been in, letters i have signed and votes i have cast. we just gave each other a really good listen, see. 

I was happy to get into somewhere difficult and dirty and new. The gorgeous doey Argentinean bus stewardesses who spoke 3 languages were great and the two dollar mouth watering steaks were wonderful, but I was up for something a bit more chaotic than that, otherwise I’d have gone to spend a year in provence. I wanted to go somewhere where the inhabitants had imperfect genes and were considered a real catch if they still had all their teeth at 32. I was up for strange mystery meats and boats that came 3 days later than they were supposed to. How else to spend all this time? 

And so Paraguay it was.  No one ever talks about Paraguay. PJ O'Rourke said that Paraguay is nowhere, famous for nothing. It sits landlocked in the middle of south America and the eye skirts around it to the recognizable places full of landmarks and legends – brazil, argentina, chile, peru, even Bolivia boasts enough impressively famous natural wonders and autentico culture to draw in a certain number of tourists. Paraguay is big cat country, full of jaguars and pumas. Mennonites and Moonies own huge tracts of land here. a true tourist frontier (despite the privately chartered busload of intrepid danes enjoying their golden age and this air conditioned 3 star hotel I fled to after the bridge hijacking). Paraguay seems like a place where people go to disappear. I hope I don't disappear. I will be staying on the track here instead of fleeing the gringo highway. But so far people speak clear spanish (a big change from argentina and chile), have beautiful manners and are kind. We'll see, we'll just have to see.

Ciudad del Este, Paraguay is the definition of dodgy. There’s no tax on anything there and that makes it shopping central for all of south America. People go there for electronics and other luxury items that are worth saving a few hundred bucks for. It borders Paraguay, argentina and brasil, is full of hustlers and money changers. Skyrises rise and tilt around towards each other in a dizzying fashion. It draws the kind of people of the fast buck. It is not a relaxing place. There are plenty of clocks and no mood music or artifical scent being pumped out to make you hungry for this or that kind of junk food. Everything has been stripped down to its lowest common denominator. You go there to buy, sell and split. 

I got out of there fast and went to Asuncion, the

capital of Paraguay. The city was abandoned because it

was holy week and all of the residents had split for

the countryside. It was eery to hang out in a

beautiful old colonial city with noone in it. From there I went to Concepcion, Paraguay, where the proportion of  horsedrawn carriages to cars was just about equal. It was still holy week, and nothing was moving, so I hung out for several days waiting for the next ferry that would take me up the Rio Paraguay. The internet café in concepcion lacked a backpacker scene. Usually  internet cafes are chock full of hunched over white people sucking messages of love and care out of the flickering blue screen in front of them and punching back in descriptions of the sights they have seen and people they have met and stomach ailments they have faced along the way. This internet café had porn sites unapologetically bookmarked as the home pages and a couple of gum chewing teenagers running the place, as much for the unrestricted access to porn as the air conditioning running full blast. There was nowhere else in town that boasted such comfort. I would tuck in there to burn up a couple of hours, then stand up and get steady on my feet and stumble back out onto the one dirt road and get discombobulated by the contrast of horse drawn buggies and ladies carrying huge piles of fruit on their heads to the porn sites and flickering screens inside. 

I went down to the docks every day and eyeballed the ferries, wondering which one would eventually be heading north. No one offered me a boat ride although I aroused acute curiousity in all of the local bystanders and the more professionally gregarious ones in the bunch took on the task of extracting my information to share with the less extroverted ones in the bunch. They would come up to me, ask where I was from, what was I doing here, how much money do I make in the states and am I married, then transport the information back to the waiting crowd, deliver it as faithfully as possible while I stood in the distance watching the crowd look over at me and nod and amtch up this new information with the picture of me. The ferry appeared one night and I boarded it along with countless crates of

stuff including dry goods, mattresses, corrugated tin,

mountains of egs, watermelons, miles of garlic

strands,some dogs, about 250 people and all of

their luggage. I kept my eyes averted from men and

smiled from under my eyelids at the women and

children. Everyone was very shy towards me. I arrived

3 hours early in hopes that there had been a bed

cancellation but no such luck, so I took my hammock

and tried to figure out where the stinky toilet and

the noisy engine were so that I could sleep far away

from both. There were already many hammocks hanging

all over the boat. I found an okay spot, although it

might be heavily trafficked, and as I ineptly tied it

up, an old man came up and helped me. Midknot, he

asked if the crew had said it was okay for me to hang

my hammock there, which they had not. So we pulled it

down, found another spot, hung it, and decided to be

friends. Unfortunately, by then, the only spot to hang a hammock was right next to the engine and above the toilet. Still, it beat the floor, which was destined to be covered with 3 days worth of dinner, toilet overflow and worse. The old man had been travelling with his

grandson for a day and a night already. I was happy to

have someone to watch my stuff and save my seat and so

on, and he was happy to have the novelty of me around

to converse with. Two women sat on the other side of

the old man and everytime someone asked me a question,

they would lean forward and listen with great interest

to my reply but they never asked me anything directly.

The drinking water came straight from the river we

were shitting and throwing out dinner scraps and other

garbage into, so I got pretty possessive of my two

bottles of mineral water. The old man liked my mineral

water a lot, too, and figured once we finished it off,

there was still plenty of river water. I let him have

one bottle and didn't tell him about the other one I

had hidden away in my bag. Every hour someone would

offer me a sip of their tererre (cold yerba mate,

which is what everyone is drinking constantly in

Argentina, Uruguay and Paraguay, also in Chile,

Peru,Bolivia and Brasil) and I would say no,

explaining that I had a cold. Despite my dripping nose

and husky voice, I think they all knew that I was just

being a gringo and was afraid of the water. Having

seen the ship bathroom, I was afraid of spending two

days in it after drinking the water, so I guess they

were right. That bathroom was the nastiest stinkiest

squathole that I had seen in a long long time. All

privacy is lost on a ship like this. You sleep where

you can sleep when you can sleep. Night after night

the engine roared, babies cried and moaned all around me, people bumped up and down the hall knocking me and my hammock around, and as the person sleeping on the

floor directly under my hammock would shift and knee

me in the back, I would shove my earplugs in deeper

and glare into the darkness sulkily. Everyone was up

at first light drinking more and more terrerre,

talking, laughing, hanging out. Darkness came and the

people who had been leaning in on my public

conversations with the old started firing away. The

conversations people in South America are:

1) Am I alone? If so, why. Or if I am with anyone who

is within 25 years of my age, if I am their

girlfriend/spouse. And if not, why not. 

2) Something about George Bush and what I think about

the war on Iraq. (You know how I feel about Bush. So

do they now) I have not met anyone who likes George

Bush or the war one bit. Except a few Iraelis, who are

pretty stoked about it. 

3) How much money I make, how much money other people

make in the states. (All they do is work in the

states. It is very sad and boring and expensive there

compared to their country.)

4) Do I like their country. (Yes!) Why. (It is so

beautiful! The people are so nice!) Where have I been

in their country. (Name 3 national monuments) Which

country do I like best that I have visited (Theirs!)

5. Where am I from. (USA) Where am I from in the

states. (California) To which they usually drop their

voices a few octaves and say, "Hasta la vista, Baby."

Jeez. It used to be cool from California. A kind of

get out of jail free card for political conversations.

Not anymore.

I noticed that the most popular tattoo was an anchor,

and it took me another 24 hours to realize that there is no sea nearby to be inspired to ink a tattoo of an anchor onto yourself in honor of- Paraguay is landlocked. So why the anchors? It turns out the boat was full of Paraguayan marines. When they told me proudly that they were marines, I burst out laughing and said, "Where's the Mar?" and they said, "We're Rioneros!"meaning riverines. From there we bantered for hours. Someone had a harp. The harp is the national

instrument of Paraguay so I appealed to their national

pride and cajoled a concert out of them. We had

breathholding contests, armwrestling and thumbwrestling contests, discussed various methods of alligator wrestling. I won the breathholding contests for the most part, even though they were supposedly good swimmers, being riverines and all. They won the armwrestling every time. Thumbwrestling was about 50/50.

We arrived at Puerto Casado, which is a city of 20,000

entirely owned by Moonies. I didn't see any Moonies

but the locals are pretty pissed that the Reverend

Moon bought their town and all of the surrounding

land. I got off the boat to look at it. By this point,  was a virtual floating city of dirty hammocks, old bicycles, vegetables and funk. I realized we had crossed the Tropic of Capricorn and I was that much closer to home, a red ant bit me on the big toe. I had been hoping to ride all the way to Bolivia on the Rio Negro but we were already 20 hours behind, and after 3 days on the boat, I was happy to split. 

I had been sitting next to two guarani women for the past 3 days after the old man got off. It took them two days to offer me some terrere fresh from the river and another to look me in the eye. We passed some capybaras in the river and they pointed them out to each other and seemed to be discussing them. (They spoke Guarani, so I didn’t understand the finer points.) But it turned out that they were talking about capybara recipes. I perked right up, since I’m always a sucker for some new culinary experience. When we got off the boat that night, some little Paraguayan chica asked me if I wanted to go have a bite to eat in a bar nearby before the boat took off. I was with the Indian ladies at the time and said thanks but no, because I was in the process of helping them fill up their water jugs for the next leg of the trip. It seemed a smart investment of my time to support the project of getting some non-river water into their containers should my water run out and the boat run slower than even before, which seemed likely since we’d now taken on a backhoe and were pushing that up in front of us as well, slowing us down a great deal. As I trudged up the hill with the two ladies, one of them turned to me and looked me in the eye for the first time. She said, “I’m an Indian, you know.” And I supposed she meant that maybe I didn’t know that and otherwise wouldn’t think to consort with the likes of her. I said, “Yes. I know. I’d love to taste that capybara recipe of  yours sometime.” And so an invitation to her house followed. We had it stewed for an interminable number of hours in a mole sauce of sorts, which was probably a good thing because it was very stringy and gamey and dark from what I could tell of it under all that sauce.

The rio Paraguay divides Paraguay from brasil. After I had my fill of capybara and guarani Indians, I crossed over to brasil. Every the conscientious traveler, I went in search of a customs official to stamp my passport denoting an exit from Paraguay and entry into Brasil. In that vein, I hired a river taxi driver to take me back and forth across the river for the better part of a day looking for someone on either border town with the appropriate stamp. I had chosen to leave Paraguay at this point along the river specifically because the town was marked on a map and so I supposed there might be such an official type person around. No man with a stamp in either town, so I left Paraguay without an exit stamp and entered Brasil without and entry stamp. The Brasilian cop who had no stamp took me to lunch and gave me his business card and told me to call him if I had problems. 

