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MoWuKnuffels?


This is the lovingly combined crew of a camper. It consists of two affectionate dogs and one aged lady. These three ladies wanted to experience it again as they had already crossed the North American Continent on their own some years ago.


A woman alone? In a camping car? With two dogs? It is possible! Why, certainly! And, it is fun! In her richly illustrated diary, the author continuously describes her daily experiences and shares her thoughts about the host country. RV travelers are addressed in this humorous work as well as dog lovers or solo traveling women.


Monika von Borthwick already belongs to the older generation of travelers and lives in the culturally rich Upper Bavaria on the border with Austria. In addition to her professional activities, for decades she coached bus travelers as tour guides in European countries. Even then she wrote down her experiences extensively about land and people, but without publishing them.


After the death of her husband, she explored numerous areas in Europe on her own with her newly acquired RV and her two dog ladies. Equipped with these experiences, they ventured the leap over the big pond with an organized group a few years ago. During this five-month journey from Washington to and through Mexico she decided to do it again on her own. She discovered the love of storytelling and detailed travel reports were sent home by email.


These blogs are now for the first time published for an audience interested in traveling.




Introduction


The desire to travel had touched us again. This year I wanted to spend the winter in Mexico accompanied by my two fourlegged friends. The following spring, I intended to visit extensively the National Parks of the US from Utah in the Southwest of the continent.


I am a female chauffeur and diary author with my two dogs Wuschel and Knuffi. Both ladies are used to traveling in the camper and enjoy the many hours spent together. Wuschel is nine years old, Knuffi is five years old and I am close to sixty.


They do not like the flight across the pond that much, but once a year they make this sacrifice for me. What else is left for them when traveling? Wuschel acts (because of her size) as my bodyguard and Knuffi (due to her attentiveness) as a reliable alarm system. We make a good team for adventure in other continents.


My own “American Wuschelmobil” (made in 1994) was already waiting for us at a friends’ parking lot in the State of New York. There were still some minor repairs and maintenance work to do before we could head south, along the American East Coast, to Florida and around the Gulf of Mexico. This time I wanted to cross the Mexican border from Texas. This was just an approximate schedule for me, because I hoped to escape from the cold in Florida. We would take our time on the journey, visit our friends in North Carolina and celebrate Christmas together with a longtime friend and her family in Florida. In mid-January we should – after about five thousand kilometers – reach the Mexican border.


Of course, there would have been a lot to report over the first three months on bigger and smaller experiences, but the focus of this travel book was on Mexico and Utah. The approach of the tour is to be found in “Highways and Gravel Roads” (II volume). Therefore, I won’t include a detailed description and start our story with the new calendar year.


All photos were taken exclusively with my camera and are thus under copyright. Additional picture material in the form of a PowerPoint presentation on CD (Windows suitable) is in preparation and can be ordered. More information can be checked on my homepage


www.mvborthwick.de


Upper Bavaria in autumn 2010/2019


Monika of Borthwick
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The used rolling home for our adventure:


Born in 1991


125 000 km, gasoline,


8 m in length


…. and very thirsty
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Month of January


1st half


2400 km
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Florida to the


Mexican border




New Year


Alafia River State Park


As announced, the sky opened all the locks at half past three in the morning and the rain pattered on our roof according to all rules of business. Delighted, I turned around once again. Last night I let the New Year enter through the side door – despite all the intentions of an early night’s sleep. I was on a stupid game on the PC and could not stop playing. Regardless of all prohibitions the fireworks with its bangs were heard from time to time in the area. Probably all the pyrotechnic enthusiasts had gathered themselves in front of the park line. Here nobody could harm them. Nevertheless, it was peaceful in my area relatively early and the noise died soon.


Breakfast was served according to today’s event: Ham, egg and toast, not the usual healthy muesli! After it continued to pour, I did the same as my dogs and crawled into bed again for my “Beauty sleep”. The result is still pending! A short tour without rain and then several hours with my thriller novel in the chair until hunger tormented me.


Today I wanted to test whether my oven was working, and I baked a crispy garlic bread Texan style. In addition, I roasted a fine salmon steak. For dessert there were strawberries with cookies: attractive, sweet, soft, flat little round bakery in different flavors. Later, I was back behind my thriller! Before I took root in my chair, I took a longer afternoon walk with my dogs to the picnic area and to the off-road trails for mountain bikers. The park had a trail system that ran for miles, with many different training levels of difficulty. There were multiple usable hiking and riding trails, so we had a wide selection for the next days.
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January 2nd


Compensation


Six degrees Celsius at eight o’clock in the morning! Not that hot! No wonder the heater did not stop working. In the camper it was at least 17°C. The sky was clear, no clouds visible and we had a wonderful morning sun. I could, however, resist taking my breakfast outside. Tonight, at around midnight I had serious fears when I rolled back the awning because of strong storm gusts. I was tired of the rattling and the rocking, which were transmitted to the car.


We were ready to go before ten o’clock. After the lazy day yesterday, I wanted to be outside and to breathe fresh air, armed with a thick anorak and headband. Meanwhile the temperature had gone down to 12°C, but the icy wind whistled around the ears. We were on the road for two and a half hours and met almost no one. Only when we arrived at the official parking lot did some mountain bikers past us. We had just started in time, before the crowd got bigger. We could confidently retire to our cabin and leave the track to the athletes.


First, I tried to make myself comfortable in the slipstream of the camper and in the sun, but it was too inconveniently cold for reading. So, I hid myself in the camper, regretting not being able to take advantage of the beautiful sunshine outside. Who sits and reads outdoor with 12°C? Our daily routine went on as usual until the doggies asked again for a walk at around half past three. The wind had eased, and we were one and a half hours on tour. I think we had compensated for yesterday’s laziness.


Happiness must be human! The neighbors had left a lot of firewood behind. “If I don’t get it, then the next person will,” I thought to myself and quickly grabbed the stuff. Now I had some more firewood for the next two nights. I lit the campfire and sat straight down in front of it. At about six o’clock it was so uncomfortable that I retreated into my shelter. How can normal tent campers survive at these temperatures? The only possible option for me would be to hide in the sleeping bag or to play cards with gloves and a bobble hat, drinking a lot of hot wine!


It is still starry outside (8°C/9 pm), but my barometer continues to drop. Fine, let’s wait for the surprise tomorrow. Soon we will be more restricted in our movements, so if possible, I want to hike a longer trail with my ladies.


January 3rd


Ice Cellar Florida


It will be hard to believe, but for the morning walk I was looking in the closet for long underpants (my leggings) and my musk ox headband (from Alaska). Two sweaters and an anorak! Six degrees Celsius! This was just unreal! By way of comparison I had “summer” in Portugal at the same time last winter. The heater had trouble warming up the inside to a temperature of at least twenty degrees in the RV. Nature made it through the day at not even ten degrees! And it was overcast!


Yesterday, as it was clear it made more sense, but today? Nevertheless, I went bravely on with my two ladies on a two-hour tour of the rider trails. The only oncoming traffic was in the form of six horses with their riders. Otherwise we were alone in the area and both my friends could sniff as much as they wanted and romp at the leash. They were doing well, and my nose was running! Since it was certainly too cold for fire and being outside today, I packed most of my equipment – that would save time tomorrow.


Now we three are sitting again in a heap and hoping that the stove will provide the necessary heat. That night I will have several cups of hot tea instead of a cold beer. Three guesses why…




January 4th


Winter in Floooorriiiida!


The Oscar Scherer Park will be our last State Park here in Florida for a longer stay (4 nights). We will visit friends nearby – if they are not frozen yet! It will stay icy according to the weather forecast for the next few days.


This morning we had reached freezing point. It can only go up! The sun laughed at us again from a cloudless sky. Today I could do everything that needed to be done. At around nine o’clock in the morning we started and had our first stop at Sun City Center, near Tampa Bay. Walmart was quickly checked, cheap refueling too, but I had some trouble finding the library at the beginning. Understandable, if you stay on Pebble Beach Boulevard in the south and the address is in the northern part. There they had no Wi-Fi, so I was sent to another building. An elderly gentleman with an urgent need for discussion took me to a community center with a swimming pool and various leisure facilities. First, I was alone in the room, but then a lot of babbling ladies (above the “maiden age”) joined us and sat at the tables for a parlor game. Entertainment was announced. The whole time I felt a bit out of place, as in a “Columbo” film: the noblest little houses, the lawn trimmed with millimeter precision in such a way that one neighbor competed with the next. The means of transport was not a bicycle, but a golf cart, clubhouse atmosphere... As far as the eye could see, no pensioner under seventy; very well-kept ladies and gentlemen, bowling in matching outfits: it smelled of money. The American pensioners’ paradise par excellence – artificially pounded out of the ground!


I had that feeling, and after completing the mail I hurried away! (Yes, I know, I’m approaching sixty too!) That was probably why I forgot to attach my reports for my German friends and family. Sorry! Now they’ll have to wait for the next opportunity.


The State Park was spacious and easy to find, in the middle of a residential area. It was not far from the coast, although you needed a car. But I could not go to the beach because... yes, because I was with dogs in Florida! In return, there were a lot of hiking trails, which we could diligently check.


I will save my firewood over the next days too, because who can still be sitting outdoors at seven o’clock in the evening at 8°C? Really only the stalwarts and the Canadians! No spoiled Northern Europeans like us.


January 5th


Frosty


At night we would get light rain, but no temperature recovery. As usual, dressed in Alaskan anorak, with headband and long underpants I put my nose into the fresh morning air. During our mandatory morning walk I discovered that the visitor center here in this State Park had Wi-Fi signal, but only outdoors! That’s why I cycled there quickly to get rid of my overdue emails. I would have needed gloves and a warm pad for the session, but as it was, I froze silently with no complaints.


Back in the camper there was a hot foot bath and lemon tea to prevent any cold. It took almost an hour until I was warm again. I vowed: “No one is going to get me out of my home that fast again!” But when at half past three the sun could be seen and at least it looked like it would have warmed up a little, I chased my two ladies out into the cool air. We managed a walk of ninety minutes. However, I hid in the palm forest, so that we would not feel the icy wind. Meanwhile the temperature in the WoMo dropped from 25°C to 14°C! So much for the thermal insulation in my castle. That’s why the electrical heater was running all night. At least I got something out of the expensive campsite fee: the electricity was included.
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January 6th/Holy Three Wise Men celebration in Germany


Short and terse – meanwhile in Florida


* Sunshine and cold wind


* Temperatures of 13°C at around noon


* two-hour hike with red nose


* washed two loads of laundry


* Copying CDs in the evening


January 7th


Southbound to the “Angels” (Engel)


We could take our time, because we were meeting our friends at around 1:00 pm in Englewood, FL. I grabbed everything together to leave immediately after I tried a short walk with the pooches. But I soon gave up, because this time I managed (despite my plan) to get lost. So, we marched back the same way and left the State Park at around noon. To get to Englewood it was only about thirty kilometers to the south.


I was greeted by the new acquaintances as if we had always known each other. Pure coincidence that we had a such nice relationship? I don’t believe it! “Coincidences” in life always indicate a new direction. During our conversation it turned out that Monika’s father had the same job as my husband. Maybe had they met on “cloud nine” and brought our paths together? I hadn’t had such a harmonious visit for a long time. That’s why I decided to dock on their power and stay overnight in the driveway. How can you say goodbye and get away from good food, interesting entertainment and a German Christmas tree so fast?


In the evening Laszlo had the idea of taking me for a small sightseeing tour through Englewood and the surrounding area. I did not mind, and we had an extensive and interesting tour. He showed me the former motel of his parents, told me about the town’s old time and pointed out the serious changes, for instance an RV park, which could be considered a city in itself. Terrible for me, to see so many “Snowbirds” of older semesters in a pile! But maybe in twenty years’ time will I think differently? In summer, the city was like a ghost town made from wooden buildings. We saw many beautiful and magnificent villas from the past. They were to the right and left of Manasota Key Road, an offshore island. On one side, the bay; on the other side, the Gulf of Mexico. There were more than a few dollars of fortune invested there. At the oldest house of Englewood (still on the island) we experienced a colorful sunset. The sun itself was invisible due to the clouds, but the color of the sky was impressive. The horizon glowed red and the light was mirrored in the dark water.


There was an interesting connection with the old building. After being “abused” for all sorts of purposes for years, it had been moved further and further away from the coast due to dune movement. You could now spend two weeks of unpaid nostalgic vacation in it. The only condition: You should be a recognized artist and be able to prove it. Would diary authors travelling alone with an attachment of four paws fall into this category?


Back home we were surprised by a visit from Monika’s girlfriend, a vital and in many ways interesting personality. She has studied my language in Germany intensively and spoke very well. We only had to explain the word “Korinthenkacker” in more detail: literal translation: raisin shit/someone who is more than painfully meticulous. We talked in English, since Laszlo would have been otherwise excluded from the conversation. With Jean, I was immediately able to establish a trustworthy relationship. It is strange how fast and casually people often find each other. As a precaution, I said goodbye to my two hosts in the evening. I wanted to leave early tomorrow. Maybe they weren’t “early birds” like us.




January 8th


Going northbound!


About four hundred kilometers were on the program today, ninety percent on Interstate I-75. At half past eight we left, sadly refusing an invitation for Jean’s afternoon gossip, as I finally wanted to make kilometers again. Wandering around in Florida had come to its end.


Contrary to my previous intention to make the circumnavigation of the Gulf of Mexico and Walmart camping, I chose State Parks on the way. Right! The icy cold had ruined my desire to save money. I needed electricity so as not to freeze. Well, my gas heater would help, but it makes a terrible lot of noise and I wanted to reserve my existing propane (if possible) for Mexico.


As the first base I found a place at the intersection of I-75 with the I-10. The latter was on my way tomorrow. This park was only listed in the AAA camp book. Yay! Mistrust had been unnecessary. In White Springs we found the Stephen Foster Cultural Center with its attached campground. It was a lovingly managed State Park with an informative museum of the composer, arts and crafts, a pretty little church that still had a nice, tasteful but a bit kitschy Christmas decoration. The place had forty-five large pitches for $23, and it was not overcrowded! Strongly recommended! However, it was a bit colder here in the North than at today’s starting point. The hiking trails would be suitable for a longer stay.


January 9th


A new time dawns


At home, if we had just 4°C or less in front of the door at eight in the morning, I would open it and let my dogs into the garden. Now I threw myself into several thick sweaters, thick underwear, warm pants and lined winter boots before my ladies could fulfill their morning needs. I had already fished out the lined anorak of Wales (GB) from its hiding place. It just could not be any other way. I had not really imagined it to be so wintry! Ready for cold times! And in between always a hot foot bath, so that the cold had no chance.


We made good progress today and were able to skip a State Park. From Tallahassee (capital of Florida) onwards, the sun came out and we got a bright blue sky. Unfortunately, the temperatures did not keep up. After the Apalachicola River we switched into Central Time. So, it was now seven hours time difference to Germany, one hour to my friends in Florida, coinciding with my friend in Chicago and only two hours difference to Elfi in California.


We spent the night in the Blackwater River State Park, almost at the western end of the “Panhandle” of Florida, at the border with Alabama. The camping could only be found on tortuous paths but paid off for a visit. For twenty-two dollars, I got full disposal of the place. There were thirty spacious pitches in the middle of a tall pine forest. The sanitary building was well maintained and... heated! In the outdoor area, the water was switched off at five o’clock in the evening to prevent the pipes from freezing. There was even snow last week! The park was located on a small white sandy beach on the river and noncampers could stay in the parking lot for a small fee. I had never seen that before. Unfortunately, the time change brought the evening earlier (at about five o’clock), but I got out of bed earlier when the daylight came. My two Wuffis, however, were always hungry at the same time...


January 10th


Halfway


From our 2400 km to the Texas-Mexican border, we had made half of it since Englewood. We were close to New Orleans. Thank God I was able to drive Interstate I-18 all this time, because on my last tour I visited the whole surrounding area in detail (travel report “Highways... II”!). So, we could cycle the miles around the gulf with no hurries in six days. The weather was good today, temperatures below freezing. In the morning I had to remove the ice from the doors with the hair dryer, behind which I had stowed the utensils for disposal. The electric heating needed energy support from the gas heater, otherwise it would not have been able to fulfill its task. Showering was at the camper, since I did not really trust the general premises despite the heating.


Up and away earlier, my ass! What are you referring to hear? We kept up our usual rhythm and said goodbye to Blackwater at half past nine. It was amazing to see the cypresses frozen in the dark water. Wuschel wondered why she couldn’t get into the water. It was so strangely hard!


Maybe I’ve been complaining a little too much about the weather lately! I’m sorry! l will just take it as it is and let no more disappointment arise. The sun is shining now, the heating is working, we have it warm, the right clothing is available. The car is running well, it only has a few start problems with the cold in the morning. So far, I have not needed a chemical remedy, just a little patience while warming up with the glow plugs. I do not want to complain anymore. Years ago, at that time, I was having a stressful period (writing student reports) that cost me the remainder of my nerves. So, I’m staying with this!


Today’s State Park is not necessarily the “yolk of the egg” – as we say in my language. Maybe that’s because they are rebuilding, and everything looks a bit grubby. On my last tour I was at the Fairview Riverside SP, very close to here. It was more appealing. But for nineteen dollars you can swallow the bitter pill for one night. Fontainebleau State Park is large and has access to Lake Pontchartrain. Judging by the parking lots, there should be a lot going on here in summer.


Since I had previously done the grocery shopping, I was busy in the evening with cleaning and cooking in advance. Wonderful Bavarian roulades are still steaming in my stove. (Can you smell them?)


January 11th


Going westwards


Four States in two days! It ain’t bad! We left Florida the day before yesterday, drove through Alabama for an hour, left Mississippi after another hour and landed in Louisiana yesterday. We covered a good three hundred and forty miles. The departure was delayed, since an impeccable internet reception was available in the previous State Park. I had to call a few people, even got phone calls, forwarded mails and did important research. You never knew when the next opportunity would come. In addition, the engine needed some solar energy to start. That’s why we did not leave until late in the morning.


Since there was nothing to do, we drove for four hours, except for one pee-break. I recognized place names everywhere from my last tour. The ride over the eighteen-mile bridge through the swamp area of the Atchafalaya River and the Henderson Swamp was impressive: as far as the eye could see, shallow brown water, with moss-hung cypresses, sometimes alone, sometimes in small groups, sometimes in a forest. Many were picturesquely reflected in the calm waters. Unfortunately, I was driving and could not behold this unique impression in the sunshine. At Baton Rouge we crossed the much-praised “old man river” (Mississippi) with its sweeping barges. Sometimes you saw several of them side by side and joined. At Lake Charles, I drove on familiar roads. I even remembered the somewhat expensive propane dealer.


I think that tomorrow I will seize the opportunity right away and fill my tank again for Mexico. Thus, I will get out of the annoying search near the border.


We almost got the same pitch as we did two years ago. The prices had increased a bit, but nineteen dollars could still be accepted. Oh, joy! On this little spot in Louisiana we also got a free internet reception! Apparently, many State Parks have endeavored to meet this communication need.


Although as usual I was hungry and tired on arrival, my two ladies could take a little walk with me first. After dinner, the bedclothes called me for half an hour, but remembering the growing darkness and the oncoming cold, I carried the three of us outside to the fresh air for another hour and we went round the lake. Once again, the many cypresses impressed me with their weird forms.


That’s enough for today! When I close my laptop, the early birds will soon return to work back in Germany! For them: good morning!


January 12th


Paid twenty dollars apprenticeship


Sh... communication technology! I urgently had to increase my balance on the mobile phone. In order to skip the expiry date for Mexico, I got two prepaid cards of ten dollars each. I followed the instructions, but no accumulated sum appeared on my display. What had I done wrong? Once again, I did not understand which button to press.


Calling the customer service, I dreaded that the assistant on the other end often speak too fast and use too many technical terms. How should foreign speakers find their way?


I dared and got what sounded like “Chinese”. Supposedly the added balance is already on my account. Why then no confirmation message? Later, I figured it out: they distinguish between SMS prepaid card and phone card. I had bought the first one at Walmart. Now I could send unlimited text messages by the end of February. To whom please? I only had the landline number of most of my friends! Verizon made a deal once again! That’s what really annoyed me. Otherwise I was not stingy with my money, if I could choose what I spent it on. But I had no idea I was paying for this and that made me angry. Tonight, I was exhausted, and I was sure it wasn’t because of the age factor.


We got away in time; my propane gas could also be filled up. So far, so good! Even the trip to the Texas border was a “walk”. But then, suddenly out of nowhere, I encountered the heavy goods traffic with oil transporters in Houston. The road conditions, although we were on I-10, were miserable and interrupted with many construction sites. All that went along for three hundred kilometers at least. As I stuck to the speed limit, the heavy trucks passed rustling and thundering on my left and sometimes right side. For these vehicles, the speed limit did not seem to apply! Houston itself demanded full concentration from me, even though my navigation system steered me well through the freeway jungle of this city.


I finally reached the US-59 and was on my way to the present State Park. Only a hundred and fifty kilometers from Houston! Thankfully, the road was four-lanes and I could drive stress-free. At some point, the traffic got more fluid and I took a half-hour lunch break. At about three o’clock we reached Lake Texana State Park and were allocated a very nice spot right on the lake for eighteen dollars. Since I had already eaten on the way, I was able to go with my two ladies on a tour. It was surprisingly mild outside and the anorak could stay in the RV again. This time the squirrels were less of a problem on our walk. Rather, countless armadillos drove the adrenaline into the bloodstream of my hunters. I tied Knuffi securely around the belly and Wuschel behaved properly after a few good words. I had to turn on the boss in me again for the two of them. Secretly, after the long drive, I understood their hunting need, but I could not let that show. Otherwise they would have gone for a walk without me! Later, I managed to get such a remnant from the dinosaur past in front of the lens.


Tomorrow we are driving our last four hundred and thirty kilometers. Then we will have gone round the Gulf of Mexico on the US side. A direct flight would have been significantly shorter from Englewood!


We will stay in a State Park near Mission, because that’s where I could find “Camping World” with their repair service. Before I entered an almost “third world country”, I wanted to have checked all the technical details of my rolling home. I was also thinking that new front tires will be due. Since Alaska two years ago, they have not been replaced. Thus, they have run for several miles and not in the best condition.


Side note: Knuffi is whistling excitedly in her sleep and her paws tremble. Probably in the dream she is hunting a rat-tailed monster with chain armor....


January 13th


The thirteenth is doing the honors!


Is number 13 in the States an unlucky number as it is in Germany? Bad luck on the thirteenth? After a beautiful sunrise at Lake Texana we drove towards the rain. It was no fun getting our windshield sprayed by passing lorries. For safety reasons I did not want to drive my box faster than 80 km/h. So, the wipers worked at full speed, which was not particularly helpful for attention. But the four hundred kilometers had to be driven today. There was no way out, because there were no other State Parks on the way.


Once the rain had stopped, I could reflect on the boring, graybrown and flat landscape. Here, there was a brown Texas steak grazing on the pasture, there a source for oil, but nothing else! A sign said, “Check your fuel! No tank options in the next hundred kilometers”. The rough country was fenced, so it had to be farmed. Probably some ranches did it, off the thoroughfare #59 and #77. They were miserable rural roads full of bumps. After all, the #59 was four lanes and thus one or the other car was no obstacle, except for the fast trucks! It was called “Texan Tropic Highway” or something like that.


We made the trip to Mission in the estimated time and arrived at half past four at “Camping World”. Excellent! The lift had been broken since last week, so the mechanic could not do the oil change. Tires for my size were not in stock. It would take a week to order. At least I wanted to have a look at my back light and my dripping water drain. But wait! I was assigned a mechanic who could perfectly solve the problem with my back light. A Mexican who was used to improvisation! Now I was able to use my blinkers again! Thank God!


I also had a problem with my greywater. The whole procedure lasted until five o’clock and I was a bit worried that I wouldn’t reach the Bentsen Valley River State Park until the evening. Finally, I arrived but the next disappointment came unexpectedly: there was no camping possibility in this State Park any-more. There I was and it was getting dark! A ghastly RV Park nearby was overcrowded. However, an employee assured that there would be no problems with free accommodation in the parking lot of the State Park. Well, let’s try it. If someone scares me off, the Walmart will still be there.


Now I’m sitting here, benefitting from the resort’s Wi-Fi and typing in my lines. I have enough water and electricity. If it gets too cold tonight, I will inevitably have to run my noisy heater. Tomorrow I’ll go looking for a Ford dealer for oil change and a tire dealer to get me some new “shoes”. If I can find an insurance broker for Mexico, I can cross the border on Friday or Saturday.


January 14th


Is waiting really fun?


We were not chased away tonight, so we’ll try it again tomorrow evening. Everything was quiet and peaceful. Only Knuffi had to warn twice in the night because there were black pigs in the area. Every time I was sound asleep, she barked!


The day was boring. Apart from waiting and turning thumbs, I had nothing to do. After all, some important matters have been settled:




	New tires were fitted.


	The oil change has been carried out.


	My car ran straight.


	All lubricants have been checked.


	A front lamp has been replaced.


	The drainpipe had to be fixed.


	Side mirrors were ordered so we have spare ones.





The only thing left was to reward my two ladies with a long walk. You really needed to look after such patient and good dogs. Either they slept under a table, or a chair, or next to me or they waited in the living room. I had two special treasures in the family!


January 15th


Some preparations left


This day can be told very quickly. In the morning I was able to complete my required Mexican insurance. Since the car had more than fifteen years under its belt, the agency only gave me a value of five thousand dollars in the event of damage. Thus, the insurance rate was low for half a year. If they had known that I bought the car for only seven thousand dollars two years ago and have traveled around the whole globe, they probably would not have insured me! I discovered a Walmart near the main road to the International Bridge (border crossing) for RVs. I will stay there tomorrow night. That way, I can save up to twenty kilometers the next morning. In addition, I’m also saving a few dollars “cash” for an emergency case or some change. I had barely saved any pesos from the last trip. And my hair is practically short again – I found a hairdresser! Now I look like Knuffi after her four-month radical makeover. I spared my dog this procedure because of the cold!


At Ford, I picked up my expensive mirrors and found out that I cannot take them back if I don’t really need them. That’s why at the end of the trip I will have to look for an “eBay” or a flea market.


The afternoon time was spent again with a long walk along the canal at the Bentsen SP, before returning to McAllen before dark. I was so broken in the evening that at eight o’clock I was already knocked out. In addition, my notebook had low battery, so I postponed writing until later.
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Month of January


2nd half


1800 km
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East Coast Mexico


to Tlacotalban


(State of Veracruz)
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First impressions of a foreign country
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January 16th


Bavaria greets Mexico!


The night was restless and noisy as several trucks had their generators running and on Highway #83 there was heavy truck traffic. You get used to the background noise. At six o’clock I had rested and was a bit overwrought on my way to the border. How I hate these official procedures!


First, I went the wrong way and had to make a complicated turn with the help of a friendly guard. Then I found the right “house”. There were only a few contenders to import cars. Nevertheless, all the formalities took more than one and a half hours. Obviously, I had caught an apprentice who had only mastered the two-finger system at the keyboard. It also took some time to explain to him what “maiden name” meant in my passport, as well as explaining the two different addresses. It was written in his face that he did not know what information he had to type into his PC. But that was not my problem. No one forced us and finally we were in Mexico. There was a different way of dealing with time here. It was unfortunate that I did not pass any American border controls to hand over the white document and thereby confirm my departure. Now, when I arrive in April, I will probably have to deal with the same disaster as California’s “Corinthian Chaser” two years ago. Besides, my stay was temporary this time! Sh ...! However, since I will not travel to Acapulco, I won a few weeks.


Now we had entered this historical neighbor of the States. Like the last few times, the difference in quality of life was a recurrent culture shock for me. The first thing that came to my mind in Reynosa was a donkey cart, whose emaciated train animal carried cardboard-flap blinders and people through the hectic traffic. Only the main roads are paved, sidewalks were unknown, dirt and dust piled up in front of every front door and the cars looked accordingly grimy. Border towns were rarely the most well-maintained and attractive settlements. I had trouble finding the arterial road and drove around the city for half an hour. Consequently, I got used to the Mexican traffic right away.


Finally, I was out of the center and consciously looked for a chance so my dogs could pee. But we couldn’t find an appealing stop. Once there was a spot, but it was littered with garbage. Only at an official road control could we rest and take advantage of the stop.


As the weather was nice today, the women in the villages seemed to have laundry day. But not with a washing machine! No! With a wash tub and a washboard on their doorsteps! The living conditions in these pseudo villages along the Mex #97 were not marked by luxury. Not even as a dog would I have wanted to be buried there. Small wooden barracks sparsely set and sealed, on dusty dirt roads, with lots of lumber around.


What future does the growing youth have here? What do people live from? Odd jobs? Support from distant family members in rich America? They cannot make much money selling oranges and honey in the wayside small stalls. And the lonely tailed cow beside the road? If she’s unlucky, the rope breaks and then she’s involved in a road accident, then she lies on the roadside for the next few days and maybe weeks with her stomach bloated, until the carrion vultures take pity on her. Such giant cow is noticeable, the many small dogs and rabbits, not so much.


We went south for a hundred kilometers until we came to Mex #101. As the main road, it was relatively well developed, with plenty of overtaking opportunities, but the undulating bumps in the pavement caused an eternal up and down of my carriage. Knuffi got the better part because her driver’s seat absorbed some shocks. Wuschel, on the other hand, couldn’t escape any because she was laying on the ground. Maybe that was the reason why both had no appetite this evening from all the bumps in the road.


At the fork in the road to Mex #101 we had lunch. We would reach CD Victoria at a good time. However, I had no more desire to drive into the city and find the RV Park. I was too tired from today’s stress. Thus, I swung in front of the city limits to a motel, which I had found in my smart book.


We were alone for two hundred pesos with all supply options, on a large meadow, quieter than in the city and I made plans for our onward journey. I did not want to rush. It was better to take a look along the route to the Emerald Coast. That’s why we will drive the hundred and fifty kilometers out to sea tomorrow and spend a night or two right at the Gulf.


January 17th


Finally!


Pure sunshine when we left the motel at around ten o’clock. I had a restful and quiet night with at least ten hours of sleep behind me and a nice warm private shower. Last night I was so exhausted that I closed my eyes at nine without reading. That means something.


There were two roads for the drive to La Pesca. I followed the signs and came to Highway #75, a minor road. It was surprisingly well-developed and had only a few potholes every now and then, but we also ran over a few of them the size of saucepan. Fast braking was advisable, and as soon as a shadow appeared on the road, all my senses were tense. I got away with most of the risings, though.


As soon as I wanted to praise the efficiency of the province of Tampaulipas in road construction, the road bent and I landed for about three kilometers on a better dirt road. To my right you could see the dug-up earth of the future road. A glimmer of hope for the next generation! I sank into mud, dirt and water. It was not bad enough to get stuck, a firmer surface was still there. But now I had the color of the Mexican cars because the dirt splashed up to the windshield as I drove fast through the unpredictable pools of water.


In Soto la Marina I met the alternative (return route!) and swung to the #70 and #52. These were excellently developed, and I could keep my hundred km/h well. The entire route and the landscape were interesting. I went through a plateau that was absolutely deserted and untouched. It almost felt like the Yukon: a wide view over a hilly scenic and intact nature, nothing else. The feeling lasted a hundred kilometers. Since CD Victoria was more than three hundred meters high and bordered on a mountain to the west, the road had to lower again at sea level. From Marina, it was lively as we were going down, with a latter view of the sea and the marshy estuarine delta of the river with the same name.


I arrived at a village of about five hundred inhabitants, the kind Mexico can only convey in a picture book. Every twenty meters we found a tope (speed bump) in the street, which forced you to drive slowly. I overlooked the first one and then my toilet paper unrolled itself off the roll: Next time I would be slower. I wanted to take pictures, but inhibition and respect for the privacy of the residents prevented me. Here, an elderly man was sitting on a rocking chair, dozing with his sombrero on his stomach; there a father was working with his son, cleaning the fish from the morning. In another corner, a family gathered for lunch, opposite a young woman breastfeeding her baby. All this on the open road. However, I knew about the fear of some Mexicans in front of the camera and the associated “evil eye”, so I prefer to describe it. The cottages were low and small. Many were painted with bright and cheerful colors. Lots of junk (sorry, I meant offers!) were stored outside the door. The road led away from the paved road into the mud. The branching side streets were also unpaved. Woe, what would happen when it rained?


I searched for today’s accommodation offer. I had over-looked the exclusive one in favor of the simpler one. I did not need knickknacks, just water and electricity and maybe disposal. Nobody was there so I hardly feared competition. We drove to the beach. I have promised it to my girls. You could freely spend the night directly on the shore and I didn’t care that there wasn’t anybody else. However, I thought that it was now safer in off-season than during high season. I also thought that this beautiful beach was a Mexican insider tip as all North American tourists rushed south. If you have time, I’d recommend it. If you have the chance, this is by far your best option. Hundreds of shady palapas (thatched roofs) adorned the beach. My ladies enjoyed the water and the leash-free situation to the full: Into the waves! Rolling in the sand! Digging holes! Catching the game! What happy dogs! End of the American straitjacket!


[image: ]


We had lunch there and later we took another long walk. The saltwater had already affected Wuschel! I just couldn’t stop her! I had hardly set up on my stand, when a hawker came with his pearl necklaces. Unfortunately, I had to reject him, and he left.


[image: ]


We were completely satisfied with our overnight stay. We did not pay more than in CD Victoria and got a beautiful sunset on the river. Again, we were the only guests and could feel safe. It was a nice place to camp, had a jetty and a palapa on the riverbank. In addition, attractive little holiday homes were to rent on the property. For my simple needs it was enough, and I had a lot of space for my pooches!


Now a little side story: I had just parked behind a tope to take a picture of the area. There was an old vehicle next to me with a couple. The caballero looked at my camera and asked if I could take a picture of them with his camera. Of course! He took his reina in his arms, squeezed her and I hit the button. When I showed him the photo, he wanted to reward me with a beer. I waved and with a “buenas tardes” they went off! I can only emphasize again and again: Mexicans are friendly and lovely people! Although of course there are exceptions everywhere.
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