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I love lava. Not just the lamps. (But those too.) Real lava is 
undeniably fascinating. As a kid I drew volcanoes spewing behind 
dinosaurs because it looked cool. As an adult I learned about the 
real deal, and saw my imagination had been lacking …  

Lava Tube Oops 
 One of my life goals is to watch hot molten lava flow into the 
Pacific off Hawaii’s Big Island, to sizzle, to steam. But that doesn’t 
mean I’ve never seen hot molten lava doing its thing. I’ve had the 
privilege of seeing Stromboli erupt spectacularly.  

 Stromboli is a small island off the coast of Italy. The whole island 
is literally just volcano. It looks like those I drew as a kid, but rising 
out of the sea instead of behind dinosaurs. The north side was one 
smooth, angled ash-and-lava flow to the sea. I never saw any lava 
make the plunge, but was still enchanted by the meeting of new 
earth and old sea. The breakers on the hardened ash were weirdly 
fascinating to watch. Our ship would linger past nightfall, so as to 
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TRAVEL MISHAPS 
Remind me that the most fertile lands were built by the fires of volcanoes. ~ Andrea Gibson

MISHAPS! 
#borders #detention

For a long weekend 
with an old friend I 
hadn’t seen in awhile, 

we drove to Thunder Bay (Canada) to get 
tattoos. No problems there. But coming 
back across the border, the overzealous 
U.S. Customs officers refused to believe 
we drove to Canada for only beer and 
tattoos. We were detained while they 
stripped my car. 

My son was two years old at the time 
and we called him “the Vice President". 
On this trip I had gifted to my friend a 
photo of my son, who happened to be 
wearing a black ski-mask—it’s winter in 
Wisconsin—and of course labelled “Vice 
President.” It was in the back seat. 
Unfortunately, beside it was the gift my 
friend gave me, a Hunter S. Thompson 
book Fear and Loathing in America.

So the officers grilled us about our past 
travels, our current jobs, where we lived. 
They knew all of it already, of course. 
During down-time—presumably to make 
us sweat—I read the pamphlet which 
outlined our rights. If exceeding two hours’ 
interrogation they were required to 
transport us six hours south to St. Paul for 
further detention. As the two hours 
progressed, we grew nervous. At one hour 
fifty-eight minutes we were freed. 

—Jamie B., Nekoosa, WI
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better see the eruption. About every three days it puts on quite a 
show. Lava spits and spews from the peak in geysers, many spurting 
40 or more feet higher than the rim. 

 But one need not go so far as Italy or Hawaii to see lava. Some 
waits just a couple hours outside Los Angeles. Behold, the Mojave 
National Preserve. Okay okay; the name doesn’t invoke much awe. 
But its original name did: Cinder Cone Natural Landmark. Here 40 
cinder cones rise up to 560 feet above the salt pan and desert scrub. 
Most have erupted lava at some time in the recent past (in geologic 
terms, anyway) making 60 different lava beds. Some are old and 
decayed, buried amongst the creosote. But others are younger. The 
most recent is only 10,000 years old.  

 It was to this youngster I gravitated for a special night.  

 The night was New Year’s Eve 2019. Or 2020, I guess. 2019 
turning into 2020. Whatever. Because my sweetie was working that 
night, I was alone. I didn’t want to party, especially not on the Las 
Vegas Strip, which is a madhouse on such nights. I opted instead to 
start a new tradition, one that I’ve hankered for the last few years 
when inundated with drunkards and noise. I wanted to greet the 
new year in nature, alone if need be. So I found myself going to the 
MNP. There, to the youngest lava flow, which is many miles long. 
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#Ethiopia #foreignfood #adoption

My husband and I went to Ethiopia in 
March, 2009 to adopt our son, Sintu. 
Normally, there would be several families 
going together, but it worked out that we 
were the only couple that week. This was 
great because we had our own driver, but 
hard because there weren't any other 
Americans with us. 

We arrived the first day very hungry 
after a long, long flight. We knew that 
Ethiopia was known for having some really 
outstanding Italian restaurants, because 
Italy was the only country to have 
occupied Ethiopia in its entire history. We 
found a good restaurant and I ordered 
fettuccine alfredo. To my surprise it was 
pink! I figured it was just an Ethiopian 
twist, which it was. It had berbere spice in 
it, which I’d never had before. Turns out 
I’m allergic to it. Also turns out they put it 
in everything. 

My husband and I both lost eight 
pounds over the course of the week. 

When we brought Sintu to the hotel with 
us for the first time, he hid behind the bed 
in his diaper and wouldn't come out. We 
tried luring him out with everything we 
could think of, including candy, chips, 
anything kids might find fun. He only came 
out when we used forkfuls of spaghetti 
with berbere in it. 

When we gave him his first bath, we 
had to do it three times because he kept 
leaving a ring in the tub. He was feisty 
about it, so I started singing to him, not 
realizing that all the drains in the building 
were connected to each other. Everybody 
in the entire hotel could hear me, which 
the staff told me the next morning. I'm sure 
I was bright red.

—Stephanie H., Cedar Rapids, IA
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There, to what I dub Lava Camp.  

 Some industrious folks found a spot where the crumbled wall of 
lava had formed a little cove. The entrance is three feet wide, 
leading into a cleared area perhaps 10 feet in diameter. A fire ring 
sits in the middle. Around rises a chaos of broken cinder up to 30 
feet tall. Cinder, for the record, is a lightweight, chunky volcanic 
rock. You know: cooled lava. It’s very porous and brittle, and creates 
an absolutely fascinating intricacy of forms when left to cool from 
its liquid-stone temperature of 2,000 degrees. 

 Its temperature currently was 60 degrees. At least, while the sun 
was doing its thing above. When the sun moved on to do its thing 
elsewhere, it got cold fast. So I built a nice, big fire, having brought 
plenty of wood. I had also brought along a cast iron pan. The plan 
was that, while the drunkards made their noise at my poor, poor 
wife 90 miles away, I’d try my hand at baking some cornbread.  

 I thought about the amazing experience we’d had the first time 
we’d come here. Not camping, but exploring a lava tube. Lava tubes 
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GLOBAL GOOD LUCK CAT 
Meeting people is all fine & dandy, but I still 
prefer meeting cats. I met this adventure cat 
in Greece, on the island of Agistri. Or Angistri. 
Every map is different and locals just shrug off 
the question. (The cats just didn’t care.) This 

dude’s a winner. I know he’s a winner because he made it clear. I was 
sitting in an outdoor cafe having a coffee one afternoon when he 
emerged from the bougainvillea. He hopped onto the seat beside me, 
rolled and tucked and was all cute until I acknowledged that he’s a 
winner. Later he wandered the beach, no doubt fishing—for 
compliments, that is, from us tourists. That night I awoke to him in bed 
snuggled between us atop the sheets! He’d climbed up to our floor and 

in through the open balcony door. 
Under orders to remove him (her 
idea, not mine) I pulled him up. In 
protest he dug in his claws and I 
pulled off the sheets with him! 

Lucky cats need some help 
sometimes. Be an Alley Cat Ally.

#Germany #oddencounters
I was on guard duty in Bad-Kissingen, 

Germany, in the late 80s. It was dark, 
foggy, and completely spooky to be 
guarding the base when I couldn't see 
very well. A shape appeared in the fog. It 
was an old woman, who walked right up to 
me, not scared at all that I was an armed 
soldier. She said in English "Americans 
have too much garbage." Then she turned 
around and walked back into the fog, 
disappearing forever. When I reported the 
encounter, nobody believed me!

—Marc H., Jasper, MN

#Switzerland #border
I had driven to Germany to visit some 

friends. I decided to see Switzerland. I 
packed quickly and drove off. On the 
border the border patrol asked me, 
“What’s in the car?” 

I told him I just had a couple of beers in 
the back. He asked me to pop the trunk 
and started pulling out what I had there. A 
knife (to cut the sausages, as I was saving 
the money and couldn’t eat out!), head 
lamp (my car isn’t new), gloves (what if I 
need to change a tire?), duct tape (once 
again, car isn’t new), garbage bags (I don’t 
leave trash out), and wet wipes (after 
cutting those sausages, how will I clean 
my hands?). 

He detained me and started questioning 
me. I didn’t understand what the big deal 
was. Then they stripped me naked, took 
pictures, fingerprints, DNA. And they told 
me they will put me in a database for 5 
years as a possible suspect. 

Only then did I see all my belongings on 
the table and understood what they were 
thinking. When I started laughing, they 
then asked to blow in the breathalyzer.

—Uldis, reveriechaser.com

http://www.alleycat.org
http://www.alleycat.org
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are formed because the outside edges cool off first, forming a pipe 
inside, down which the hotter lava flows. Eventually the lava runs 
out and empties the pipe. As stone, it remains.   

 My wife and I came in March of 2014. The hike was not far, but 
over rough, broken black cinder. Each step was a danger for ankles 
and impalement upon the yucca proliferating out of the decaying 
lava. (Elsewhere plant life would be lush, but this was arguably a 
southern extension of Death Valley.) The entrance was 20 feet in 
diameter and messy with tumbled rock. A metal ladder led to the 
bottom, which was about 15 feet deep, give or take. Down we went.  

 The tube had collapsed on the uphill side (which made the 
entrance), so there was only one way to go. No way to get lost, so 
nothing to worry about. Right? But looking down that yawning 
black throat, feeling the cold air emanate from it, was a bit 
unnerving. It was wider than it was tall, being about 20 by 10 feet. 
The floor was smooth, fine sand. In we went.  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LOCAL HARD LUCK CAT 
Meet Rocky, as told by Dawn Firestone:

We brought Rocky home at less than a week old, 
covered in grease and barely breathing after his 

cat mom dropped him 15 feet and left him for dead. I named him Rocky 
because he fought so hard to stay alive. I realized a week or so later 
that something was wrong. The story short is that he has a back injury 
and nerve damage—he can’t walk and wears a nappy. 

He is the happiest baby and living an amazing life!
I had to learn at super speed how to care for my beautiful special 

needs baby, and it has been so rewarding. Rocky was meant to be 
mine. He came to me, and I want to change the world in his honor. 

I am determined to share Rocky’s story and allow people to have a 
front row seat to his amazing, beautiful life, to change the way the 

world sees cats like Rocky. 

His mom got him a wheelchair to 
help him build strength. But as you 
can see on Instagram, he doesn’t 
need it to have a wonderful time. 
(He’s more athletic than me.) See 
his videos @rocky_onwheels.

#Panama #language #foreignfood

I was in Panama with two gal pals for a 
day. We were in Colon, which was on the 
Caribbean side of the isthmus. We wanted 
to see Panama City, which was on the 
Pacific side. 

We arranged for an English-speaking 
driver, but they pulled the ol’ switcharoo on 
us. I didn’t mind so much because I knew 
a smattering of Spanish. I assumed the 
new guy did, too. Nope. He was a native 
of some sort and only spoke, well, 
whatever. He had no way of telling us!

Hours passed without mishap. We 
drove through the jungles, saw the canal, 
the Gatun locks, the Miraflores locks. 
Finally we drove into the large and modern 
Panama City. We immediately got lost. It 
was obvious he’d never before been there, 
and equally obvious he couldn’t read the 
street signs. The only English he knew 
was ‘shopping’. Every mall we stumbled 
upon he’d stop and say “shopping.” This, 
despite our protestations. 

Hunger overtook us and we asked for a 
‘restaurante’. He just smiled and drove us 
the wrong way down a one-way street. We 
mimed eating. He looked at us like we 
were threatening him. Suddenly my 
friends—one from Slovakia, the other from 
Hungary—surprised me by shouting with 
des i re , “McDonald ’s ! ” Even more 
surprising, the driver shouted with 
understanding, “McDonald’s!” We pulled 
up to the Golden Arches. So instead of 
discovering Panamanian food on this, my 
first foray fully across Panama, I was stuck 
eating America’s most ubiquitous fast 
food. 

—Sir Brian, Las Vegas, NV
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After hiking a while, marveling less at what we 
were seeing than at what we were doing, we saw a 
light ahead. A small hole had broken in the top, 
letting in a gorgeous, distinct spear of light. It hit 
the ground, there to blaze almost white-hot. Our 
footfalls kicked up dust, which rose in little poofs. It 
roiled in the glowing shaft like oil in water.  

I took a few photos of my wife—what a rare 
moment to capture!—then asked her to do the same 
for me. I struck a pose, saw her take a photo over 
there. I struck another pose. Now a photo over 
yonder. Both blurry.  

“I can’t see the view finder,” she explained. Then 
she added bitterly, “I can’t see anything down here.”  

True, it was pitch black underground. The light 
right here did not extend, but was swallowed by the 
black lava. I was confused by her inability to take a 
good photo, but saw she was getting annoyed. We 
left, exiting to light and heat—too much of both 
already in March. We doffed headlamps, something 
clattered to the ground. Her sunglasses.  

Focusing so hard on the headlamp, she’d 
forgotten to remove her sunglasses! 

I smiled at the recall of the near-miss. We’d 
promised ourselves a return to do it right. That had 
been five years ago. Six, if midnight had passed. 

Funny how people ascribe meaning to arbitrary 
things. Technically there was no significance to this 
particular night. I guess that was all right. After all, 
I’d chosen to ascribe meaning to it, too.  

Hunkering over the fire, I watched its flicker 
make the old (young?) lava glow. A mouse skittered 
over the rocks expertly. He was most acrobatic. No 
doubt he was eager to taste my cornbread. So was I. 
It was time to begin.  

Stepping away from the fire brought the 
temperature down below 40 degrees. For a Las 
Vegan, that’s brutal. I shivered as I mixed up the 
batter, spread it into the mold, but warmed back up 
while pushing the smoldering coals into place. I set 
the cast-iron and watched. It was nice to not have 
anything to do but watch batter slowly brown into 
bread.  

Time passed. Cold nipped at me. I nipped at 
rum. I raised a toast to the mouse. I raised a toast to 
the lava. Soon I was toasting everything and 
everyone. Maybe even my ex-wife. I don’t 
remember, which says much. But I remember the 
cornbread. My first-ever with a proper campfire 
setup. I charred it.  

Another near-miss at lava awesomeness. 

I didn’t mind at all. 
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SIR BRIAN, NOW 
Members get a sneak-peek from my forthcoming collection. Around next 13th check your inbox for:
I Got Drunk with Cannibals in Fiji.

This month (plus several before) I’ve been starting the business of a monthly publication. A new 
business is exciting, but a ton of work. The issue itself is but the tip of the iceberg. A shame, that, 

because it’s the fun part! I have 60+ nations of adventures to share, (and local) but hope to publish a lot of yours, too. 

Have an adventure tale, or met a hard luck cat? Please email me. And join our FaceBook group, I say! 

Remember, my friends: this isn’t really about mishaps—it’s about adventure, about our desire to embark, even if it 
barks back. The world will be a better place if we all share a little more with others and laugh a little harder at ourselves. 
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