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OVERLAND TO SOUTH AMERICA BY PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION describes a 9,000 mile
journey the author made from the United States to Buenos Aires, Argentina, in 1964. He made
the entire trip overland by buses and trains, except for a short air hop over the Darien region of
Panama and Colombia, where there was no road across. The fares for the buses, trains, and air
hop totaled $199.Although prices have risen dramatically since then and now as this book is
published for the first time in 2015, the journey detailed in this book remains one of the cheapest
and most fascinating overland routes in the world.The author continued traveling overland from
Buenos Aires to Montevideo, Uruguay, and then northward in Brazil to Rio de Janeiro and finally
to Brasilia.His return to the United States was by air with a long stopover in Manaus, Brazil.This
was a defining and life changing journey for the author, and a similar trip following the same
routes detailed in this book can still be made today.

"Dazzling . . . Mlinko offers readers a catalog of sonorous pleasures in this capacious book."
―Publishers Weekly --This text refers to the paperback edition.About the AuthorAnge Mlinko is
the author of several books of poetry, including Distant Mandate and Marvelous Things
Overheard. She has been the recipient of a Guggenheim Fellowship and the Randall Jarrell
Award for Criticism, and served as Poetry Editor for The Nation. Her essays and reviews have
been published in The Nation, The London Review of Books, The New York Review of Books,
Poetry, and Parnassus. Educated at St. John’s College and Brown University, she has lived
abroad in Morocco and Lebanon, and is currently Professor of English at the University of
Florida. She lives in Gainesville. --This text refers to the paperback edition.
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2015 by Jack WileyAll Rights Reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced or
transmitted in any form whatsoever without express written permission from the author.
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caused directly or indirectly by the information contained in this book.For more information about
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THROUGH CENTRAL AMERICA TO PANAMA CITY4. COLOMBIA5. ECUADOR6. PERU7.
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END OF A JOURNEYAPPENDIX AAPPENDIX BABOUT THE AUTHOR 1. THE BEGINNING
OF A JOURNEYAt 12:10 a.m. I boarded a Greyhound bus in Fresno, California – my hometown. I
found two empty seats. I sat down on the one by the window and placed my 8-pound portable
typewriter and my travel bag containing a 35mm Ricoh camera that I had purchased used years
before, two travel guide books – Mexico on $5 a Day and Norman D. Ford’s How to Travel without
Being Rich – maps of my planned journey, and my travel documents on the aisle seat beside me.
I had checked my suitcase earlier, and now I watched through the window to see that it got on
the bus.Soon the bus was heading south along Highway 99. My bus ticket was for Calexico,
California, where I planned to cross the border into Mexico. My goal, however, was more
ambitious than this. I was aiming for Buenos Aires, Argentina, which was about 9,000 miles
away!I got out my notebook to record my departure. At the top of the page, I wrote, “Tuesday,
September 22, 1964.” Below that, I wrote, “Left Fresno on the 12.15 a.m. Greyhound. At last I am
on my way.” Because I had started after midnight, I considered this the first day of my journey.I
wanted to savor the beginning of my journey. I put away my notebook and turned off the reading
light so that I could look and listen. There is not much to see along Highway 99 from a bus
window at night, so I dropped the seat back to its greatest incline and drifted into my own
thoughts. It dawned on me that this bus ride, the first short leg of my planned 9,000-mile journey
by buses and trains, was likely to be more comfortable than most that would follow. I did not have
to make this trip, I wanted to. However, I started to have second thoughts as I searched for a
reasonable position for sleeping on the inclined bus seat.CAPTION FOR FOLLOWING
ILLUSTRATION: Overland route to South America by public transportation – September 22,
1964 to December 15, 1964.•I do not know exactly when I first got the idea for making this
journey. By the time I graduated from Southern Illinois University with a BS degree in 1960, my
only travel outside the United States had been a few not-over-three-hour jaunts into Tijuana,
Mexico, if that can be considered travel to a foreign country. Crowded sidewalks, the blended
odors of cooking, garbage, and dust, and vendors hawking everything imaginable stand out in
my memories of those brief visits.The Army draft board deferred me until I finished my BS
degree at Southern Illinois University in June 1960, and two months after I got the degree, the
Army got me.The Army seemed chance, not choice. The Oath of Allegiance was all of us
draftees standing in a crowded room in Fresno, California. We were told to signify “I do” by taking



a step forward. I found myself swept forward by the group motion of the draftees. After being
indoctrinated in Colorado (hair cut short, uniforms issued, shots given in lines from both sides),
Basic Training at Fort Hood, Texas, and Administration School (a fancy name for courses in
typing and high school English) at Fort Ord, California, I was shipped off by way of South
Carolina to the Panama Canal Zone.My orders said “Jungle Warfare Training Center.”As it turned
out, other than having avoided the draft entirely, I do not think my “chance” could have been
much better. I did not have to go to the Jungle Warfare Training Center after all. When we got off
the airplane at Albrook Air Base in the Panama Canal Zone, they called out the college
graduates and took us to Fort Amador, where I got a job in classified records, and mostly it was
over in eight hours a day, five days a week. This left plenty of time to explore Panama City, the
Panama Canal, Old Panama, Colon on the Atlantic end of the Panama Canal, and elsewhere
within the range of two-day weekends.Most of the others in my barracks at Fort Amador took
their leaves home to the States. A few even saved their leaves to take the pay when they got out
of the Army. Some even took their leaves and stayed in the barracks. However, I do not recall
anyone using a leave to travel anywhere in Central or South America.When I had accumulated a
couple of weeks of leave time, I toyed with the idea of going to Bogotá, Colombia, or San Jose,
Costa Rica. My Army job took me twice a day to the United States Embassy in Panama City, and
I talked to people who carried classified material throughout Central and South America. One of
them, Larry, recommended that I go to San Jose, Costa Rica. He described it in glowing terms –
clean, safe, friendly people, low cost, and beautiful girls!That was for me. I signed out for a two-
week leave and on August 7, 1961, I flew to San Jose. It turned out to be a marvelous two
weeks. Larry was right, especially about the girls.Then it was back to Panama and the Army.
About seven months later, I had accumulated three weeks of leave time, and I decided to go to
Costa Rica again. This time I became a little more daring in my approach. I decided to fly only as
far as David, Panama (near the border with Costa Rica), and then continue to San Jose, Costa
Rica, by bus.What gave me the idea for traveling this route by bus was talking to a man who had
driven over this section of the Pan American Highway, which was still marked impassable on the
latest maps, in a four-wheel drive vehicle. The section he had driven over was, in fact, the last
major gap in the Pan American Highway from the United States to Panama City. I was surprised
when he said that buses were now operating over this route. He had actually seen them. He also
said that the road was mostly unpaved and a number of bridges were under construction but not
yet usable, and it was necessary to ford some rivers to get through.I signed out for my leave on
March 31, 1962 and went by air from Panama City to David. From the airport in David, I got a
station wagon (they operated like buses) to the center of David. I found the office that sold the
tickets for the buses to San Jose, only to learn that the next bus would be in the morning. I
purchased my ticket and then, instead of staying overnight in David, I took a station wagon to the
mountain village of Boquete and got a room in a small hotel.Early the next morning I took a
station wagon from the hotel back to David. The bus that was to take me to San Jose was
waiting by a small park. I climbed aboard. Inside, tassels and a cross were hanging down over



the top of the windshield.Passengers filled every seat when we departed, and I got my first real
taste of the Pan American Highway. From David, the road started out smooth and paved, and I
wondered if the stories I had heard had been exaggerations. I talked to a girl on the bus who said
she was a student at the University of Panama. She was on her way to visit relatives in San Jose.
She had taken another bus from Panama City to David, had stayed overnight in David, and now
was continuing her journey on this bus.At the border we had to go through customs on the
Panama side, then again in Costa Rica. With this out of the way, we were on our way again, and
the paved road soon became dirt with gravel on it. As we continued on, the gravel became more
like rocks and boulders. The bus bounced and shuttered. The other passengers seemed to think
it was fun. After an especially pronounced jolt, they would laugh and cheer. The driver seemed
determined not to slow down for anything.The road narrowed to a path between walls of jungle,
and the passengers started singing. Whenever an iguana darted across the road from one wall
of jungle to the other, the driver would try to hit it, much to the delight and laughter of most of the
passengers. I was glad that he did not actually hit any on this trip.The bus creaked and groaned
as it bounced over the rocky road. This kept up for hours. Along the route, three different bridges
over rivers were under construction, but not yet useable. To get across these rivers, the bus had
to ford through bumper-level water. At one bridge, which was completed, we stopped. Everyone
got off the bus for a rest stop. I had a Pepsi at an improvised refreshment stand.CAPTION FOR
FOLLOWING PHOTO: The bus at a bridge that was completed.•We continued on toward San
Jose. It was a long day, made longer by the bouncing and jarring. I practiced my Spanish with the
girl from Panama.Late that afternoon, still on rough road, we reached an altitude of 11,000 feet,
and then dropped down to San Isidro del General at 2,500 feet above sea level, where we
stopped for dinner. Then we were back on the bus, and the rough road continued all the way to
Cartago, which is about 22 miles from San Jose.The sensation of a smooth paved road after
hours of bouncing and jarring is unbelievable. Everything suddenly feels unreal. There is no
shuddering noise. There is no more jarring. Everything felt smooth, except my ears still
hummed.The lights of San Jose soon appeared and before long we were in downtown San
Jose. During the bouncing and jarring, I had decided firmly that once was enough, that if I ever
reached San Jose, I would never ride a bus over a road like this again. However, as I climbed off
the bus in beautiful San Jose, I was already looking back on the bus ride as a travel
adventure.After three wonderful weeks in Costa Rica, I flew back to Panama and the Army.After
my discharge from the Army in June 1962, I begin studying for a master’s degree at Sacramento
State College. At the same time, I was Assistant Physical Director at the Sacramento YMCA.
During the summer of 1963, I got a month off from the YMCA when they closed for remodeling,
and I drove my car south to Fresno, left my car there at my mother’s house, took a bus to
Calexico, California, and crossed the border to Mexicali, Mexico. I then romped about Mexico by
buses and trains for three and a half weeks, traveling to Guaymas, Mazatlán, Guadalajara,
Mexico City, and Acapulco.I returned to my job at the Sacramento YMCA and continued
studying for a master’s degree. In February 1964 I applied for admission to and a teaching



assistantship at the University of Illinois, where I wanted to study for a Ph.D.In May 1964 I sold
my first magazine article, “How to Build and Ride a Unicycle,” to Mechanix Illustrated. They paid
me $300 for it. I had been trying to write magazine articles for several years, but this was the first
time I sold anything. They scheduled my article for publication in September.
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odors of cooking, garbage, and dust, and vendors hawking everything imaginable stand out in
my memories of those brief visits.The Army draft board deferred me until I finished my BS
degree at Southern Illinois University in June 1960, and two months after I got the degree, the
Army got me.The Army seemed chance, not choice. The Oath of Allegiance was all of us
draftees standing in a crowded room in Fresno, California. We were told to signify “I do” by taking
a step forward. I found myself swept forward by the group motion of the draftees. After being
indoctrinated in Colorado (hair cut short, uniforms issued, shots given in lines from both sides),
Basic Training at Fort Hood, Texas, and Administration School (a fancy name for courses in
typing and high school English) at Fort Ord, California, I was shipped off by way of South
Carolina to the Panama Canal Zone.My orders said “Jungle Warfare Training Center.”As it turned
out, other than having avoided the draft entirely, I do not think my “chance” could have been
much better. I did not have to go to the Jungle Warfare Training Center after all. When we got off
the airplane at Albrook Air Base in the Panama Canal Zone, they called out the college
graduates and took us to Fort Amador, where I got a job in classified records, and mostly it was
over in eight hours a day, five days a week. This left plenty of time to explore Panama City, the
Panama Canal, Old Panama, Colon on the Atlantic end of the Panama Canal, and elsewhere
within the range of two-day weekends.Most of the others in my barracks at Fort Amador took
their leaves home to the States. A few even saved their leaves to take the pay when they got out
of the Army. Some even took their leaves and stayed in the barracks. However, I do not recall
anyone using a leave to travel anywhere in Central or South America.When I had accumulated a
couple of weeks of leave time, I toyed with the idea of going to Bogotá, Colombia, or San Jose,
Costa Rica. My Army job took me twice a day to the United States Embassy in Panama City, and
I talked to people who carried classified material throughout Central and South America. One of
them, Larry, recommended that I go to San Jose, Costa Rica. He described it in glowing terms –
clean, safe, friendly people, low cost, and beautiful girls!That was for me. I signed out for a two-
week leave and on August 7, 1961, I flew to San Jose. It turned out to be a marvelous two
weeks. Larry was right, especially about the girls.Then it was back to Panama and the Army.
About seven months later, I had accumulated three weeks of leave time, and I decided to go to
Costa Rica again. This time I became a little more daring in my approach. I decided to fly only as
far as David, Panama (near the border with Costa Rica), and then continue to San Jose, Costa
Rica, by bus.What gave me the idea for traveling this route by bus was talking to a man who had
driven over this section of the Pan American Highway, which was still marked impassable on the
latest maps, in a four-wheel drive vehicle. The section he had driven over was, in fact, the last
major gap in the Pan American Highway from the United States to Panama City. I was surprised
when he said that buses were now operating over this route. He had actually seen them. He also
said that the road was mostly unpaved and a number of bridges were under construction but not
yet usable, and it was necessary to ford some rivers to get through.I signed out for my leave on
March 31, 1962 and went by air from Panama City to David. From the airport in David, I got a
station wagon (they operated like buses) to the center of David. I found the office that sold the



tickets for the buses to San Jose, only to learn that the next bus would be in the morning. I
purchased my ticket and then, instead of staying overnight in David, I took a station wagon to the
mountain village of Boquete and got a room in a small hotel.Early the next morning I took a
station wagon from the hotel back to David. The bus that was to take me to San Jose was
waiting by a small park. I climbed aboard. Inside, tassels and a cross were hanging down over
the top of the windshield.Passengers filled every seat when we departed, and I got my first real
taste of the Pan American Highway. From David, the road started out smooth and paved, and I
wondered if the stories I had heard had been exaggerations. I talked to a girl on the bus who said
she was a student at the University of Panama. She was on her way to visit relatives in San Jose.
She had taken another bus from Panama City to David, had stayed overnight in David, and now
was continuing her journey on this bus.At the border we had to go through customs on the
Panama side, then again in Costa Rica. With this out of the way, we were on our way again, and
the paved road soon became dirt with gravel on it. As we continued on, the gravel became more
like rocks and boulders. The bus bounced and shuttered. The other passengers seemed to think
it was fun. After an especially pronounced jolt, they would laugh and cheer. The driver seemed
determined not to slow down for anything.The road narrowed to a path between walls of jungle,
and the passengers started singing. Whenever an iguana darted across the road from one wall
of jungle to the other, the driver would try to hit it, much to the delight and laughter of most of the
passengers. I was glad that he did not actually hit any on this trip.The bus creaked and groaned
as it bounced over the rocky road. This kept up for hours. Along the route, three different bridges
over rivers were under construction, but not yet useable. To get across these rivers, the bus had
to ford through bumper-level water. At one bridge, which was completed, we stopped. Everyone
got off the bus for a rest stop. I had a Pepsi at an improvised refreshment stand.CAPTION FOR
FOLLOWING PHOTO: The bus at a bridge that was completed.•We continued on toward San
Jose. It was a long day, made longer by the bouncing and jarring. I practiced my Spanish with the
girl from Panama.Late that afternoon, still on rough road, we reached an altitude of 11,000 feet,
and then dropped down to San Isidro del General at 2,500 feet above sea level, where we
stopped for dinner. Then we were back on the bus, and the rough road continued all the way to
Cartago, which is about 22 miles from San Jose.The sensation of a smooth paved road after
hours of bouncing and jarring is unbelievable. Everything suddenly feels unreal. There is no
shuddering noise. There is no more jarring. Everything felt smooth, except my ears still
hummed.The lights of San Jose soon appeared and before long we were in downtown San
Jose. During the bouncing and jarring, I had decided firmly that once was enough, that if I ever
reached San Jose, I would never ride a bus over a road like this again. However, as I climbed off
the bus in beautiful San Jose, I was already looking back on the bus ride as a travel
adventure.After three wonderful weeks in Costa Rica, I flew back to Panama and the Army.After
my discharge from the Army in June 1962, I begin studying for a master’s degree at Sacramento
State College. At the same time, I was Assistant Physical Director at the Sacramento YMCA.
During the summer of 1963, I got a month off from the YMCA when they closed for remodeling,



and I drove my car south to Fresno, left my car there at my mother’s house, took a bus to
Calexico, California, and crossed the border to Mexicali, Mexico. I then romped about Mexico by
buses and trains for three and a half weeks, traveling to Guaymas, Mazatlán, Guadalajara,
Mexico City, and Acapulco.I returned to my job at the Sacramento YMCA and continued
studying for a master’s degree. In February 1964 I applied for admission to and a teaching
assistantship at the University of Illinois, where I wanted to study for a Ph.D.In May 1964 I sold
my first magazine article, “How to Build and Ride a Unicycle,” to Mechanix Illustrated. They paid
me $300 for it. I had been trying to write magazine articles for several years, but this was the first
time I sold anything. They scheduled my article for publication in September.In May 1964 I
received notice that I had been accepted for admission to the Ph.D. program at the University of
Illinois, but that I had applied too late for a teaching assistantship for the academic year
1964-1965. I would need to reapply if I was interested in a teaching assistantship for the
academic year 1965-1966, which I did.I received my master’s degree from Sacramento State
College in June 1964. During the summer of 1964, I worked as Physical Director at the Fresno
YMCA for two months while the regular director was away for a summer of study. I was
uncertain, however, about what I would do when my YMCA job ended at the beginning of
September. I thought I would get the teaching assistantship that I thought I would need to afford
to study for a Ph.D. at the University of Illinois, but that would not begin until a year from the
coming September. What would I do until then?During that summer I began to toy with the idea
of traveling overland by public transportation all the way to Panama City. The idea expanded;
Why not go on to Buenos Aires, Argentina?It did not seem like a practical possibility however
until I read Norman D. Ford’s How to Travel without Being Rich. Ford not only made the trip from
the United States to Buenos Aires sound possible, but also rather routine. He outlined the route
in detail, including the buses and trains to take and the fares. He said that you could make the
entire trip overland, except for the Darien region in Panama and Colombia where there was no
road across, which you could hop over by air, for a total in fares of $171.75, including the short
air-hop. He wrote, “At 2 cents a mile, the 8,500 mile bus and rail route from Laredo, Texas, to
Buenos Aires is the cheapest overland route in the world.” He recommended that you allow
eleven weeks for this “because you’ll want to spend long days of sightseeing en route and
because you’ll have to wait a day or two for connections at different points.”By September 1964 I
was getting ready to make the journey. I decided that I would go only one way overland. I had the
option of flying to Buenos Aires and returning overland, or vice versa. I decided to start
overland.I started putting things in the suitcase I had settled on for my journey, the one I finally
decided was the right size. It was 21” long x 14” wide x 6.5” tall. I wanted it to be as small and
lightweight as possible, yet hold all the things that I thought I would need. A backpack would
have perhaps been more practical for this type of travel, but I had heard that officials in areas I
would be traveling harassed backpack travelers, especially at border crossings.I had purchased
the suitcase used. It was sturdy, yet beat up looking enough so that, I hoped, it would not be an
attractive target for thieves.You may be wondering why I did not use one of those travel bags that



look like a suitcase but has hidden straps, which when pulled out allow carrying it as a
backpack. The reason is that back then I had never seen or heard of such a thing.The packing
process was trial and error and compromises. Many things at first seemed essential. Then I
could not get the suitcase closed, and I began to worry about having to carry so much weight. In
the end, I knew that I was still taking too much, but thought I could lighten the load as I went
along.To help justify the trip, I was going to write a book about it. I bought an eight-pound
portable typewriter and, once I saw the impossibility of fitting this in the suitcase along with
everything else I thought essential, I made a special padded carrying bag for it.My third piece of
luggage was a small Pan American travel bag with a shoulder strap, which I used to carry my
camera, notebook, maps, reading material, and a few other travel items that I thought I would
need close at hand. Thus, I would carry three pieces of luggage – a suitcase, a portable
typewriter, and a travel bag.My passport arrived. I went to the U.S. Public Health Service and got
all of the free immunizations they would give me. I went to the Consulate of Mexico in Fresno
and got a free 30-day tourist card. I decided that I would get the other visas and tourist cards that
I would need along the way.I had $50 in cash and $1,800 in traveler’s checks with me when I
started my journey. I hoped this would be enough to get me to Buenos Aires and back.•That first
night on the bus from Fresno to Calexico, I tried all the positions I could think of for sleeping on a
bus seat. None was just right. Either the bus seat was not designed for me, or I was not designed
for the bus seat. I managed only a few short bouts of sleep.In the morning, I had time for coffee
and donuts at a stopover for changing buses in Indio, California. Then another bus delivered me
to Calexico, still in California but on the border with Mexico, at a little before 11 a.m. Eleven hours
of bus travel hardly phased the distance between Fresno and Buenos Aires, but I had reached
me first little goal, the border of Mexico, which I was plotting on a map.I collected the suitcase I
had checked, and then put the suitcase and my typewriter in a coin locker. I took my small travel
bag with me. I walked the streets of Calexico for a time and then returned to a small restaurant
across from the bus station. I had a hot roast beef sandwich and a coffee.2. MEXICOWith my
suitcase and typewriter still checked at the bus station in Calexico, I walked the couple of blocks
to the border crossing. The contrast as I passed into Mexicali was overwhelming. In Calexico
there is a sense of space, order, and not too many people. Mexicali appears to have none of
that, with the streets swarming with humanity and jammed with fuming motor vehicles and
cooking and other odors I could not identify simmering in the hot dusty air.I walked, absorbing
the sights and sounds of the Mexicali streets. I went to a “Cambio” and, after checking on the
exchange rate, cashed $30 of traveler’s checks into pesos. Then I walked to the Transportes del
Pacifico bus station. I was not fluent in Spanish, but could speak enough to get along. I had had
courses in Spanish in high school and college, as well as actual practice speaking Spanish in
Panama, Costa Rica, and Mexico.I could get a bus at 6:15 p.m. for Hermosillo and be there, the
ticket seller said, in the morning. The fare, first class, was 69 pesos (about $5.75 at the 12 pesos
to a U.S. dollar exchange rate in effect at the time). I decided to get my ticket later.I went outside
and took a photo of the bus station, using black and white film. I also carried color slide film,



which presented a problem with one camera. If I wanted to switch from one film to the other, I
would have to either waste film or wait until I finished a roll.My strategy was to purchase my
transportation as I went along, piece by piece. This would offer the greatest flexibility. I selected
Hermosillo because I would arrive there in the morning and have a better choice of places to eat.
I wanted to try to avoid the dreaded tourista. One precaution I decided to take was not to eat bus-
station food or that sold by street vendors in Mexico, except for bananas, bottled drinks, and
certain packaged items.I walked back to the border. I wondered if I would have any trouble
getting back into the United States. The man at the custom station said, “Where is your place of
birth?”“Fresno, California,” I said.He waved me on.Back in the United States, I sat on the grass in
a small park, passing some time that way. Later, I had a last meal in the United States before
collecting my suitcase and typewriter from the coin locker. The two blocks to the border
convinced me that my three pieces of luggage were too heavy and cumbersome for this type of
travel.I got my 30-day tourist card stamped.Because my arms were sore and stretched out of
their sockets from carrying my luggage, I agreed to pay a taxi driver 50 cents in U.S. money to
take me the three blocks to the Transportes del Pacifico bus station.CAPTION FOR
FOLLOWING PHOTO: The bus depot in Mexicali.
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