Travel Journal-USA 2000
Friday 17th March 2000
Bonny Island, Nigeria
We left Boring Bonny with light drizzle,  indicating the wet season may soon be upon us after such a long spell of dry.  Murray took us to the ferry terminal and we said our goodbyes.  Anita being anxious about the reliability of the bookings wanted to see the manifest for the boat,  but in her haste to get us there one hour before necessary,  the manifest had not yet arrived.

An uneventful trip to Port Harcourt took us to meet our first surprise.  The airflight to Lagos had been booked for only Anita and myself,  as it was assumed we were flying out alone to pick the boys us from boarding school to bring them back to Bonny!  A slight panic,  and a couple of quick phone calls to the airline soon put things back in order.

Arrival at Mutala Muhumed airport in Lagos was the usual circus with 100’s of people all milling around the entrance for the Friday nights entertainment.  Our good friend Godson is their to greet us and we are relieved to find he had our tickets.  We can finally read them and find out where we are headed! The airport is not air-conditioned, (although I think it may have been once) and so feels about 40 degrees inside.  Anita nearly passing out from the heat!  A large lady from Nigerian customs comes to check in our bags,  and takes a shine to Riley,  asking if he would be interested in marriage.  After this she ushers our bags through without even opening them up.

Arriving in Frankfurt airport, we are greeted with a surprise passport check (no surprise really….) before we even get off the plane.  We are last off, and the customs man just looks at us, and doesn’t even open our passports up,  sending us on our way.

Anita and I joke about our luggage arriving in Prague instead of New York as we check in for the 8.20am flight.  We are surprised we are flying so early as expected to spend the day in Frankfurt,  and packed appropriate warm clothes in our hand luggage.  Just one of the surprises that comes with receiving your tickets as you step on the plane.

Quote of the day:  “Gee economy class is not as bad as I thought.  I have to keep reminding myself I’m only in economy”  Mitch

18th March  Saturday

Queens NY

Uneventful trip to America except Riley chundering his way across the Atlantic (vomited 5 times!).  Arrived JFK to find all of Manhattan booked out for the St. Patricks day weekend.  Fixed up air tickets to Washington,  then walked out of airport to find a beautiful sunny day…. and –3 degC!  Stayed at Best Western Hotel in Queens.  Walked to Queens Mall,  and tea at Sizzler, which included a shouting match argument at the salad bar between 2 loud women who apparently bumped into each other,  then walked back in the cold air to the hotel for early bed.

Quote of the day:  “Better keep your seat belt on Dad in case of any uninspected turbulence!”

19th March  Sunday

New York City

Riley awoke at 2.30am and was given some sleeping tonic,  then slept until 8am,  when we had to wake him for breakfast!  A limousine took us from Queens to Manhattan and our hotel,  the Milford Plaza hotel.  The car was a Lincoln towncar,  and was very comfortable with buttons to move the seat back,  up and down etc.  Sunroof too!  We were impressed by seeing such simple things like traffic lights,  and a decent radio station playing during our journey,  which took us through the midtown tunnel to the downtown to the West side.

After checking in our bags,  we went walking to look around and get our bearings.  We found the empire state building and looked at the city from the 86th floor.  We then did the skytour,  which was a simulated roller coaster type ride over the city sights of New York.

After cleaning up in the hotel,  we walked out to look for a suitable place for dinner.  We search around Broadway past lots of cafés for theatre goers,  then ended up at McDonalds before returning early with the kids for bed.  On the way,  we found an electronics shop where I brought a GPS (Garmin e-map) to play with.

20th March  Monday

New York City

Riley was awake at 4.30am for the day.  Anita gave him a small dose of sleeping potion to no avail.  We all tossed and turned through to 7am to get up.  We ate breakfast at the restaurant in the lobby downstairs,  which was OK but nothing flash for the price.

Next we left to explore Central Park.  The wind is still icy,  but nothing like yesterday.  Central Park was cold and bare except for the occasional squirrel.  The boys played in the park while Dad figured out how the GPS worked.  Since firing it up it has told us we are in Hong Kong,  since it is unable to locate the necessary satellites with all the tall buildings blotting out the sky.  We found an old carousel which Mitch and Riley enjoyed,  then went for a real horse and cart ride around the park.  The driver told us it would be 25 minutes,  but ended up about 15 for the same price.

We ate lunch at a street stall,  hot dogs and hot pretzels,  then walked back up 5th avenue to F.A.O. Schwartz toy store where the boys brought yet another soft toy each,  Mitch got “Arthur”,  while Riley chose both Phil and Lill from Rugrats.

Mum then eyed off an ordinary looking necklace worth $245,000 at Tiffany’s before stopping for a hot chocolate at a Diner on the way home.  The waitress wanted to take Riley’s soft toy home,  but he wouldn’t agree.

We then headed back to the hotel to rest our legs at only 3.30pm as our legs where tired again. After a little rest,  we headed back up 8th Avenue to the Olympic restaurant for dinner.  It was cheap, and very efficient compared to the service on Bonny!  We are hoping to eat there again.  Another lap of the block to see the city lights,  then home to bed with the boys at 8.30pm.

21st March  Tuesday

New York City  weather:  heavy overcast, occasional light drizzle, cold.

Riley slept in until 6.30am…. getting better!  We had breakfast at a diner down the street with a breakfast buffet which was adequate and cheap too.  We then headed back to ‘time square’ looking for the “Pokemon” parade to promote his new movie (whoever he might be…).  Anita and I then split up with her raiding “Macy’s” while Mitch and I headed for the maritime museum on the Hudson river.

There we saw the WW2 aircraft carrier “Intrepid”,  and DDG destroyer “Edson”.  We then took the tour over the US’s first guided missile submarine “Growler”.  While walking back we tracked our progress on the GPS,  which indicated a railway line right in the middle of the street.  We did not believe it until a gap in the fence revealed a via duct under the street with the railway line.  Mitch and I were amazed!

Another hot dog for lunch,  then off for a ride on the subway.  We arrived at the times square station to be confronted by a board of ticket prices.  It was all too much,  so we asked the man in the booth with the little microphone thingy… after 10 minutes he gave up,  came out of his booth and tried again to explain the system.  OK,  so we got it now,  we want an all day pass for the buses and trains!  At last we have made a decision,  and the man says “I don’t sell those,  you have to go to the ticket machine up on the street and half a block that way…”  (!!!)

So off I go while Anit and the boys wait at the station,  mission accomplished I return,  collect the gang and try to gain admission to the station with our new cards,  but we couldn’t make them work.  Behind us,  I could see the man in the booth (remember him?) shaking his hands and tearing his hair.  Eventually he comes out again and helps us to swipe our card,  saying “You don’t have subways where you come from?”

On the train to Wall Street,  and the New York stock exchange.  We just happened to arrive at the right time for a tour of the trading floor, which we saw from the visitors gallery and the CNN news lady giving an update on the news.  The boys where not so interested in the trading floor,  but seeing the lady right there speaking,  and the TV monitor in the corner showing her on CNN impressed them.  We then brought some NYSE logo golf balls for the boys on Bonny and headed out for the train again.

On the journey back,  we stopped at Union square where the boys found a playground and then fed squirrels in the park with nuts a man gave them.  They were very cute taking the nuts then eating them upside down in the tree.  They were really quite tame.  It was cold and dark when we returned to times square,  so we walked to one of the cafes near our hotel for dinner and bath time before bed!

Quote of the day: “You don’t have subways where you come from?”

22nd March Wednesday

New York City  weather: cool with sunny patches.

Caught the subway from Times square uptown to 96th street to find the Children’s museum of Manhattan.  Having gone to far,  we walked back through Central Park to the right street stopping at some of the playgrounds along the way,  including an African Safari park with fibreglass hippos which made us feel at home!

The Children’s museum of Manhattan was OK for the kids but not so good for the adults.  It seemed to be aimed at preschool age and was very busy with kids going in all directions,  but the boys didn’t mind.  We left in the early afternoon and jumped back on the subway,  heading for the World Trade centre,  on the Southern tip of Manhattan island, close to where the ferry leaves for the statue of Liberty.  We viewed the city from the 106th floor,  which dwarfed the empire state building,  with its observation deck on the 86th floor.  We had an ice cream in the roof top restaurant before heading back to the hotel around 6pm.  We then gathered our washing and headed to the Laundromat to recycle the weeks clothes.  Tea was at a little Mexican restaurant just around the corner while the clothes went through the drier.  Home to bed for the kids,  while Mum and Dad watched the Elton John story on tele.

23rd March  Thursday

New York, Statue of Liberty and Ellis Island.

Weather: Sunny with light smog,  60degF.

The Riley show started at 6am.  We made a bee line for our breakfast café, then headed to 42nd street subway station to commence our journey to the Statue of Liberty.  Jumped off the train at South Ferry station near Battery Point, joining the thousands of other people who were saving the sunny day of the week for this special event.  We boarded our ferry “Miss Ellis Island” for the 3km journey to Liberty Island.  (I know it was 3km because Mitch and I measured it with the GPS!)  The statue was truly amazing!  Looking from the top of both the Empire State,  and the World Trade Centre towers,  I was amazed as to how small she was,  and really expected something bigger.  But alas,  I was wrong!  She really is as big as expected when looking at her from the water.  After arriving on the island we were confronted by a cue about 1 km long (well it looked that long…) and expected 2 hour wait in line to climb the structure.  Knowing what Riley is like at waiting we decided she looked grand enough from the bottom,  and so walked around the perimeter of the island admiring the views back to Manhattan as well the statue.

We learned she was made of 300, 3/32” thick copper plates, beaten into wooden dies to shape her.  She was designed by some Frenchman who’s name escapes me,  but the steel structure underneath that holds her up was designed by Gustaf Eiffel. She was a gift from France to celebrate the American independence on July 4th 1776.

We caught the 1pm ferry over to Ellis Island,  which was the main immigration station for the US up until 1954.  12 million immigrants arrived to a new life in America through this station,  which is now host to a great museum which would be very interesting to Americans with an ethnic background.  We ate our lunch there then looked around the exhibits.  We attended the 2.30 viewing of the film in the theatrette which was also very interesting, but when the lights came on and all the people left,  there was Riley fast asleep in his chair.  When asked “Didn’t you like the movie?”  he replied “What movie?  I didn’t see any movie?”

We caught the ferry and subway back to 32nd street to be greeted by Madison Square Garden,  which is actually round…. then we headed into Macy’s to buy Dad a new pair of sand shoes,  as the hole in the old ones was becoming too much!

Chinese buffet for tea round the corner,  then subway home to bed for tired babies.

Quote of the day:  “What movie?  I didn’t see any movie?” 

24th March  Friday

New York - Washington.

Weather: Sunny with jumpers off!

Breakfast at the Olympic café again,  Mum took off for some shopping leaving the boys to saunter back to the hotel room to start packing up.  Mucked about with the computer,  watched the kids shows on tele packed up our clothes and things and waited for Mum’s return.

We checked out of our room at 12.30 and jumped in one of those yellow taxis for the airport.  I tracked the whole journey on the GPS while the driver babbled in some foreign language on either his CB radio or his mobile phone. The fare ended up at $41 and so I gave the driver all the cash I had left,  $44 leaving him a $3 tip.  He complained that he always got at least $5 to the airport and was disappointed that I did not have any more money! (bad luck for him…)

We checked in to the United airlines counter than went to find something to drink while we waited the hour before flying.  We decided not to eat anything,  as we had a big breakfast,  and you know how filling airline food can be…

We finally went down to gate 12 to see a little plane,  not much bigger than a Cesna waiting for us!  Well,  it was an 18 seater with twin turbo prop engines but it did look smaller than we expected; even smaller than the plane from Lagos to Port Harcourt in Nigeria!  The flight to Washington was smooth and comfortable,  and according to the GPS we were cruising at 400 km/h passing Philadelphia,  Maryland,  Baltimore,  etc. which I could see appear on the little screen just before they appeared on the land.  I gave Anita a running commentary of the town names we were passing,  and I thought she was interested until she said “You’re a wanker Mark Dye”. So much for gratitude!

The drive into Washington was further than I thought,  and passed lots of wooded fields with roadside warning signs for deer,  and some big impressive Georgian style houses.  Washington has that Canberra feel about it,  all neat orderly and beaurocratic. 

Upon arriving at the hotel it was still warm (well not by Nigerian standards…) and so quiet.  The room was much bigger than New York and so quiet there too.  Already I miss the sound of cars honking and sirens wailing in the street below.  We had tea in the restaurant downstairs which is risky but until we find our bearings is the easiest option.  As it turned out it was quite reasonable in price,  and I think we will be dining there again.  After dinner we walked around the block,  seeing the Capitol building which is just around the corner.  It looked impressive lit up at night.  Home to bed.

Quote of the day:  “You’re a wanker Mark Dye!”

25th March  Saturday

Washington DC.

Weather: Sunny and warm,  with a surprise thunderstorm late afternoon.
After not waking up until 8am, we went back to the hotel restaurant for buffet breakfast and found it again was reasonably priced then headed out into Washington.  We looked at doing a guided tour,  but at $25 each and with the late start after sleeping in, we thought maybe we would try it tomorrow.  We headed down the street past the air and space museum,  with Mitch clawing to get back there to the Natural history museum.  On the way we had a ride on a carousel,  built by Alan Herschell and company (he also made the steam packet carousel) in 1940.

We saw heaps of old bones,  rocks and shells then headed towards the African cultural part where we saw lots of things to remind us of home.  On then to the next museum,  the American History museum.  This is the one we checked out on the internet.  We saw steam trains, traction engines, tractors, printing presses and all sorts of American parafinallia.  Since it was 3.30pm and we had not had lunch,  (luckily we had the big breakfast) we had an ice cream on the step outside before heading over to the Washington monument.  Riley complained all the way,  wanting to go back to the hotel room to play.  The monument was closed for renovation,  but the park around it was a lovely display of hundreds of kites.  It was some special kite day and looked great.  After lying in the park for a while we headed back up Constitution avenue towards the Capitol building, hoping to take a photograph the reflecting pool in front of the building.

On the way, we passed the art gallery and Anita wanted to have a look,  so the boys and I continued to the park to wait.  But,  a great big thunderstorm came over suddenly and caught us un-prepared.  We made a run for it back to the hotel where the boys had a hot bath and we waited for Mum to realise where we were.

26th March  Sunday

Washington DC.

Weather: Sunny and warm, with light breeze.
The clock radio surprisingly started singing Italian accordion music at 7.15am which cracked us all up!  We got up, skipped breakfast and headed onto the Trolley bus tour which left outside the Hotel by 8.30am.  The first stop was central station,  where we got off and had a look around,  then had Mackers for breakfast.

Back on the bus,  we got off at the White house and tried to look up Bill,  something was cooking across the street,  with police everywhere and the road blocked off to traffic.  The building opposite the White house was also surrounded by reporters,  and a crowd of people behind the police barrier all looking intently for something to happen.  Maybe Bill was in there??? so we waited with everyone else,  until a lady said “What are we looking for?”  Nobody knew,  so she asked the secret service policeman sitting in his car nearby.  “Oh,  the President of Egypt is staying with us this week in the White house guest house”  So we waited for a bit,  thinking Hosni was a good second best if we didn’t get to see slick Willy,  as the bus driver called him.  10 more boring minutes with Mitch and Riley playing their game boys on the fence opposite,  and we decided to give up and go.  As it turns out,  Bill was in Israel.

Next stop was Washington Cathedral with great views of Washington from the highest point in town,  then onto Arlington national cemetery.  There we saw JFK’s grave, (you remember… he has an airport in New York named after him) the unknown soldier etc.

Mitch and I then stopped at the air and space museum,  the most visited museum in the world, while Mum and Riley went back to the hotel to check out the washing situation.  We saw everything from the Wright bros plane, to the lunar command module that brought Neil Armstrong back to Earth.  After the Imax theatre it was time to go home.

Dinner in the restaurant again,  with a lovely waitress from Sierra Leone who was surprised to learn we were from Nigeria.  (We gave her a good tip)  Back to the hotel room just in time to watch National Lampoon’s Vacation (for the 100th time) Mitch cracked up laughing throughout the whole thing!  The boys will be tired tomorrow but we are just relaxing before flying to Orlando,  so hopefully they will sleep in.

28th March  Tuesday

Orlando Florida.

Weather: Sunny and warm, 26degC.
We arrived in Florida yesterday after a rough flight from Washington.  There were storm warnings current when we left and arrived to thunderstorm warnings when we arrived.  Even though it was quite cool,  the boys insisted on trying out the pool the minute we arrived; too cold for Mum and Dad though.

For today’s schedule, we followed the advice given to us at the concierge desk upon arriving yesterday, which was not to get to Disneyworld too early,  but instead go and have a free breakfast at a new resort opening up here soon.  All you have to do is listen to a 1 hour sales pitch, then get discounted tickets to Disneyworld as well.  

So we left the hotel at 10.00am and arrived at “The Palms” resort.  We were met there by a high flying, high pressure, fast talking salesman who helped us with our free breakfast (which wasn’t that good anyway) then checked Mitch and Riley into the kids club so he could get an uninterrupted passage to Dad’s ear, and the talking commenced.  It was time share, and the resort was right on the boundary of future Disneyworld property.  He took us for a drive and showed us the view from the highest point on the property,  showed us the golf course,  then took us through one of the magnificent apartments complete with maid cooking cakes and biscuits,  then showed us the financing options.  And all this for only $23,000 for a week of time share…. What a bargain!  This 1 hour lecture ended taking 3 ½ hours!!! And when we didn’t buy the manager came over wanting to know why,  then the secretary came to fill out a questionnaire to find out why!  We were not impressed loosing valuable time we could have been using at Disneyworld.

We finally got there at 3pm and headed out into the crowds.  After big thunder railroad,  It’s a small world,  and Dumbo the elephant ride,  we went to tomorrow land for tea.  The crowds had died down by then and we headed back to frontier land where Riley steered the boat around the river cruise,  to help the lady guide.  Seeing that the pirates of the Caribbean was closed,  we dashed over to splash mountain.  Mitch complained the whole time we were waiting but after the ride was thrilled and wanted to go again… so we did. It was almost closing time and the cue was almost gone so…. we went again!  Three times in short succession. Riley’s hair was all wet and standing up.  We then took 2 tired little boys home to bed.

29th March  Wednesday

Orlando Florida.

Weather: Sunny and warm, 30degC.
Headed off after breakfast to “Wet-n-wild” water park for the day.  After being fed up with waiting in cues we decided we would shoot through at mid afternoon and rest up at the hotel for another onslaught at Disneyworld tomorrow,  but as the afternoon wore on the lines got shorter so we stayed till stumps at 5pm.

We then had to get to Universal Studios car park by 7pm to pick up the hotel shuttle bus, so we decided to work some of the distance and then maybe pick up a bus or taxi to complete the journey.  Besides,  there were plenty of shops around which is something we miss being stuck out in the sticks at Kissimmee.  So off we went.  Anita asked at the first shop how long it would take to walk…. Answer: 30 minutes.  Maybe a bit too much for the boys,  but if we stop for tea on the way…. well maybe.  So we left that shop with new bathers for Mitch and Riley.  Next shop we brought some Levi jeans for Mitch.  How long? Answer: 40 minutes!  Yes you guessed it… the Griswalds were walking in the opposite direction!  So,  back out to the bus stop and we caught the bus back to Wet-n-wild.  The driver somehow scenced we were from out of town and helped us to navigate (by dropping us off) to the correct bus stop.  While standing by the side of the road waiting for the next bus,  we were asked directions by a car in the traffic.  “Excuse me sir,  can you tell us how to get to ….”

“Sorry love,  we just arrived yesterday from Orstrarlya”  which brought riotous laughter from the car.  It was a good joke,  but believe it or not,  not 5 minutes later we got asked again by someone else!  We must have looked like we knew where we were going.  If only they knew we were lost too!

Bus to Universal studios,  no problem and found the correct place.  We were paranoid about missing the bus as we got left behind at Disney only the night before.  Well 7pm came and went,  then 7.30 we were ready to give up hope when we realised all the people around us where in the same boat.  So a quick phone call by 7.45 on someone’s mobile phone and the bus arrives at 8pm.  (1 hour late)  Everybody is fuming,  and arriving back at the hotel,  I had to call at reception for an unrelated matter when I find about 5 ladies there to complain.  Without saying anything,  we are offered free breakfasts for the remainder of our stay.  Not bad,  that’s for the next 5 days.  But one of the women is still not happy.  She only gets 2 because she checks out tomorrow and demands that they pay for her breakfasts for the last few days while she has been here.  Well at this,  the manager came out and said breakfast for all tomorrow only and that’s that!

Quote of the day: “Can you give me directions to _____insert name here_____?”

30th March  Thursday

Orlando Florida.

Weather: Partially cloudy with moderate wind at times, temp mid 20’s.
We are now officially all Mickyed out after a marathon day at Disney.  We left on the 9am bus and arrived back at 10.30pm!  Upon arrival we jumped on the steam train and headed around to Mickey’s house.  The boys went in side while Dad checked out the unusual boiler feed pump on the side of the locomotives used on the train circuit. After a tour of Minnie's country house, we then went barnstorming with Goofy,  a ride that took nearly 1 hour in the cue for 30 seconds of moderate pleasure,  then we headed over towards tomorrow land,  but the hunger pangs got the better of us and not having had breaky looked around for some tucker.  All we managed to find was more junky hot dogs, chips and the usual grease ball fare.  “No way” said Dad and we headed for one of the posh restaurants.  No luck though as it was booked out.  So back down main street we found another restaurant with Pluto right outside.  So the boys and Mum had a talk to Pluto while Dad managed to make a booking at the restaurant for the mid day sitting,  and since it was 11.30 it wasn’t too much more hunger to bare. 

The restaurant turned out to be Italian (Tony’s from Lady and the Tramp) and the food was the best meal we have had since arriving in the USA!  We stuffed ourselves full, with Mitch doing his usual bottomless pit routine.  The bill was a bit higher than budget at $55,  but we didn’t care,  you have to lash out occasionally,  and we really enjoyed it.

Back into the crowds after lunch in tomorrow land again.  We really wanted to try Space mountain but the sign said waiting time 80 minutes and we were worried if Riley would handle such a fast ride,  so we did the Buzz lightyear spin instead,  more up Riley’s alley and not bad anyway.  Next we did the Walt Disney carousel of progress which was a revolving theatre showing the progress of life in the home from the turn of the 20th century till now.  Slow,  but like everything well done with a robotic host that looked almost human.

Next we did the slow tour around tomorrow land on the transit system before finally deciding to join the cue for space mountain.  From the 80 minute sign the actual wait time turned out to be….. (are you ready for this???) 10 minutes!  The ride was great!  Very fast with lots of tight corners.  And how did Riley go?  He loved it and begged to go again!  So with such a short cue…. we did!  After the second go,  Mum’s head was beginning to spin so we headed for the Indy car circuit where Riley drove me,  and Mitch and Mum followed in the car behind for a lap.  We saw lots more stuff in the afternoon,  including another ride on the haunted house,  before finally getting a ride on the paddle steamer “Liberty Belle”.  She is a genuine steamer with interesting valve gear.  The engine was built especially for the boat.  Powered by an oil fired package boiler with a terry turbine driving the electrics it’s a neat little job.

Hunger again,  so just some chips which were eaten as the parade started.  Riley sat on Dad’s shoulders and kept saying “Look its Mickey,  its Peter Pan,  its Winney the pooh,  its Dumbo,  its….” On and on and on!  Another ride on the jungle cruise to remind us of home,  then one more Splash mountain and it was time to head for home.  Riley went to sleep in the bus!  All showered and in bed by 11pm!

31st  March  Friday

Orlando Florida.

Weather: Morning rain, followed by a warm humid day.
Rest day.  Started with breakfast in the hotel restaurant then some swimming at the hotel pool.  Mum decided she needed to do some shopping so we went to a local factory outlet shopping mall where we had lunch and snapped up some bargains.  Walked down the highway to “Shoney’s” restaurant for seafood buffet dinner before coming back for the boys to swim in the pool again until 10pm.

1st  April Saturday

Orlando Florida.

Weather: Warm sunny with occasional cloud.
A quick breakfast in the snack bar at hotel comprising of cereal and hot chocolate,  which Riley managed to spill over the table again.  Boarded the 9.30am bus to Disney’s Epcot centre.  Looked at some modern technology displays about communication,  internet and home entertainment before heading over to the imagination discovery centre.  Here we did “Honey I shrunk the audience” which was a 3D movie which was done to the usual Disney standard.  Riley was nearly jumping off his chair!

Next we test drove a car around the GM test track around the building at 65mph,  which felt much faster before heading into the world displays.  These comprised of some buildings from the countries they represented,  with tourist information available and staffed from people from that country.  Starting with Mexico,  where we did a boat cruise through the country.  Norway was next where we had afternoon tea.  Off then to China,  Germany,  Japan, Canada, France,  and UK.  The boys made a mask which was added to at each country and stamped with a picture from each one.

We went back to Mexico for dinner but unable to get in the restaurant had to eat take away on the terrace where Riley managed to a full drink over the table for the 3rd time in 2 days!

Finishing off the day was the spectacular fireworks display before catching the bus back to the hotel.  All too tired again!

2nd April Sunday

Orlando Florida.

Weather: Cooler with occasional cloud.
We got up and hired a car and headed out for the Kennedy Space Centre at Cape Canaveral.  To save time we decided to have breakfast on the way and stopped at the Ponderosa steak house with buffet breakfast for only $3.99 per person.  But of course saving money means long cues again which slowed us down.  Out onto the highway and following the directions given to us by the hotel,  found KSC without drama except it was a lot further than expected and with slow traffic making our arrival time 12.15pm.  The next surprise came when looking at the schedule to work out what to do first,  we discovered that today was the first day of daylight savings!  This meant it was actually after 1pm putting us really behind the 8 ball!

We did the bus tour to the launch pad first,  where the shuttle was set up waiting for blast off on 24th April.  We also saw the huge building where the shuttle is check and reassembled ready for launching.  Next we went back in time to the Apollo mission days at the Apollo/Saturn V rocket exhibition.  We saw the movie on the history of the program before being led into the hall where one of the rockets is set up for display.  The overall size of the thing was enough to have us in awe!  The hall was surrounded by gift shop theatrette and Apollo memorabilia,  as well the moon rock café with an actual piece of the moon which we all touched before having a drink and nibbles.

Next stop was the international space station exhibit where we went into the actual building where the pieces for the international space station go through their final prep before being taken up in the space shuttle and assembled.  All together there will be 40 shuttle launches to take up all the bits,  which are being made or contributed to by several countries like the Soviet republic,  Italy,  France, Japan and of course USA.  They are mainly laboratory type equipment for experiments in a zero gravity atmosphere and will take over where the Russian MIR space station left off,  which incidentally is to be brought back into the Earth’s gravity and blown up over the Pacific later this year.  (But that’s another story…)

We just ran out of time,  but managed to sneak in the Imax theatre and finished the day with the kids playing in the great playground while Dad checked out the rocket garden including another Saturn rocket,  this time the 1B.

Off then for Mum to check out Cocoa Beach,  one of the renown beaches of the area and home to Major Nelson and Genie!  Well it took some finding,  even though the sign posts where there,  we managed to do a couple of circles around the area before coming in to land on the beach.  Of course by this time (daylight savings or not…) it was dark but we walked in the sand,  checked out Ron Jon’s famous surf shop and went to a unique MacDonald’s restaurant.  Yes,  this one was the dirtiest one in the world,  with kids screaming and yelling all through the huge indoor playground which lured us there in the first place.

Well with a long journey ahead to get home,  we headed off into the darkness with tired grumpy kids fighting in the back seat.  Once we hit the city lights the real fun began.  Firstly we came off the main highway onto the Interstate 4 where we headed off in the wrong direction.  After about 20 minutes we had convinced ourselves we were lost and needed to do a U turn.  On the interstate??? Yeah right!  So turning off and looking back at the road we wanted to be on we finally got it right and headed in the correct direction.  This time we actually saw the hotel which made the weary travelers cheer with delight.  But…. we ended up on the wrong exit which took us again beside the road we wanted to be on!!! Not again please!  Without having a clue where we were headed we found the main entrance to Disneyworld Magic kingdom!!  So at 11pm we went into Disney.  Mitch said he saw Mickey at the ticket box as we went through saying “Hey fellas your going the wrong way!”  So U turn number 6 and back out only to find Disney’s animal kingdom!  Anita and the boys where laughing there heads off saying we wanted to there anyway,  then started calling me Clarke Griswald again.  I was angry!  Finally just before midnight we got to the hotel,  showered grizzly kids,  packed up bags and turned in for a restless night sleep.

Quote of the day:  Mickey mouse “Hey folks your going the wrong way”
3rd April Monday

San Francisco, California.

Weather: Cold overcast and windy.
After a restless night sleep I awoke a 4am and laid listening to the boys snore until the wake up call at 5am.  Finished the packing,  checked out,  jumped into the hire car and revisited all the roads we toured at 11.30 the night before.

Dropped off the car and got the Thrifty shuttle bus back to the airport with only 45mins to spare,  but the cues (again) where such that we were waiting…. And waiting…. And waiting until the man with the tie said “Are there any more people going to San Francisco still in the cue?”  about  4 of us all jumped up and got taken to a special check in counter or we would miss the flight.  Another cue,  and time is still ticking away…. all the others were single people,  so they left us till last only to discover that they couldn’t process our bags at the special counter because of out bags.  Well,  what about our bags then?  We over heard the lady tell the manager after he took us back inside to the main counter “there is a security alert on these bags,  they have to be x-rayed”.  This explains why our bags have been x-rayed every time we fly in the US.  They keep telling us that its random,  but its happened everytime!

So off on our 5 ¼ hour flight to California.  Riley slept for at least 2 hours,  and was a pain in the neck the other 3 hours! As we were coming in to land Riley asked me “Is that Fran Sancisco down there?” 

First impressions of Frisco are that it feels like Sydney with all the hills sloping steeply back from the bay.  It is cold and windy but looks interesting.  We went for a walk around the fisherman’s pier area,  stopping  to try a chocolate sundae at the Gherardelli shop,  who have been making chocolate here since 1850.  We watched the turn around area for the cable trams but long cues forced us to try it out tomorrow.  We ate Chinese for tea on pier 39 then headed home for early bed.  Even though the boys went down at 7.15pm it was 10.15 in Orlando and everyone had been up so early.  The boys argued it was still light outside,  but where asleep 5 minutes after hitting the pillow.  And Mum and Dad where not far behind them!

Quote of the day:  “Is that Fran Sancisco down there?”

4th April Tuesday

San Francisco, California.

Weather: Cool with heavy overcast, clearing in afternoon.
Breakfast in hotel restaurant then over to the tram car terminus to catch the 9.30am cable tram on a mission to see where it goes,  and more of Frisco.  It took us downtown to the major shopping area where I found the Virgin megastore where I managed to spend up big!  (You can’t buy CD’s on Bonny Island!)

Mum looked around at the shops too but as usual didn’t buy anything.  We had hot dogs for lunch at a street vendor,  much dearer than New York.  Mitch and I walked back up the steep hill to the cable car museum while Mum and Riley went to a shopping complex called “The Cannery” near the hotel,  then did some washing.  The cable car museum was interesting but not very big,  so Mitch and I caught the cable car back down to the terminus in the Fisherman’s wharf area and headed over to the historic liberty ship the “Jerimiah O’Brien”.  She was very interesting,  and had the best presented,  preserved engine room of any ship I had ever seen.  We found out she is steamed every month along side the pier, and goes out on a run twice per year,  all crewed by volunteers.

Back to the hotel at 17.30 to meet Anita and Riley,  get cleaned up and headed for Fisherman’s wharf for dinner.  We had a lovely seafood dinner at one of the fancy restaurants down there,  where we discovered “Anchor Steam beer” brewed in San Francisco and very nice,  then home to bed.

5th April Wednesday

San Francisco, California.

Weather: Cold windy and overcast, with afternoon sunny breaks.
Pat’s café was the venue for a sumptuous breakfast.  I had the crepes and the best cup of tea I’ve had in the US.  After a quick dash back to the hotel for Riley to do number twos,  then off to the docks where we booked the ferry to Alcatraz.  Mum looked in the shops again,  brought nothing again then a quick walk on Pier 39 to look at the seals before heading back to meet the 11.45am ferry.

Arrival at Alcatraz was met by a talk by the National parks ranger to orientate us and the other 296 people on where to go and what to see first.  We happened to enter the book shop,  and saw one of the ex-inmates of Alcatraz “Whitey” whatshisname who was signing the book he had written and answering stupid questions from the general public.  

On to the shower block where we joined Jim MacDonald the park ranger who gave us a talk about Alcatraz,  then moved us upstairs to C block to view the cells.  Here he gave us a demonstration on opening and closing the cell doors,  which where mechanised to prevent escapes.  Next we went to the dining hall and heard some more stories and an explanation of how Hollywood movies about Alcatraz are all untrue.

We then did the audio tour through the prison,  except Riley gave up half way, took off his headset and annoyed everyone until the end of the tour,  which was very interesting and covered the only successful breakout attempt.  All in all it was an eerie place,  but very interesting.

We managed to make our escape from Alcatraz and headed to “The Cannery” for a hot chocolate and cakie before making our way back to the hotel.  We went to see the man from Gray Line (or Gary line,  as Mitch calls it…) to book a train/bus tour to Yosemite National park tomorrow.  So its dinner in the hotel and off to bed early tonight as we are to be up at 5.30am to catch the train on our tour.  Should be good!

6th April Thursday

San Francisco, California.

Weather: Windy, overcast, with afternoon sunny breaks.
Up at 5.30am out of the hotel by 6pm,  all to schedule so far to meet our tour to Yosemite.  After waiting a few minutes we finally managed to find a taxi and were greeted by some way out Indian music and a Pakistani driver who looked tired and dopey after a hard nightshift. He killed the music upon entering and I handed him a map of where we had to go,  the same one the man selling the tour gave me and penciled in a straight route from the Hotel to the “Transbay terminal” in downtown Frisco.  The driver glanced quickly at the map and said “Your going on a train?”  Well the answer was yes… and we didn’t know the terminal we had to go to was actually a bus terminal,  but he read the map right?  So after paying double in fare as the hotel man quoted us and waving good bye to the taxi we find out we are on a suburban train station with 7 minutes to meet out tour…. OK, so what now? The lady at the ticket booth said just catch bus 42 out the front,  it should be here sometime in the next 20 minutes!

OK, so taxi number 2 for the first attempt to salvage our early start and $450 worth of tickets.  The next taxi gets us there 2 minutes late,  but it still should be OK.  But not sure where we are supposed to go,  we stumbled on the tour company’s office,  but all the windows are closed.  So we waited for 20 minutes here,  until I knocked on the door of the office,  and a lady inside (the first surprise,  there is someone there) tells us to go to the windows,  which they now open.  Then she asks why didn’t you ask us where to go 20 minutes ago?  We only had the window closed because it was cold!  She then went ahead and re-scheduled our tickets for Friday as we had missed it.  So there we were,  in the financial district of town with all the office workers going to work,  and us trying to find something for breakfast and work out what we will do with the day. 

With only coffee and doughnuts with no seating around (people just grab something on the way to the office here…) we walked back into town and found Maccas for breaky.  Then we found a computer super store.  Riley had been annoying Mitchell for his ‘game boy’ games cartridge,  as he was sick of his games,  so we brought him the “Rugrats” game,  and Mitch being aeroplane crazy got flight simulator 2000 for the computer.  So then it was harping and whinging from then on about going to the hotel to load up the laptop with flight,  and Riley walking down the street eyes glued to the game boy,  crashing into people and trees on the way,  like walking in a trance, while Mum did some more shopping.  (She brought some nice new summer dresses for those warm Bonny nights ahead.)

The afternoon was spent  at the Maritime museum looking at the great collection of steam ships they have,  including the 1908 paddle tug “Eppleton Hall” which is looking a bit dilapidated,  but they have a team of full time shipwrights doing her up, and spending plenty of money.  It is hoped to return her to steaming condition soon.  Another ocean going steam tug, “Hercules” too was very good and we were able to get down the engine room of her,  which was great but not as good as the O’Brien we saw the other day.

The evening was spent exploring China town.  We went there by cable tram and had some yummy Chinese for tea,  then a bit of a walk around before getting a taxi home.  What was supposed to be an early night turned out to be 10pm again,  with another early morning coming up for attempt 2 to get to Yosemite!

7th April Friday

Yosemite National Park, California.

Weather: Sunny and warm. Temps around low 20’s.
Looking for a taxi again at 6am out the front of the hotel for our second attempt at catching the tour to Yosemite,  and the taxi we finally get is the same one as yesterday!!!  After bollocking the driver,  and having him admit he didn’t actually look at the map we gave him,  we managed to successfully join our tour with no further hitches.  We caught the Amtrak train from Emeryville station all the way to Modesto where we joined our bus to Yosemite.

After an interesting drive up through the Sierra Mountains,  then down the Yosemite valley we finally stopped for lunch just before 1pm.  Anita and I both felt a bit headachy and ill after the winding road and I reckon its because we never go anywhere by road more than 10 minutes at home and maybe we aren’t used to it?  Our transport for the tour of the valley floor was a small chev truck pulling a flat trailer fitted with seats so we had the open air feeling all over.  Luckily it was sunny and not cold at all.  The scenery was breathtaking to say the least.  Shear granite rock faces with rock climbers half way up.  The guide told us it takes between 4 and 10 days to do some of the climbs.  The waterfalls too where great,  and the park boast the 7th highest (Bridal veil falls)  and the 5th highest (Yosemite falls) water falls in the world.  And you can park in between both and seem them at the same time!  After only 2 hours on the valley floor it was time to make the long journey back again.  We regretted not staying the night and doing some of the great hiking trails there.  So back in the bus and off up the windy road and back through the gold mining towns and farm land to a quaint little town called Merced where we got off at the Amtrak station.  Riley locked himself in the toilet, while Mitch and I where out looking at the engine and nearly missed the train,  but we had run out of bad luck the day before and so managed to make it!  And as the sun set and it got dark out side,  we sat in the dining car eating pizza with Riley annoying everybody on the whole train.  A young American girl waiting in the cue at the dining area thought Riley was so cute, with his little Ossy accent.  “Did he talk like that when he was a baby too?”  Her boy friend looked at her and said “You idiot!” So we found a quiet compartment down under the dining car (double decker train…) where coloring books came out which kept the piece for a little while.

It was 10.30pm before we where dropped off at the hotel,  with kids whinging and tired,  it had been a long day but worth all the effort.

Sleep in!  At last a morning where we don’t have to get up so early.  Buffet breakfast in the hotel,  because we cant be bothered going anywhere else,  and with only a little pizza for tea last night we feel we need filling up!  Breaky was followed by lounging around the room while Mum did her favorite washing trick,  with Mitch simulating our landing in SF on the laptop,  and Riley square eyed in front of Disney channel on the idiot box.  This became too boring after a while and Anita cracked it and said lets go out.  The kids fought, kicked and screamed till we where all upset as they did not want to go out anywhere. They came to SF to see the hotel room!

We jumped in a cab and spent $15 getting to the Golden gate park,  near the bridge of the same name.  This 1000 acre park was set up 100 years ago to rival Central Park in New York. (It’s good,  but not that good…)

We visited the Japanese gardens,  which where very nice although the kids where whinging and moaning the whole way around. There where all these people trying to sit and relax in the tranquillity, having there nerves shattered with the racket.

Next we walked over to the playground area where rides on the lovely carousel where only 25 cents each,  so being a generous man, decided to shout them 2 ride each!  On the first ride Riley turned side saddle and rode with his arms crossed balancing precariously on the edge of a huge ostrich which rose up and down to quite a height from the floor of the carousel.  For the second ride,  we gave Mitch his ticket and pretended not to have a ticket for Riley because of his stupid behavior.  He only seemed mildly worried and just before the ride was ready to go, we produced his ticket and told him to give it to the man just prior to getting on.  Well he walked back and forward past the man,  looking at us like “What man?”  and Anita would pander to him and say “There!”.  A couple sitting even closer was worried about this poor little boy missing out and they also pointed,  and Riley would walk past the man and around the corner, turning back with a stupid look on his face.  Eventually the man saw him and he too felt sorry for him,  taking his ticket and putting him onto the carousel.  Fair dinkum… he’s depriving a village somewhere of an idiot!!!

The playground next door was fun,  but Mum and I sitting in the park with the wind blowing down the back of our necks where icy cold!  The boys of course where running around and looked hot!

Next we left and went for a walk down nearby Haight Street,  part of the famous “Haight-Ashbury” area where the hippies all came in the 60’s, due to the close proximity to the UCSF university.  We saw all sorts of interesting apparel shops with studs on studs,  skimpy leather underwear,  tattoo and piercing shops,  gay bars,  and psychedelic people walking the streets. We stopped in a shop a lovely crepe and hot chocolate,  with the kids still moaning they didn’t want to walk any further.  So we caught a taxi back to the hotel.

We bathed the kids,  went across the road for a hamburger at Denny’s  then home to bed for a supposed early night.  By the time they got into bed,  talked,  mucked about threw Riley out of his bed and put him in our bed to stop annoying Mitch,  then went back 10 minutes later, smacked his bum for still making more noise and annoying Mitch they finally went to sleep at 9.30pm.

9th April Sunday

San Francisco, California.

Quick breaky in the hotel again,  then onto the electric trams to the otherside of the city.  They have a wonderful collection of trams here which were amassed together in the 1980’s for a big festival they had.  The come from all over the world,  and a band of volunteers works together with the city transport mob to keep them running.  I have been photographing them as I see a new one,  as you may have noticed.  I saw they have a web page that I will have to look up when I get home which is:

www.streetcar.org  (I wrote that here so I would remember when I got home…)

Mitch was very keen to ride on the Melbourne one that we have seen around but the Cincinnati one would have to do today.  We got off in the financial district where we were lost the other day (you remember don’t you?)  then headed over to the “Metreon” as Sony run building selling their products,  as well as Imax, and normal theatres, Sony shop where you can try out all the latest playstation games,  Discovery shop and cafes and things too.  The whole upstairs was dedicated to a play are for kids with the theme “Where the wild things are” which is a popular kids book of the same name.  As it was $6 to get in,  and the boys couldn’t go alone we passed and had a flavored milk instead at the café. We then went downstairs where Dad brought “The crocodile hunter” tee shirt.  We watch him on TV on Discovery channel on Bonny and think he is such a wanker!  So I had to get the “you little beauty!” shirt as a laugh!

Next we went on the shopping trail following Mum around.  A fantastic shopping centre,  with about 7 levels all plush and decked out in marble took Mum’s fancy,  so she went off into the girlie shops while us boys sat in the main concourse area and waited for her,  me fiddling with my CD player and the kids playing quietly… probably one of the few time they were co-habitating in the same building without killing each other.  Well all was going well,  until building security told us it was illegal to sit on the floor.  “But there are no seats…”  Doesn’t matter sitting on the floor is not allowed.  “But why?”  I said refusing to give up the tranquillity.  “There could be a fire or earthquake at any moment and you would be killed in the rush to get out of here.”  What a load of rubbish!!!  So I asked him did he really believe that?  “Yes,  of course”  So I told him he should shut down the shopping centre is it was so dangerous.  “You still cant sit on the floor”  OK then I will get my wife,  tell her to stop spending any more money and leave this dangerous place.  Sensing he was beat,  he walked off saying “That’s your prerogative”  and mumbling something inaudible with what sounded like the word “dickhead” in there somewhere.

Well,  another cable car back to the hotel with the boys standing on the very back outside with the brake man.  They had the best view on the steep hills as we rode.  We got cleaned up and decided to go back to fisheman’s wharf and splash out for dinner since it was our last night in Frisco.  We had steak and seafood then home to bed.

Quote of the day: “There could be a fire or earthquake at any moment and you would all be killed”  store security.

10th April Monday

San Francisco, California.

Weather: warm and sunny.
Sleep in,  hotel breakfast,  then took the boys for a ride on the tram to get them out of Mum’s way so she could do the washing and pack up the bags.  Mitch was still keen to ride on the Melbourne tram,  but I told him it may not even be running today and we would just have to take what we could get.  Well,  guess what…. the Melbourne tram came around the corner and we boarded proudly.  The sign on the front said South Melbourne and St Kilda beach,  and once on board Mitch asked the conductor “Are you going anywhere near Dandenong Road?”  The puzzled conductor looked at him and said “Where???”  I had to explain.

At the end of the line,  we got on and came right back again on the old “W class” called “The wonder from down under”.  While travelling I said we have only half and hour to go,  where would you like to go.  Mitch said “The Jerimiah O’Brien again”.  So we headed back there to see the engine room again,  while Mitch and Riley played on the 3” gun on the fore deck.

After a quick dash back to the hotel, because we thought Mum would be angry at seeing us come back to the room at 12.10, we got back there to find she had not finished the washing, and got to the room just after us, never suspecting that we were late.  We checked out of the hotel, put our bags in storage and headed over to “The Cannery” to find our favorite crepe man there ready to whip us up lunch.  After a ham and cheese crepe,  we listened to the lovely South American music being played by a trio busking their way around the US.  They were good,  but the boys got bored so we headed off to the airport for our flight to Los Angeles.

Mum went crazy in the duty free shop while we waited for our plane to board for Melbourne.  We sat reminiscing about our holiday,  and we all voted that San Francisco was the best,  with New York second,  Washington third,  and Orlando coming last wouldn’t even be in the race if not for Disneyworld.
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THE END
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