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Foreword



USA HERE WE COME...

I was finally going to fulfill a wish of a lifetime by visiting 
the western part of the USA when my wife Tina and I took a 
fly drive to California in 2011. It was the previous year when I 
realised that going ‘independent’ in America was easy; when 
my son Matt and I went to see the Space Shuttle launch in 
Florida I just booked our flights, car hire and hotels over the 
internet. I loved the fact that we could see different parts of 
the state without being tied to one hotel and driving was so 
easy and comfortable.

And so my task over the next couple of months was to plan a 
route, do a bit of research on places to visit, sort out some ho-
tels and a hire car. We firstly were going fly to Los Angeles, 
where we would spend a couple of days, before heading off to 
explore. I wanted to experience the splendour of the Grand 
Canyon, see for myself the ‘over-the-topness’ of Las Vegas, 
visit the Yosemite National Park before heading for San Fran-
cisco to finish off the trip.

It wasn’t going to be a relaxing two weeks; there was lot to 
pack in and a fair bit of driving to be done, but it was going to 
be an unforgettable experience and I was really looking for-
ward to it.

From Los Angeles I planned to take the short drive to Las Ve-
gas where I had booked The Bellagio for three nights. The re-
views suggested we were going to be spoilt whilst we stayed 
there! I also booked a helicopter tour which would fly us to the 
Grand Canyon; Tina was not too keen about that particular 
part of the trip as she didn’t like flying but I was hopeful she 
would enjoy it once we started to see the wonderful scenery.

After leaving Las Vegas, we would then head towards San 
Francisco, not before stopping off at The Yosemite National 
Park. I had booked a couple of nights hotel accommodation at 
San Francisco with a view of extending if we decided to stay 
longer, although in the end we didn’t.

I wanted to visit Alcatraz, the famous island prison, but Tina 
was not keen and in the end we didn’t have time anyway.

Towards the end of the second week we headed back towards 
LA, driving some of the coastal route which in parts was spec-
tacular. when we could see it. 

And so this holiday journal is the ‘running commentary’ of the 
trip, typed and uploaded to my blog each day. I hope you find 
it interesting and enjoyable.
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CHAPTER 1

And we’re off...

The cases are packed, the itinerary 
sorted, the dollars bought and the 
kids have their instructions written 
out, which means only one thing…
USA is awaiting us!



FRIDAY 13TH MAY 2011

Thrapston to USA

DAY 1

It seems ages ago that I booked the flights and car hire, but 
at last the day before we leave has arrived and later on today 
we will be travelling down to Heathrow ready for the morning 
getaway.

I am really looking forward to the break; not only to explore 
places that I’ve never been before but also just to take a well-
earned rest from work. I can feel that my batteries are drained 
and two weeks away from the hustle and bustle of employ-
ment will do me the world of good.

Hopefully we will be leaving the house in good hands; this trip 
will be the longest we’ve left the kids in charge but I’m sure 
they’ll cope. I guess the cash we leave them for shopping will 
help  .

We have left instructions as to what they should be doing 
whilst we’re away including when the bins need emptying. 
Abby finds this most amusing as apparently that is the thing 
we keep reminding her to make sure she does. Why are we so 
obsessed with getting the correct coloured bins out on the cor-
rect week?

Anyhow, I’m uncertain how much internet access we will 
come across whilst we’re in the States; if it’s anything like New 
York then we will be pretty isolated and I won’t be doing many 
updates. Still I will be keeping a diary for posterity, which 
hopefully I will be able to publish on our return.

But until then…byeee!
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CHAPTER 2

Hollywood

So it’s 11pm local time which 
means it must be around 7am in the 
UK which means my body is very 
confused.



SATURDAY 14TH MAY 2011

So far so good...

DAY 2

I managed to get a few hours kip when we arrived at the 
hotel which is a small and cozy place and which doesn’t seem 
too noisy, despite being in the heart of Hollywood. We were 
greeted in a friendly manner by David at the check in desk 
who was surprised at the price of the room we were paying, a 
full $60 cheaper than current prices. Tip – book your hotel ac-
commodation early through booking.com to get great deals.

The flight over was uneventful, if not very long; in fact that is 
the longest amount of time I’ve been in a plane. I can see why 
people upgrade to get more leg room. Virgin Atlantic looked 
after us well, although I must remember to pack some gluten 
free snacks next time as they only seem to worry about the 
main meal and on an eleven hour flight I did get a bit peckish 
towards the end.

Tina managed to get through the flight OK, not before shed-
ding a few tears at take off and landing. She also was a bit 

ratty towards the end; quite normal when she doesn’t get 
much sleep.

US Immigration was as inefficient as usual; it took us about 
an hour to get through the fingerprint and retina scanning 
process; roll on when they get systems that automatically scan 
our biometrics as we transfer through the terminal from the 
plane. That would be far more effective if not a bit sci-fi.

We did get a chance to see a sniffer dog at work whilst we 
queued though. He wasn’t looking for drugs…no he was on the 
hunt for food and homed in on a bloke in front of us. It turned 
out he had a banana in his rucksack which is not allowed to be 
brought in from abroad. His customs card was duly marked 
but the offending fruit was not removed. I suspect he might 
have been pulled over later in the queue for a full fruit frisk 
down. (try saying that after a long flight).
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Bag pickup was not too painful, our new bright red cases ap-
peared right on time and we soon cleared customs. A short 
transfer to the car hire place to pick up the ‘standard SUV’, 
programme the sat nav in and off we went, making quick pro-
gress to the hotel.

On the way we saw our first glimpse of the Hollywood sign, 
confirming the fact we had arrived at the City of Angels. 
Shame we were too tired to take it all in. Still sightseeing will 
be left for another day.

So I guess it’s time to try & get some more sleep; body still 
says it should be waking up but my brain says ‘shut your eyes’.
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SUNDAY 15TH MAY 2011

Doing the touristy 
thing... 

DAY 3

So we fly all the way to California, land of the sun only to 
be woken to the sounds of dripping on the window seals out-
side due to the fact that it was raining. OK I accept that May 
weather in Los Angeles can be unpredictable but come on, if 
we wanted rain we could have gone to Kent!.

Still it wasn’t long before the skies cleared and fortunately we 
didn’t get wet walking to find somewhere to have breakfast. 
Unfortunately we couldn’t find anything open in walking dis-
tance at 8am on a Sunday morning, so we got in the car and 
drove along Hollywood Boulevard until we found somewhere 
open.

The cafe provided me with some much needed nourishment; I 
hadn’t eaten a meal for some 18 hours so I was starting to 
wither away (I wish). The cheese and ham omelette went 
down a treat even though it came with a side order of toast, 

touching the egg. A quick wipe of the plate/omelette, remov-
ing the offending breadcrumbs made the food edible for me 
and it was all washed down with a strong cup of coffee. Tina 
also had the omelette and but instead asked for a cup of tea, 
but that was ignored; I guess the American’s just don’t get our 
love of the British cuppa.

Back to our hotel for a quick brush up (teeth that is) before hit-
ting the Hollywood tourist trail. As the famous Sid Grauman’s 
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Chinese Theatre was only walking distance from our hotel we 
headed off towards this attraction, with the intention of book-
ing a tourist bus ride to see the sites of Los Angeles. On the 
way we came across the Walk of the Stars, a number of granite 
plaques with names of famous show business people inlaid 
with a sign denoting the area that the were famous for. This 
row of names extends for the length of the boulevard on both 
sides of the road and covers pretty much anyone that has been 
well known in the celebrity stakes (I did notice that there we 
no so called ‘reality personalities’ to be found, perhaps Holly-
wood can spot those that wont be around for very long).

Just before the Chinese Theatre is the famous Kodak Theatre, 
where the Oscars are held each year. As we walked in there 

were a number of people 
taking photos of some 
stairs leading up to the 
entrance of the theatre. 
Not one for missing a 
photo opportunity I got 
Tina to stand on the bot-
tom of the stairway and 
snapped away, oblivious 
as to why they were fa-
mous, having never 
watched the actual cere-
mony on TV. Maybe next 
year I will watch it just to 
see those stairs and to 

say…we were there!  
At the top of the stairs there is a spot that has been created 
which is an ideal place to take a photo of the Hollywood sign 
that adorns the hills above the area. Unfortunately it was im-
possible to get anywhere near it as there was a bus load of 
Japanese tourists, each taking it in turn to be snapped with 
the sign in the background. Eventually I did manage to get 
some shots of Tina; again enduring my request for her to be 
my foreground interest.A quick coffee at the adjacent Star-
bucks before we made our way to the famous Chinese Theatre 
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where you are immediately drawn to the cement paving slabs 
that have been adorned with movie stars hand and foot prints. 
This tradition goes back to the early 1930′s and there are still 
slabs being made nowadays, with film star Matt Damon being 
one of them.

We then booked tickets for the tour bus which took us 
through Hollywood, Beverly Hills and Paramount before re-

turning us back the start. The tour had a commentary running 
between stops which was informative explaining about the 
various areas and buildings we passed. Both Tina and I re-
marked on how different Beverly Hills was to Hollywood, 
clearly you can see why the rich and famous frequent in this 
part of LA. Rodeo Drive was particularly refined with many of 
the shops such as Versace and Prada out of our league; the 
tour guide kept saying that this is where the stars shop but we 
didn’t see any.

We passed the last remaining Hollywood film studios, Para-
mount which still produces blockbusters as well as hit TV 
shows, the rest having moved to other locations in Los Ange-
les.

On arriving back at the Chinese Theatre we grabbed some 
lunch before re-boarding the tour bus to hop a ride to the 
Farmers Market and The Grove, an upmarket shopping area. 
By this time we had got a bit sunburnt from the clear blue 
skies and cool breeze, the rain from this morning a distant 
memory.

We started to walk back towards the hotel but realised the dis-
tance was too great so we hopped back on the tour bus. Unfor-
tunately we got on with the wrong bus company but managed 
to get away without having pay again. We headed back to the 
hotel room exhausted.

After a short siesta, we then drove around looking for some-
where to eat ending up back at the Farmers Market where we 
chose a small cafe diner called Marmalade, which I had spot-
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ted earlier in the day and that was very busy meaning it must 
have been good. We weren’t disappointed although choice was 
limited, especially for GF options. I plumped for chicken and 
mash, whilst Tina had tagliatelle, not before demolishing a 
plate of corn chips between us. The cost of the meal was quite 
reasonable too at $60 including the obligatory waitress tip. 
On leaving the car park we got stung for parking, not realising 
you had to buy something in the market to get the stay free. 
With no receipt for the meal we paid the $8 charge and drove 
back to the hotel where we fell into bed exhausted.

Over dinner we discussed what 
we’d seen during the day and 
whilst we were impressed by Bev-
erly Hills, with it’s upmarket shops, 
manicured lawns and posh houses, 
Hollywood in comparison was the 
poor relation. It felt tired and un-
loved. Tomorrow we move south to 
Long Beach, not before driving 
over to Santa Monica and Venice 
beach.
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MONDAY 16TH MAY 2011

Leaving Hollywood 
behind...

DAY 4

Now we’ve experienced first hand the sights and sounds 
of Hollywood so it was time to move on. Another unsettled 
nights sleep, my body clock is stuck in between times and at 
3am I was wide awake. Good chance to update my blog and 
download bits on the hotel’s WiFi as it is super fast at that 
time in the morning (I guess I’m the only mad fool using it). I 
did manage to book the final hotels for the last few days of our 
break; we’re now staying with the former mayor of Carmel, 
Clinton Eastwood. Well staying with him would be a bit of an 
exaggeration, but I’m sure he’ll be close.

Up and showered by eight, we were out and on the hunt for 
somewhere to have breakfast and soon found a cafe on Holly-
wood Boulevard. I stuck with the safe omelette with bacon for 
a change, Tina french toast. Not sure how much contamina-
tion takes place these types of places, they look a bit dumb 

faced when you mention the 
words gluten-free?

Back to the hotel for the final 
time to check out before mov-
ing on to hotel number two.

Before heading south, we de-
cided to drive past the famous 
tattoo parlour featured in LA Ink, where Kat Von D does her 
stuff. I suggested that Tina video the shop as we went past it, 
but in the confusion of trying to work my video camera she to-
tally missed the shop. A quick detour around the block and 
this time she saw it just, but only managed to video her knee. 
Technology is not Tina’s strong point.
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We then drove down Santa Monica Boulevard, also know as 
Route 66, singing to ourselves the famous Cheryl Crow song 
‘All I wanna do’. Once we reached close to the end of this road 
we got our first glimpse of the Pacific ocean, a first for both of 
us. We parked up near the pier and walked down to the beach 

where Tina paddled briefly (the sea being rather cold and 
choppy) and I took some photos of the scenery.

Back to the car and we headed towards Long Beach not before 
driving though Venice Beach. Both Tina and I were not im-
pressed with either areas, it all looked rather rundown. Onto 
The Interstate Highway 405 south, it was another 45 minutes 
by the time we arrived at our next destination.

We quickly found our hotel but unfortunately the room was 
not ready for us, so we walked the short distance to the har-
bour to find somewhere to eat. We decided on a Mexican res-
taurant and ate a nice lunch in the warm sunshine. We then 
walked back to the beach near the hotel for a paddle before fi-
nally getting our keys and relaxing for the afternoon in the ho-
tel room.

Just before seven we drove a short distance to an Aussie 
themed restaurant called Outback, which serves mainly grills. 
I remember this chain from when Matt and I visited Florida as 
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they are good value and the food was OK. The restaurant was 
in an area that had valet parking; basically someone parks 
your car for you and charges you for the service. Odd when 
the place they park the car is only a few yards away.

We entered the restaurant and were shown to a table and im-
mediately offered drinks and bread. We ordered our main 
courses, checking that my choice was gluten-free and the wait-
ress seemed quite knowledgeable about what items contained 
gluten. I chose a ribeye steak and Tina chicken which arrived 
shortly after. Then the waitress said that there was a gluten-
free dessert option if I wanted to try it. It was a chocolate 
brownie, ice cream and cream all piled onto of each other. I 
went for it and managed to put it all away (it’s not often I get a 
GF dessert option other than fruit). Tina had cheesecake.

Soon we were given the bill and although the bill was a bit 
steep at $90 we paid up and left. We recovered the car from 
the valet service, forking out the $6 fee plus a dollar tip. 
Arriving back at the hotel car park I realised I had left my 
video camera at the restaurant, so we drove straight back, this 
time bypassing the valet parking. Luckily the staff had found 
my camera and kept it safe, and even more surprising, said 
that we had been overcharged for the meals earlier and gave 
back $41. Wow, that was honest of them and a nice touch.

Back to the room for another early night, this time watching 
some American TV, or American adverts more like. Pretty 
much every channel you switched to had adverts showing.

Tomorrow we leave for Las Vegas so it will be an early start 
once we’ve packed up and had breakfast.
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CHAPTER 3

Off to Nevada

“Next year we are going abroad to 
somewhere warmer and drier” I 
was quoted last year when we left 
Kent following a week of wet 
weather.

Well that didn’t quite work out as I 
planned!



TUESDAY 17TH MAY 2011

Just like Kent but 
wetter...

DAY 5

Day five of our Californian adventure and another day 
awoken by the sounds of rain outside. And heavy rain at that. 
Apparently the temperatures are around ten degrees lower 
than seasonal norm for this part of the country. Typical! Luck-
ily the in depth weather forecast that you get in CBS news says 

it will get better later on in the 
week. Great.

Fortunately we were not exploring 
today, we were driving so it didn’t 
affect us too much.

We decided to take breakfast at the 
hotel today as it was included in the 
price. As expected, the offering was 
continental…croissants and coffee 
and orange juice. I took down some 

of my dried crackers hoping there would have been some but-
ter or jam, but no such luck. I can understand why hotel offer 
it for free; it’s a token gesture and I guess at the price we paid 
I shouldn’t expect more.

Once we had packed our cases we braved the rain to the car 
and then set the sat nav for the address of the next hotel, the 
third of the trip, The Bellagio in Las Vegas. Before leaving 
Long Beach we topped up the petrol tank, $25 dollars worth, 
which worked out at around 50p per litre. Well cheap. 
We then joined the rush hour traffic, which was heavy due to 
the unusually wet conditions and headed north. Eventually 
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the traffic thinned out as we left the built up areas but the rain 
continued to fall making driving difficult at times.

We soon joined the Interstate highway and made good pro-
gress, and eventually the rain stopped as we got closer to the 
Nevada border. As lunchtime approached we pulled over at 
Baker, a town approximately 100 miles from Las Vegas, where 
we re-fuelled and had a light lunch (french fries and soda’s) 
before continuing on towards the desert city.

As we got to the edge of Las Vegas, we started to observe the 
famous skyline, but rather than heading along the strip, our 
sat nav lady told us to bypass Vegas and remain on the inter-
state highway. It turns out I had programmed in the wrong ad-
dress and it was taking us to another place completely. After 
pulling the plug from the unit, we then drove by instinct, even-
tually locating the hotel from the huge sign outside.

OMG!

Unless you witness Vegas 
first hand you cannot com-
prehend how brazen and 
brash the place is. From a 
half size Eiffel Tower, huge 
buildings, a hotel shaped 
like a pyramid, it’s all here. 
We parked our car aside the 
hotel and went in search of 
the lobby to check in. As 
with previous bookings we 

had made through booking.com, all was in order and we were 
soon taking our cases to our room. In order to get to the bed-
rooms you had to walk through part of the casino, an odd expe-
rience and not what I was expecting.

We took the elevator to the 15th floor and settled in to our 
new home for the next three nights.
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The room was very plush, with a huge bathroom and a view 
overlooking the hotel swimming pools. We quickly unpacked 
and then went on a walk to explore the hotel, the strip and 
shops. 
Back to the room for a rest and get ready for a night out on the 
town, well in our case a meal and a quiet drink somewhere.

We walked out of the entrance of the hotel just to catch the 
end of the fountain show; a spectacular show of water foun-
tains to music. We then searched for somewhere to eat, end-

ing up at Outback Steakhouse, the same Aussie themed restau-
rant chain as we frequented yesterday in Long Beach. This 
time I was fully prepared to ask for the gluten free menu and 
was pleasantly surprised with the choice.

I plumped for baby ribs in BBQ sauce. Tina had chicken and 
we both polished off a bottle of wine between us. On chatting 
to the waiter about the weather he was pleased it had been 
cloudy all day and was looking forward to the rain that was ex-
pected. We were not!

Back to the front of the Bellagio to catch the water show fully 
before wandering around the casino watching others lose 
their money. There are hundreds of slot machines, craps and 
roulette tables and blackjack games, but to be honest I didn’t 
think it was that crowded, perhaps the recession has affected 
here too?

We soon retired to bed exhausted from another busy day.
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WEDNESDAY 18TH MAY 2011

Viva Las Vegas...

DAY 6

Had a good nights sleep, Tina said she needed to catch up 
after early starts. We still were ready for breakfast at 8.30 
though.

We decided to visit the hotel buffet breakfast offering; $34 for 
an all-you-can-eat affair. We didn’t eat much, but Tina spot-
ted one woman eating two full plates of food at the same time. 
Then she went up for another. Back up to the room to prepare 
for a full day of sightseeing. 
We firstly walked across the strip to buy some tickets for a 
show; we spotted that Lion King was playing and so we 
thought we’d treat ourselves. As we waited in line Tina noticed 
that black clouds were looming overhead, an ominous sign of 
the rain that the waiter yesterday was yearning for. Tina then 
returned back to the room to get a cardigan whilst I continued 
to queue. Once I paid for the tickets the skies were really dark 

and the wind picked up too so I rang Tina to get her to grab a 
jumper for me too.

We then started walking towards the Mandalay Bay hotel 
which is at the extreme south of the strip and where we 
needed to collect the tickets for the performance tonight. The 
large hotel looked a lot closer that we’d realised and it took 
nearly three quarters of an hour to get there and that included 
a short tram ride too. On the way we passed the themed hotel 
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and casino called New York New York hotel that had a large 
statue of liberty outside, The Luxor, a huge glass pyramid 
shaped hotel with many egyptian temples surrounding it.

Once we collected our tick-
ets we then continued 
south, walking towards the 
‘Welcome to Las vegas’ 
sign which meets visitors 
as they arrive. The sign 
also is covered by a live 
webcam which was the 
main reason for going 
there. We had timed it so 
that both Matt & Abby 
were going to be around to 
be able to view us live. 
Tina rang Abby as soon as 
we arrived, but firstly the 
obligatory photo of us both standing under the sign, kindly 
taken with my camera by someone who just happened to be 
waiting there. She was rewarded by a $2 tip. 
We then had to wait around for Matt & Abby and various oth-
ers that had been told we were there, us waving frantically in 
the direction of a large sign the camera was housed on, much 
to the confusion of others that were at the sign. Matt subse-
quently sent me a photo that took from the webcam showing 
Tina and I there. We then left to head back to the strip, by this 
time Tina’s feet were suffering due to a couple of blisters. Luck-

ily we were able to hail a taxi cab and were shortly back at the 
Bellagio for a change of shoes.

A quick drink and we were off again, this time heading north 
towards The Venetian, another hotel, shopping and casino 
complex. I was previously advised that this was a must-do 
place and we were not disappointed. On entering the shop-
ping area the shops are set out as Venetian streets with blue 
skies adorning the ceilings. Just past the first shops we lo-
cated the main attraction, a canal system with gondolas and 
singing gondoliers serenading their passengers to the enter-
tainment of those watching from the side.

Further up was St Marks Square, where there was some street 
entertainment, some restau-
rants and a Pandora jewellery 
shop. More of that in a min-
ute. I said I was going to take 
some photos of the sights, 
whilst Tina disappeared…into 
the Pandora shop. After ten 
minutes or so I realised Tina 
was still in there and so I 
went in to find her being 
shown a necklace and trying 
to choose some accessories 
for it. Shortly after Tina had 
her birthday present sorted.

We headed towards the Mono-
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rail system that stops at various points along the strip and 
used it to get back to the centre, where we then stopped for cof-
fee and Tina had some lunch. After purchasing a pair of flip 
flops for Tina (to hopefully stop any further blisters) we 
walked back to the Bellagio, watching a day time performance 
of the water fountains outside, which was just as good as last 
nights performance. Tina had spotted some perfume that she 
liked at a Gucci store so it was a quick detour to buy that be-
fore heading back to the room once again for a rest.

Off out in the car after showering, we made our way to the 
Mandalay Bay hotel for the show. This hotel had a massive car 
park that allows visitors to park, free of charge and get to the 
casino or theatre easily. The show was very colourful and true 
to the original cartoon film, although many of the songs we 
were unfamiliar with. Well worth going to see and Tina is now 
going to try to book up to see the West End version of the 
show again with Abby.

As we hadn’t eaten a meal, we were unsure where to go, but 
ended up enjoying a nice dinner at one of the hotels restau-
rants. I had lamb and mash, whilst Tina had pasta.

We had another wander around the casino watching a few of 
the games being played. The way people just chuck money 
away at roulette fascinates me. One guy asked for $100 of 
chips, spread bet them all across the numbers and won $300 
straight away. He then did exactly the same thing again with 
all the chips he had just won but this time he lost. And that 
was it. $300 gone in one spin of the wheel. Didn’t he know 
that the house always wins? He left the table.

Exhausted, Tina and I walked back up to the hotel room after 
another full on day.
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THURSDAY 19TH MAY 2011

A Grand flight...

DAY 7

The hotel accommodation is so comfortable and enables 
easy relaxation and another good nights sleep.

Off for our Grand Canyon tour by helicopter later this after-
noon but first a few hours to explore some more of Las Vegas.

After showering we visited the hotel buffet, this time there 
was a bit of a queue to get to a table, but it moved fairly 
quickly and we were soon seated at a table. I decided on an 
omelette for breakfast along with bacon and some fruit. Tina 
stuck with a full breakfast and a croissant. 
As we had a few hours to kill we decided to go up to The Luxor 
hotel as I wanted to take a look inside. I had noticed that there 
was tram that left our hotel and headed south so I suggested 
we use that to save on our, by now, blistered feet from our 
walking yesterday.

We boarded the tram and were soon at the end of the line 
south, although we didn’t realise that point and next thing the 
tram started moving north again. We therefore stayed on it re-
turned back via the northerly stop, The Bellagio.

We then walked to the next tram station at the Escalibur Ho-
tel and on to The Mandalay Bay Hotel, which was next to The 
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Luxor, which you can access via walkway. Surprisingly the in-
side of the pyramid hotel was hollow, with all the rooms on 
stepped platforms reducing in size as they got closer to the 
apex. We took a few photos inside and out then started walk-
ing northwards up the strip, taking more photos on our way.

Eventually we stopped at the Sugar Store and ordered some 
massive ice cream sundaes and sat and ate them outside the 
Eiffel Tower. I, of course, managed to eat all of mine, why 
waste it, but Tina gave up after getting half way down hers. 
Even I couldn’t help her out. We both felt stuffed so we 
headed back to the hotel room for a rest before the limo pick 
up.

The limo arrived on time and together with a couple of other 
people we headed for another hotel to pick up someone else 
before driving the short distance to the airport. We signed in, 
paid our $80 additional fee (apparently to cover fuel etc) and 
waited in the lounge, watching a safety video. Soon after we 
were greeted by John, the Sundance Helicopters pilot who 
took us to his aircraft. We had the obligatory photo taken next 
to the chopper, before John gave us further instructions and 
got us settled in.

I was surprised as to how much space was inside one and also 
how noisy they are when the rotors are going. There were an-
other five or six helicopters all leaving at the same time and 
once it was our turn we were off. Amazingly Tina seemed 
quite calm about the takeoff, looking around at the sights as 
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we hovered over the airport. Soon we were heading west away 
from Las Vegas towards the mountains in the distance. I was 
surprised as to how smooth the ride was and felt at ease flying 
in a tin can with rotors. The views we got were fantastic, firstly 

of Lake Mead then the Hoover Dam. The helicopter was fitted 
with headphones for each passenger and as we flew along we 
had a running commentary of the history of the area. Also 
John, chipped in with other snippets of information, making 
it a very personal experience.

We continued on towards our destination, both of us taking 
photos and videos as we went. As we got closer to the Grand 
Canyon, following the Colorado river snaking across the land-
scape, we started to rise and suddenly you could see this mag-
nificent sight in all its glory. The views of the canyon were 
spectacular, it was difficult to know which way to look. As 
John steered the helicopter down through the valley of rocks, 

he explained where we were going to land and soon after we 
were down.

He informed us that we had about thirty minutes before tak-
ing off again and that we could go and explore, take some 
more photos and then participate in the picnic and cham-
paign. I took more photos and we then went back to eat.

 
And as I half expected, there was no provision for my gluten-
free diet, despite receiving a telephone call from the booking 
company in the UK that is had been arranged and further con-
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firmation when I confirmed the 
booking on arrival in Las Vegas. 
Oh well, the pieces of apple we 
OK but I was a bit miffed that I 
had been forgotten. We chatted 
to John about being a pilot and 
the canyon; he explained he’s 
been a gulf war veteran before 
becoming a civil pilot. Whilst we 
had been sitting there, we all no-
ticed how the colours of the can-
yon were changing as the sun 
moved lower in the sky. What a 
sight.

John packed up the picnic 
things and we all re-boarded 
the helicopter for our return 
flight. Again, I took lots of 
video and photos of the fantas-
tic landscape, hopefully there 
will be some that are worthy 
of printing out.

As we neared Las Vegas, we 
flew adjacent to the strip, ena-
bling us to see the hotels in 
their full glory. This was 
equally as impressive as the 
Grand Canyon, although 

slightly younger in age!

We landed without incident and rejoined the limo, not before 
purchasing the souvenir photo of Tina and I for an extortion-
ate $30.

Once we got back 
to our hotel we 
showered and 
went for dinner, 
returning to our 
favourite haunt, 
the Aussie Out-
back Steakhouse, 
Tina having 
chicken and I en-
joyed a New York steak, washed down with a bottle of wine.

As we walked up to the restaurant we had to stop to buy some 
plasters as the blister on my foot was becoming uncomfort-
able. I managed to get back to the hotel OK, but standing on it 
was becoming unbearable. We watched some more of the 
games before going back to the room.

We were exhausted and we both asleep by ten thirty.

So much for experiencing ‘the town that never sleeps’, we just 
couldn’t keep up.
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CHAPTER 3

Back to 
California

A bit of a disturbed night; too much 
wine for me and an upset stomach 
for Tina meant we were both tired 
in the morning. It also was our last 
day in Vegas and we were back on 
the road to California once we’d 
packed and checked out.



FRIDAY 20TH MAY 2011

Miles and miles of 
scenery...

DAY 8

But first breakfast and the buffet; a hearty meal always a 
good cure for any ills.

Having eaten, we went back to the room for the last time, 
packed the cases and vacated the hotel after checking out and 
ensuring the billing was correct. We really loved our stay in Ve-
gas and The Bellagio, even Tina who was skeptical at first, en-
joyed it. And the helicopter trip just was fantastic.

We set the sat nav for our next destination, Fresno, and it 
came up with an arrival time of 4.54pm and it was only 10am 
as we left. It was going to be along day with just under four 
hundred miles to cover.

We set off up the strip for the last time and soon joined the In-
terstate 15 south towards Barstow. Progress was good and we 
soon made our first stop at Baker for fuel and a comfort break 

(or to use the restroom at 
the Americans would 
say). The time was mid-
day.

Continuing south we 
crossed the Mojave Na-
tional Park, a sacred 
American Indian reserve; 
the desert area looked an 
extremely dry and harsh 
place to live. One of the 
places we also passed was 
the Mojave Air and Space 
Port, where many of the 
worlds airliners are kept 
once they are no longer required. It would have been interest-
ing place to stop and look but I missed the turning so we car-
ried on.

We ploughed on, observing the changing scenery, firstly de-
sert, then tree lined mountains followed by the flatter Napa 
valley, where most of the grapes are grown for the Californian 
wines. It was amazing to think that only a few hundred miles 
apart you can see such varied landscapes.
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We carried on our journey, stopping once more, before finally 
arriving in Fresno at the next hotel, number four, bang on 
time, just before five. After checking in, we were given our 
room key and were gobsmacked when we opened the door. 
The room had a lounge area, separate bedroom with a king-
sized bed and two TV’s. When I checked the paperwork I real-
ised I did actually order that particular room, so it was not too 
much of a step down from the Bellagio after all.

After showering and freshening up we went in search of some-
where to eat, walking across the street to a Chinese restaurant. 
On enquiring as to whether they can accommodate gluten-free 
food the waiter said “they close at 10pm”. Tina and I looked 
each other and walked out.

We wandered up to a shopping precinct and found a restau-
rant that was recommended to me; ‘The Cheesecake Factory’. 

When we checked the menu they did indeed have food I could 
eat but the items were expensive and stated they were for 6-8 
people. We walked out of that one too.

We had more luck at the final restaurant, Flemmings Prime 
Steakhouse and were soon shown to the table. Tina said she 
was not that hungry so we skipped the starter (or appetizer as 
the Americans like to call it) and went straight for the main 
course. I went for New York steak again whilst Tina had 
chicken (again). We skipped dessert. The bill came to $99 
making it the most expensive meal of the holiday to date.

Whilst we were waiting for our food, we did some people 
watching; I watched a couple polish off a two person appetizer 
plus one another, a salad each then a main course each (one 
had chicken the other steak) plus all the side trimmings. I 
have no doubt they would have had a dessert as well had we 
remained the to find out. Tina observed that the Americans 
don’t use their cutlery the same way as us. She watched a few 
eating their meals and noticed that they cut normally using 
both implements then put the knife down, swap the fork into 
their right hand to place the food in their mouths. This fasci-
nated her and said I would never be able to do that as it takes 
too long to get the food in my mouth, me being a fast eater.

We paid the bill and returned back to the hotel room, it being 
extremely warm as the outside temperature was a lot higher 
than we’d been used to.
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SATURDAY 22ND MAY 2011

Big waterfalls, big 
mountains, big 
trees...
DAY 9

WTF!

We were woken at 5.40am by the loud ringing of church bells 
and it took me a minute or so to realise that we hadn’t missed 
the fact that there was a church outside our hotel window, but 
that the kind person who rented the room before us didn’t 
switch the alarm clock off!

Tina of course turned over and went straight back to sleep, 
whilst I on the other hand, laid in bed wide awake, which was 
a bit annoying as I could have really done with the extra sleep. 
Oh well, as usual my iPad kept me company until Tina woke 
later. 
We showered and then went to find the breakfast room; we 
were informed when we checked in that it was included in the 
price and booth of us were impressed with the selection. We 

both had cereals and I had scrambled egg whilst Tina had 
toast and both coffee and juice.

After breakfast we set off for the days excursion, this time to 
the Yosemite National Park. The park was about a two hour 
drive and I was a bit apprehensive driving so far after yester-
day’s long stint in the car, not knowing whether it would be 
worth it. We 
were not disap-
pointed though.

Firstly we filled 
the car with fuel; 
the palaver with 
getting fuel is an-
noying over here. 
Firstly you have 
to pre-pay or 
leave your credit 
card, showing ID as well. Then you have to go back and pay 
for the fuel. I understand that there must be a lot of people 
that do runners after filling up, but it is still a real pain.

Once fuelled up, we set off up the 41 towards Yosemite, spot-
ting the snow-covered peaks in the distance far away.

As soon as we left Fresno the landscape changed, firstly to flat 
plains, then hillier country, then mountains lined with trees. 
As we began to climb ever higher, the temperature started to 
drop, to a point where we began to see snow on the side of the 
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road. As we got nearer to the National Park, the traffic slowed 
as there was a entrance fee into the park of $20 per car.

Immediately inside, we stopped for a comfort break then 
drove towards the Yosemite Valley. The map and information 
booklet mentioned that there were bears and mountain lions 
in the park but it would be unlikely that you would see any. If 
you did you were to make as much noise as possible to scare 
them away. My thoughts were to offer Tina as a light snack 
and I’d then run!

The scenery was incredible and as we got higher and nearer 
the photo opportunities were superb. As we neared the valley, 

we had to drive through a long tun-
nel and as soon as we exited we 
parked up and saw the first 
glimpses of the main waterfalls and 
rock formations. What a sight. We 
took many more photos and videos 
before proceeding on towards the 
bottom of the valley.

At the bottom, we parked up and 
walked the short distance to the 
base of the Bridalveil Fall, a superb 
waterfall that hits the ground throw-
ing up loads of spray to those at the bottom. Whilst we were 
there a wedding ceremony was about to take place right at the 
base; the bride in her full white wedding dress and adorning 
trainers. Only in America.
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We walked back to the car stopping a few more times to take 
some more photos before driving back to the south gate en-
trance. This time we parked up and boarded a courtesy bus to 
where the Mariposa Groves of Giant Sequoia are situated. 
These trees are enormous and many are over 2000 years old. 
Until you actually stand next to them you can’t actually be-
lieve trees could grow as big as they can.

After an hour or so, we re-boarded the bus back to the car 
park and then drove out of the park and headed back into 
Fresno and to our hotel.

We agreed that we wanted to find a better restaurant than yes-
terday’s effort, so looking online, I found that there was an 
Outback Steakhouse just down the road. Of course, just down 
the road in American is not quite that but we eventually found 
it and enjoyed another great value meal. We then drove back 
to the hotel to chill out for the rest of the evening before our 
journey to San Francisco in the morning.

MOVIE 4.1 
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CHAPTER 5

Heading West

For the first time this holiday I slept 
beyond six o clock; no alarms going 
off, police sirens in the background 
or noisy neighbours. I still had to 
wait until eight o clock before Tina 
woke before getting up for a shower 
though as we were in no hurry to 
get moving.



DAY 10

“be sure to wear flowers in your hair” 

OK no flowers to hand but that’s where we headed off to on 
our road trip.

We went down for breakfast and I was pleased to find that 
they provided bacon today rather than sausages, although I’m 
not certain how they manage to get the bacon to look the way 
it does (we suspect it is deep fried!). Coffee and juice to follow, 
then back to the room to pack and soon we checked out.

Once we topped up the fuel tank we headed off on the planned 
three hour journey to San Fran (as the Californian’s like to call 
it), priming the sat nav with the next hotels address. We 
started off going north on the Interstate 99 for a few miles be-
fore turning off across country before joining the Interstate 5. 
The countryside between the two main roads was extremely 

rural and flat, with miles and 
miles of farms, mainly wheat 
and fruit.

Once we joined the I5, after I 
had ignored the sat nav instruc-
tions, the scenery changed 
again to extremely dry & arid 
landscape; it’s amazing any-
thing can grow in those condi-
tions. Running pretty much par-
allel to this main road was a 
new canal system which I as-
sumed helped irrigate the land. It certainly needed it. On the 
left side of the road was a ridge of hills that extended for the 

length of the highway 
north. The hills were again 
very dry, with the occa-
sional cows or two grazing 
on the straw-like pasture.

From the I5 we joined the 
580 towards San Francisco 
crossing the Altamond 
Pass, a valley where there 
were high crosswinds and 
hundreds and hundreds of 
windmills installed on the 
hillsides. I suspect the 
amount of electricity that is 
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generated from those mills would be enough to power SF it-
self!.

We continued following the sat nav and the journey seemed to 
be taking ages, I guess I should have stuck to the planned 
route. Eventually we arrived at our destination about an hour 
later than expected, but bang on time to check in at hotel num-
ber five. The Mariner Inn was situated close to Fisherman’s 
Wharf, the Marina and the Golden Gate Bridge.

On driving towards the hotel I remarked to Tina as to how 
many TV programmes had been made in San Francisco using 
the streets as a backdrop.

“I remember Quincy MD was made here but what was that 
other famous cop show?”

“That’ll be The Streets of San Francisco” Tina replied.

“Oh yeah” I replied.

We unpacked and then decided to go for a walk to find some-
where to eat, having asked Yolanda on reception the best 
place to go. We headed off in the general direction she told us, 
but struggled to find anywhere that was not full or suitable for 
my diet. In the end we found a supermarket and bought a 
salad each and took it back to the hotel room.

Whilst out walking we noted how windy the place was; the 
stiff breeze made it quite chilly. Whilst looking for food we 
stumbled across the bay and the Golden Gate Bridge. We also 
spotted Alcatraz perched on top of the island in the middle of 

the bay. It was a lot bigger 
and closer to the shoreline 
than I’d expected, I’m sur-
prised not many more pris-
oners escaped other than 
Clint Eastwood.

We decided to drive over 
the Golden Gate Bridge in 
the evening to get to a res-
taurant where both had 
steak before driving back 
over it, paying a $6 toll fee 
for the privilege. I then in-
tended to go back to the 

bay area to park up to take some photos but missed the turn 
and ended up driving through a tunnel south. Luckily the city 
grid system came to the rescue as it’s normally easy to find 
your way back once you work out which direction you need to 
go. The sat nav was switched on just help help matters. We 
found the hotel and retired for the evening.

Both Tina and my feelings were mixed of what we’d seen so 
far in SF; yeah it was great to see the GG bridge and the steep 
streets that make the place famous, but the city didn’t spark 
any yearning to want to explore.

Maybe tomorrow would bring a bit more enthusiasm.
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MONDAY 23RD MAY 2011

San Fran...

DAY 11

Not the greatest of sleeps either of us had; Tina got up 
at 4am to take pills for a headache, I just kept waking up 
throughout the night. I also snored throughout the night 
which didn’t go down too well with Tina and I should have the 
bruises on my legs to prove it.

Although the hotel room is not on a busy road, there are still 
lots of city noises that wake you; sirens and car doors etc. Still 
the ear plugs helped a bit.

We showered then went to the room next door for the comple-
mentary breakfast; croissant for Tina, coffee and juice for me, 
then we drove a short distance to park the car for the day in a 
municipal garage. The reason we had to park the car in a car 
park rather than leave it parked outside the hotel is because 
during the day there are parking restrictions everywhere allow-
ing only a maximum of two hours parking in one spot. Whilst 

parking this way is free, it does restrict you if you want to 
spend the day without using your car. Parking in the car park 
costs around $12 per day.

Once parked, we then 
walked downtown along 
Lombard Street towards 
the city bus tour stop. 
We like using these tour 
buses as not only do 
they give you a guided 
commentary of the 
places you are passing, 
but also you can hop on 
and off at any point, us-
ing them as a taxi. 
Before arriving at the 
stop we visited the fa-
mous Lombard Street 
winding road, that de-
scends down a steep hill and is decorated with flowers, trees 
and bushes. This road attracts many visitors, both on foot and 
cars and in fact can take up to a couple of hours to queue to 
drive down it at times. It was fairly quiet when we walked 
down it. At the top of the road we also saw our first San Fran-
cisco cable car, with people hanging on like you see in the mov-
ies. It really does happen.

We boarded the tour bus and started on the two hour ride 
around the city sights. Firstly we were driven through the Fish-
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erman’s Wharf area, which is now mainly made up of small 
shops and restaurants. Then we drove down Lombard Street 
towards the Golden Gate Bridge. The tour guide gave lots of 
useful information and played songs as we continued our jour-
ney.

As we left the Bridge area he said the ride may become a bit 
more windy for a few minutes. He wasn’t wrong as we had to 
ride through a tunnel, which was extremely blowy. We then 
headed for the Golden Gate Park, a large expanse of trees and 
shrubs that was designed and built by a Scotsman in the last 
century. The area was just sand dunes prior his vision, but 
somehow he managed to create an amazing parkland area 
that would be worth visiting again sometime.

The tour bus then took us through the area, Haight Ashbury 
which was famous for the hippy invasion of the 1960′s; too 
young for us to remember but we recognised some of the 

names he was stating that had lived there including Bob Dylan 
and Janice Joplin.

As we drove on we then saw the magnificent City Hall, with 
gold adorn decoration atop the dome, Apparently this build-
ing was rebuilt after the 1989 earthquake that devastated 
much of San Francisco and now sits on rollers that will move 
the complete building by about 10 feet if another earthquake 
hits.

The bus then headed towards the dodgy Mission Street area of 
the city, which the guide suggested not to walk, especially at 
night and then the financial district where there are many 
taller buildings. Shortly after we passed the famous China-
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town before heading back towards Pier 39 and Fisherman’s 
Wharf where we got off.

As we passed through the Pier 39 area, we spotted a cafe 
called ‘Hot Spud’ so we made a beeline for there and enjoyed 
some lovely jacket potatoes, topped with all gluten-free bits as 
well. They even sold gluten-free sweet potato cheesecake so 
we bought a couple of slices to take out. 
We walked the short distance to the pier area and sat an ate 
our cakes before strolling around the shops on Pier 39. After 
buying myself a San Francisco t-shirt we walked for a while be-
fore rejoining the bus to take us back to the car and hotel.

I then suggested we drive over the Golden Gate Bridge again 
and take a look around Sausalito. Unfortunately I parked in 
the wrong place and we didn’t discover the main area until we 
left the town and as we had little change for the parking me-
ter, we headed back towards San Francisco. We paid our 
bridge toll fee and then parked up at the vista point on the 
south side of the bridge. Here I took a walk half way across the 
bridge, leaving Tina back in the car. 
The views were fantastic; the bay was 
clear and you could see all of the city 
and Alcatraz Island.

In the middle of the bridge there is a 
sign stating not to jump or else it 
would result in death. Your not kid-
ding, it is miles down to the water. 
They stuck a telephone next to the 

sign offering counseling, I wonder how many people have 
been saved from jumping?

We left the vista area and parked further down along the bay 
to get some further shots of the bridge before driving back to 
the hotel. Unfortunately we arrived there before the free street 
parking starts, so I had to go and find a space after the period 
began at six.

As had been warned in the hotel written reviews, parking in 
this area is at a premium and after driving for about half an 
hour with out success, I eventually parked the car back in the 
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car park we had used earlier. It cost over $13 for a few hours 
earlier in the day, I dread to think what it will cost overnight! 
When I got back to the hotel Tina was about to leave a note 
and go and look for me as she was wondering where I had got 
to. I must remember to ensure any future hotels have parking 
on site.

After a short rest we then went in search of some dinner, Tina 
had spotted an Indian restaurant just up the road so we 
strolled up for some eastern fayre.

Whilst enjoying our curry, we discussed what we thought of 
San Francisco and whilst we liked what we saw, neither of feel 
that it’s a place we’d like to come back to. Yes, it’s good to see 
the cable cars, the wibbly wobbly road, the golden gate bridge 
and the famous hilly roads but we both felt that’s it not 
enough to revisit. Still we’re here for another day tomorrow so 
we’ll see how that pans out
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TUESDAY 24TH MAY 2011 

The crooked road, 
one way streets and 
a parking citation...
DAY 12

A good nights sleep for both of us; this blog is becoming 
a bit of a tale of our sleeping habits!  
Tina had a good nights sleep and didn’t wake up until just be-
fore 9am, allowing me time to watch a couple of episodes of 
The Wire which I’d copied onto my iPad for just such occa-
sion. Up to now I hadn’t needed to watch as she’s been getting 
up fairly early. Anyhow, after showering (again, divulging our 
morning routines), we went next door to have breakfast.

We then walked the short distance to retrieve our car from the 
car park. I was a bit concerned as to how much the overnight 
stay was going to cost as I’d misread the charges and it actu-
ally cost between $2 and $2.50 per hour to park the car there. 
The total charge for the night was $22. I really must find a 
free parking spot on the roads tonight.

We set off for the day heading back down to Fisherman’s 
Wharf and Pier 39 but beforehand we decided to drive down 
the crooked or wobbly road, Lombard Street. Luckily there 
was no queue but there were lots of people blocking the road. 
Eventually they cleared and we did a leisurely drive down to 
the bottom. I wonder how many peoples photos we were in by 
the time we got to the bottom as it’s quite a tourist spot.

We then found a free 
parking space close to 
the wharf and walked 
down to take another 
look around. It was at 
Pier 39 that we bought 
some prezzies and had a 
coffee before Tina spot-
ted the famous sea-lions 
next to the pier. A couple 
more presents bought, 
we the found the Hot 
Spud place again and had 
lunch before walking 
back to the car. As we 
were limited to only two hours parking we didn’t bother with 
riding the famous cable car, although it would have been an 
ideal time as the queues were really short for a change.

We then decided to drive to Chinatown to take a look around, 
but the place was very busy, with lots of roadworks and few 
places to park. It was here that I made my first major mistake 
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driving when I drove through a stop sign and upset a lorry 
driver who’s turn it was to pull out. I must say most people 
obey the courteous system of first come-first served at the 
junctions; it seems to work well and everyone seems quite con-
tent to wait their turn.

It just doesn’t help when tourists ignore the rules!

We left the area and drove to the other side of San Francisco 
to the Golden Gate Park, which we’d been through on the tour 
bus. Today we decided to walk around instead. After finding a 
free parking space, we walked through a rhododendron gar-
den before finding the main area.

We strolled around this area before walking to the large glass 
conservatory that was donated to the park. I bet Nick, our 
next door neighbour would love to get a contract to build on 
as big as the one in the park, but I think he’d struggle building 
it on his own!

We agreed then to drive back to the hotel not before some seri-
ous bad driving by me. On trying to locate the correct road to 
get back, I inadvertently drove down the wrong direction of a 
way street, to the dismay of a drive coming the right way. I 
quickly pulled over only to see loads of cars behind him. I man-
aged to turn around. We decided that the American roads are 
very poorly sign written and we are surprised there are not 
more accidents. 
 
The above blog was typed whilst we were back at the hotel, get-
ting ready to go out for another drive.

THE NEXT SECTION I AM SHOUTING AS I AM BLOODY 
FUMING (although I will type it in lowercase for ease of read-
ing).

Whilst Tina was in the bathroom, I glanced out of our bed-
room window to see a traffic warden placing a ticket on the 
windscreen of our hire car. As previously stated, parking re-
strictions are crazy here. As parking is at such a premium, 
most of the properties have garages and in order to prevent 
people parking outside them, residents can apply for paint to 
be applied on each side of the dropped kerb indicating you 
cannot encroach the gap. I parked in a space which I thought 
gave the owner plenty of room to get their car in and out of 
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their garage. Obviously the owner did not think so and re-
ported us!

The ticket citation stated ‘In violation of driveway’ Fine 
amount includes state surcharges – COMPLAINT and this mis-
demeanour will cost me At least $90.

We drove off and I was in angry mode…

“what a crap city, the sooner we leave tomorrow the better” I 
said!

We drove along the west coast of the city, observing the 
Golden Gate Bridge from the not-so-often-viewed side and 
then downtown back to the Bay area. We walked along for a 
short while before stopping at the Hard Rock Cafe at Pier 39 
for dinner. We ordered Nachos and main courses but when 

the nachos arrived the plate was huge. We tucked in but al-
most immediately the main courses arrived. I think they 
wanted to get us done and out before the rush happened later 
in the evening. Anyhow we ate what we could and left.

We drove back to the hotel on the hunt for an illusive parking 
space. And we drove around and around. And around again. 
But we couldn’t find any so we ended up parking in the munici-
pal garage again. Bye bye to another $22.

Back to the hotel to chill out for the remainder of the evening, 
me hammering away of the keyboard typing out this angry 
blog and Tina reading a book she downloaded on my kindle.

We know how to have a good time!
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CHAPTER 6

Pacific Highway

Another good nights sleep, the ear-
plugs really do work.
Last night Tina and I watched a 
movie I had downloaded onto my 
iPad prior to travelling. We had 
firstly started watching American 
TV but it’s not very good, although 
there are channels to choose from. 
Actually it’s all crap! 



WEDNESDAY 25TH MAY 2011

Bye bye big city, 
hello pacific coast 
and quaintness...
DAY 13

Today was moving on day and so after breakfast we 
packed our cases up again and checked out, not before I re-
trieved the car from the car park. We agreed to take scenic 
route down to our next stop, Carmel-by-the-sea via Highway 
1. This road takes the pacific coast road along some beautiful 
stretches of countryside, but as the weather was poor, wet and 
misty it was difficult to see much at times. The pacific ocean 
didn’t look too inviting either with Tina remarking that it 
looked like the sea does at Hunstanton, brown and murky!

Still it was a nice change from driving the main highways and 
not too busy with traffic. There are also some pretty remote 
beaches along the stretch but not many people were using 
them, understandably.

We stopped briefly at lunchtime for a coffee and comfort 
break and at the same time used an ATM to get out some 

more dollars as we were 
getting short of cash. 
Once back on the road it 
wasn’t long before we 
reached our hotel, The 
Hofsus House, which was 
number six on our road 
trip. 
Carmel-by-the-sea is very 
quaint, as is the hotel, 
with views looking out 
onto the Pacific Ocean, 
although when we ar-
rived it was raining so 
not a lot could be seen. 
The town is a load of boutique shops, restaurants and hotels 
all crammed into a space of about a mile square, with a beach 
on the edge. All a bit strange really.

We rested and then took a short walk around Carmel, but the 
rain started again so we abandoned the exploring and instead 
drove to nearby Monterey to an outlet shopping mall, the Del 
Monte Center. We bought a couple more presents before stop-
ping for a Starbucks cafe latte. We then drove back to the ho-
tel.

Tina had a bit of a kip then we decided to walk back into Car-
mel to find somewhere to eat. We’d see a place called the Hogs 
Breath Inn in the maps we’d been given and apparently it had 
been previously owned by former mayor Clint Eastwood.
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As it happened it was the first restaurant we came across so 
we thought we’d give it a go. Tina ordered mushroom soup 
and I had steamed artichoke, the only gluten-free option and 
too be fair it was OK, as this sort of starter would not have 
been my first choice. For our main courses Tina ordered a 
Dirty Harry burger whilst I plumped for a New York Steak, 
which was much better than last nights Hard Rock Cafe effort. 
Anyhow, I vowed that was going to be my last steak as I’d 
eaten far too much red meat whilst on this holiday.

We then strolled down to the beach, where with lots of others, 
watched the sun go down over the pacific ocean. Tina was not 
very impressed, as she said it goes down every night! She can 
be so unromantic sometimes!

We walked back up the hill to our hotel to retire for the rest 
the evening.
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THURSDAY 26TH MAY 2011

Birthday girl...

DAY 14

Our hotel room is away from the road so we had a good 
nights sleep, although the neighbours next door were loud till 
late. Tina thought the reason why they were so loud was the 
thin walls. I tended to agree!

Today was Tina’s birthday so when she woke up she opened 
the cards that I brought over with us. I’m glad she had some 
cards as otherwise it would have been a pretty boring birthday 
and eventually when we got home it would seem a bit flat 
opening them a week later. Anyhow, she got quite a few cards; 
in fact more than I would when I’m at home.

We had just finished getting showered when there was a 
knock at the door and it was the cleaner wanting to ‘do’ our 
room. As we were about to go down to breakfast then we 
agreed and left her to it, not feeling guilty of the mess we had 
left it.

Breakfast was a continental affair, as we’d had at previous ho-
tels and so I took some of my gluten-free biscuits and ate 
them whilst Tina 
had croissants and 
a cup of tea. The 
room where the 
breakfast was be-
ing served was very 
small and so we 
had to stand whilst 
we consumed our 
food and drinks. 
Back up to the 
room where the cleaner was just finishing up.

Although I had bought Tina a birthday present last week at 
the Pandora shop in Las Vegas, I wanted to also get her some-
thing from the Tiffany & Sons store in Carmel. I had re-
searched before booking the hotel and once I found out that 
Carmel had Tina’s favourite jewellers just up the road, I knew 
that would be our first stop on her birthday morning.

The shop was empty of other customers and so she had the 
pick of the glittering jewellery and picked a small pearl brace-
let. We then walked down to the beach for a better view now 
that the weather had improved. In fact it was beautiful morn-
ing.
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As we walked down the hill, we remarked on some of the 
houses we saw; some were very odd and a bit ‘Hansel and Gre-
tel’. Not sure what makes someone want to stay in that type of 
house; I guess American’s love that sort of thing I suppose?. 
We also spotted a number of large squirrels running across 
the road into the back garden of a house. The behaviour of 
these creatures was very odd, making loud noises as they ran 
to and fro across the road and up the trees. We suspected the 
owners may possibly feed them regularly. We then passed an-
other very strange looking property with black crows or rooks 

outside in the trees making a 
hell of a racket. Again it felt 
very odd and all very creepy.

We arrived at the beach and 
had a sit down watching the 
beach start to fill up. One 
thing we were surprised about 
was the fact that dogs were al-
lowed on the beach; in fact 
Carmel is supposed to be one 
of the most dog friendly towns 
in the United States. There cer-
tainly seemed to be plenty of 
people walking them. Anyhow, 
there were only a few people actually in the sea; the pacific be-
ing bit too cold this time of year.

We left the beach and headend inland to find somewhere to 
have a coffee then returned to the hotel. We had agreed we 
would drive into Monterey again so we left shortly after.

We firstly stopped at Cannery Row, an area that was con-
verted into shops and restaurants now that the fishing indus-
try no longer sustained the working population. We then 
drove the short distance to the Fisherman’s Wharf and had 
lunch at the London Bridge Pub. It was a themed public house 
and the food was OK. There was something a bit odd in the 
gents restroom though; a urinal ‘trough’ full of ice cubes. You 
actually peed on the cubes and they melted as you emptied 
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your bladder. I don’t recall seeing one of those in any London 
pubs I’ve frequented!

Fully fed, we then revisited the Del Monte Center where I had 
decided to be a bit indulgent and buy a Macbook Air. I had 
been thinking about getting one for a while as my laptop at 
home is a bit slow, but just couldn’t justify spending the 
money. Of course in the USA, prices are much cheaper and I 
believe I saved a couple of hundred quid by getting it here. I 
am now typing my blog on the new toy, and who’s birthday 
was it today?

We then decided to 
drive the famous 17 Mile 
Drive, a stretch of pri-
vate road that travels 
through some of the 
most scenic and jaw-
dropping coastline you 
could imagine. The 
drive costs $9.50 but it 
was money well spent. 
The area is famous also 
for the many golf 
courses including a USA 
Open Golf champion-
ship one, Pebble Beach 
Golf Course, the last be-
ing held there in 2010.

We stopped at many of the viewing points, watching seals, big 
fat squirrels that were fed by the tourists and the Lone Cy-
press Tree, that the Pebble Beach Golf Course logo is derived 
from.

We then drove back to the hotel to relax before going out for a 
birthday celebration meal. We found a nice restaurant off of 
Ocean Avenue in Carmel called The Grill, which served some 
lovely food. Tina had pasta with chicken whilst I had duck 
breast with rice and vegetables. We both had creme brulee for 
sweet. I also ordered a bottle of red wine (not realising it was 
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red wine) as Tina doesn’t drink red wine so I ended up drink-
ing most of it.

We walked back to the hotel and watched some more TV. To-
morrow we leave Creepsville, as Tina affectionally now calls 
Carmel and drive south towards Los Angeles again.

The Pacific Ocean from 17 Mile Drive

GALLERY 6.4 
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CHAPTER 7

Heading South

Had a broken nights sleep, it was 
quiet enough but just kept waking 
up. Perhaps it had something to do 
with the half a bottle of wine I con-
sumed. Tina said I was snoring so I 
must have been asleep some of the 
time. Eventually I gave up at 
5.30am when my phone rang.



FRIDAY 27TH MAY 2011

Heading south 
towards LA and 
home (soon)...
DAY 15

I didn’t recognise the number and as it was still very 
early I didn’t think Tina would appreciate me speaking to any-
one at that time.

I watched a couple of episodes of The Wire before it went off 
again, this time it was from a different number, but both were 
from the UK.

Again I let it ring off but this time rang the number back. It 
was bloody Carphone Warehouse! I know my phone is due for 
an upgrade so I guess they are trying to get me to sign up for 
another contract. That is something I will sort out when I re-
turn to the UK.

Once Tina was awake, we showered then went downstairs for 
our final breakfast the Hofsas Hotel before returning to pack 
and check out. As as happened in all the hotels we have stayed 

in the price I was quoted 
was lower than the actual 
room rate as they always 
add on tourist and local 
taxes. Although not a great 
deal extra it all adds up 
over the period of two 
weeks.

We drove down the road 
to fill the car with petrol 
before heading south to-
wards Los Angeles. Tina 
said bye bye to Creepsville, 
I was pleased I visited but 
would probably not bother coming back again.

As we left the town, my mobile phone went again; the same 
number as before but this time I answered it but didn’t speak. 
They soon hung up. We initially drove the 68 and then joined 
the Highway 101 which was to take us half of the five hour 
journey. We stopped at King City to get some lunch and visit 
the restrooms, before continuing our road trip south, on the 
46 and then the Interstate 5, stopping again just before join-
ing for another toilet break at a McDonalds.

Just before we stopped we drove passed fields and fields of 
‘donkey’s’ (not sure if that is the right term for them?) which 
are iconic structures and I believe are used to bring oil up to 
the surface. Anyhow, we saw loads and loads of them!
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No sooner had we started off on the I5 when we suddenly hit a 
traffic jam, the first major one of the holiday, excepting the 
rush hour traffic in LA. The cause was the two-lane highway 
going down to one lane causing a twenty minute delay in get-
ting through. Once we got passed that it was plain sailing from 
then on although the stops and traffic jam added an extra 
forty five minutes to our journey time. Just before we arrive 
my phone rang once more, again a call from the Carphone 
Warehouse. Persistent or what!

We quickly found our hotel, but for the first time this trip 
booking.com had let us down as the hotel were unaware of our 

reservation. A quick call to 
them sorted it out and we were 
soon in our room. I made a 
much needed jug of coffee 
from the room supplies whilst 
Tina began to empty the cases 
in preparation for packing 
them ready for our journey 
home tomorrow.

It didn’t take long to pack them 
both back up again, there 
seems more space in them yet 
we haven’t really discarded 
much during our stay. After a short rest we decided to go for 
some dinner. As it happens there was an Aussie Outlook res-
taurant right next door to the hotel, and although I had vowed 
we wouldn’t go back to another, we did!

Again, the food was excellent and really good value. I had the 
BBQ ribs with a salad whilst Tina had chicken. The restaurant 
was very crowded, we suspect many people stopping there on 
the way to their holiday destinations (it’s Memorial Day on 
Monday so this weekend, like ours is a holiday weekend).

We returned to the hotel where we watched some TV and 
planned what we were going to do on our last day in California 
tomorrow. The car has to be returned by 5pm so we have 
pretty much a whole day to spend in Los Angeles, although I 
have suggested we go visit Malibu Beach.
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SATURDAY 28TH MAY 2011

Hollywood, Los 
Angeles, London 
and Thrapston...
DAY 16

OK so the title was a bit of a headline grabber but it’s true!

So we arrive at our final day of our holiday, although this is 
not quite strictly true as we will be travelling from tonight 
through to tomorrow afternoon UK time so actually it offi-
cially finishes on Sunday.

I left Tina in bed as she didn’t get a good nights sleep and had 
a shave & shower. She soon woke up soon after. We went 
down for breakfast, which had a good selection, although as 
usual not much for gluten-free-ites. We returned to our rooms 
with coffee/tee (yes, very American as you don’t see many 
without a cup of something in their hands) and finished off 
packing. We are a bit worried out the amount of weight in our 
cases but once packed they do seem lighter than when we 
came over, how can that happen as we have the same amount 
of clothes?

We checked out of the 
hotel and agreed that 
we would return to 
Hollywood, where our 
road trip started, for 
one final look around.

We set off down the 
I5 towards Los Ange-
les and in particular 
Hollywood; the traffic 
was busy, in particu-
lar heading north out 
of the city, Americans 
on the way to their 
holiday weekend 
breaks no doubt.

We headed for the same area that we stayed at on our first 
night in California and soon found a car park costing $10 for 
the day. We then walked the short distance to the Chinese 
Theatre in Hollywood boulevard. We were surprised how busy 
the place was compared to last time we were there, although I 
guessed the Memorial weekend had brought more visitors 
out. We stopped for a Starbucks coffee and then walked 
around the shops for a while.

Lunch soon beckoned so we ordered two plates of nachos with 
the full works. Of course we should have realised by now that 
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American portions are enormous and neither of us could fin-
ish the plate full of Mexican food. We then browsed a few 
more shops before finding a seat close to the water fountains 
where we sat for an hour or so, people watching. I was then 
asked by a couple of people whether would take their photos, 

which of course I obliged. What I should have done was to 
charge a dollar a time as did the lady at the Las Vegas sign last 
week. Missed opportunity or what…!

We then took a slow walk back to the car and set the sat nav 
for the Alamo car rental return depot, that’s close to the air-
port. Thirty minutes later we were unloading the cases and 
boarding the bus that would transport us to the terminal. 
Once in, we dropped our bags off before queuing to get 
through security. The process is really tight now, with all jewel-
lery and anything metal having to be removed, including 
Tina’s birthday presents and placed in a tray. I wisely re-
moved all my gadgets and unlike at Heathrow, got through 
without a bag search this time.

As soon as we were clear, we hit the duty free shop, buying the 
kids some smellies as prezzies and then grabbed a drink from 
Starbucks. Unfortunately there was no free wifi within the de-
parture lounge so for the next few hours or so we were with-
out Internet. As we had arrived a few hours before the flight 
we had wait until 8.30pm before boarding.

The flight boarded quickly and we took off shortly before 9.30 
local time or 5.30 UK time and were immediately served din-
ner and drinks. The flight was a bit turbulent; in fact it was 
probably the bumpiest time I had in a plane and whilst I was 
OK with it Tina was in tears. After an hour or so it subsided al-
though there were a few more rough areas during the rest of 
the flight.
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As is normal on these type of planes, I find it very difficult to 
sleep and only managed to grab a few minutes during the nine 
hours we were airborne. Towards the end of the flight, we 
were served breakfast although I skipped it as it was not 
gluten-free. 
After circling Heathrow for 15 minutes we finally touched 
down around 3.15pm about half an hour earlier than sched-
uled. We queued for Border Control before collecting our 
cases and going through customs. We then found the transfer 
bus to our car and soon were on our way around the M25 and 
M1. At Junction 14, we swapped drivers and Tina drove the re-
mainder of the journey home.
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CHAPTER 8

The Maps
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CHAPTER 9

Home
It’s almost a week 
since we arrived 
back in the UK 
from our Califor-
nian road trip 
and I’ve not quite 
caught up with 
the change in 
time zones.



SATURDAY 4TH JUNE 2011

Back to reality...

A WEEK LATER...

It’s almost a week since we arrived back in the UK from our 
Californian road trip and I’ve not quite caught up with the 
change in time zones. It’s been a busy week what with going 
back to work to over four hundred e-mails to wade through 
(thank goodness for my Blackberry), Â a broken washing ma-
chine and washing line to sort and a three day training course 
to attend in Manchester.

I think two weeks of dirty clothes was the final straw for our 
Hotpoint machine and rather than try to get it repaired, we 
agreed to go buy a new one from Curry’s. So Tuesday evening 
we picked it up and it was soon plumbed in and working hard. 
The newly purchased washing line was also temporary erected 
in the garden ready for a more permanent installation this 
weekend. The training course was really good and I’m glad I 

decided to stay up in Manchester in a hotel in the end, five 
hours commuting for three days was just going to kill me.

Anyhow, I thought I’d just do a quick update on our holiday as 
I have now managed to plot out road trip on a map (courtesy 
of Google). It’s not until you see how little of the USA you actu-
ally can drive in such a short space of time that you realise 
how big the country is. You could spend months and months 
over there and still only experience a small amount of what’s 
there. In total we only drove about 1800 miles as well.

So what was the highlights of the trip?

Well for me it was experiencing the scenery; the Grand Can-
yon was spectacular and Yosemite National Park was such a 
beautiful place.

What surprised me?

I really was surprised how I enjoyed Las Vegas; it is a place 
that unless you see it you really can’t believe a such place 
could be built. Not so great was San Francisco. Whether it was 
the colder climate or the high expectation I’m not sure, but nei-
ther Tina or I felt it was a place we’d want to return.

The weirdest place by far was Carmel; Tina’s description of it 
as ‘Creepsville’ really summed it up. Again not a place we will 
want to go back to.

So where next?
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Well actually I have stated that I’m not taking Tina on another 
plane until she sorts out her fear of flying. She’s resolute that 
this holiday was not the last one abroad and has vowed to try 
to get the fear sorted. Anyone know a good hypnotist out 
there?

If not it looks like I’ll be exploring the USA and beyond on my 
own in future!
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