* Make sure your ride is reliable. i it's not, be prepared to empty
your car, abandon it, and hitch if necessary. Given the extrome
distances between towns, the expense of towing a crippled vehicle
to the nearest garage — lot alone that of getting any needed
parts or making repairs — could be more than your vehicle is
worth. Be sure to carry exira fuel, as well as a good spare tire,
tools, and extra drinking water and coolant.
* Buy Mexican insurance before you cross the border. Mexican
authorities only recognize policies issued by companies authorired
to sell insurance in Mexico. It aint cheap — up to $30 a day
(scam alert!). You can buy insurance on either side of the border
near Mexicali, Tecate, and Tiuana, but you're better off buying it
here. The Automobile Club of Southemn California (ACSC), a divi-
sion of AAA, offers Mexican insurance, as well as maps, a Baja
guidebook, and up-to-the-minute information on fuel availability
and driving regulations. (800) 361-8496.
* Pack wisely. If you're bringing toys, double up on repair materi-
als. W you're biking, bring tools, hardware, extra cables and chain,
an extra set of tires, and at least 5 extra tubes and a couple of
patch kits per person. Lining your tires with duct tape or Me.
Tuffys is a good idea. Any aerobic activity that takes you away
from camp virtually demands a Camelbak or similar water-carry-
ing system. Don't forget the first aid kit. And — F.Y... — many
renter's-insurance policies cover theft in foreign countries.
* Extreme extremes. The weather in Baja varies dramatically
depending on the season, your location on the peninsula, and
your altitude. Be prepared for temperature extremes. As a rule,
the Pacific Coast tends to be much cooler than the Gulf Coast,
especially in summer. Inland, the summer heat can be downright
Martian,
* Respect the flora, fear the fauna. Baja is home to a small but
deadly variety of scorpion that packs a very potent, sometimes
lethal neurotoxic venom. Secretive and nocturmal, these sand-col-
ored arachnids usually lurk under bark and rochks, which means
the tight spaces under tent floors and coolers and the like make
for a groovy scorpion habitat. Be especially careful when breaking
camp or gathering pieces of dead cacti for fires (though it's eco-
logically more hip if you don't build fires in the first place). Black
widow spiders, fire ants, rattlesnahes, and all manner of spiny,
thormy plants and cacti round out the mix. Be careful.
¢ A few words about your hosts. The year-round residents of Baja,
as a rule, are hardworking, honest people. Respect them — you
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hole. Above all, be polite, accommodating, and respectful to
Mexican lawmen, whatever form they may take.
* Your papers. You won't need a passport, but if you're venturing
into Baja for more than three days or farther than Maneadero on
Highway 1 or Mexicali on Mighway 5, you'll need a tourist card.
The free cands are available at border crossings, Mexican con-
sulates, and most Automobile Club of Southern California offices.
— Jon Lowden




