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    Dedication




    This book is dedicated to the two most important people in my life. Firstly, to Richard, as I could not have completed this journey without him. Since meeting him my life has been complete. Our love of travel has made this objective of seeing the fifty places to see before you die all the more meaningful and possible. He is my best friend, my travel companion and my soulmate. Thank you.




    My second dedication is to my mother, who sadly was not here to see me complete this journey as she had died in June 2010 at the age of seventy-nine. When I first got the travel bug in 1994, I was single, but this did not stop me from travelling to exotic countries like China, India and Venezuela. Mum encouraged me to follow my heart and do my own thing, and I bless her for that support and backing. She told me once that a neighbour had asked her why she let me travel on my own and was she not worried about me? My Mum replied, “Yes,” she did worry, “but you try stopping Sue!”




    My two brothers and I always bought a plate for Mum to hang on the wall from every place that we visited. It became a friendly competition to try and find a new country where none of us had visited before. When she died, we still bought them for Dad, and, despite having Alzheimer’s disease, he could always remember whether he had a plaque from any country we visited.




    When I used to arrive home from any holiday, Mum was always the first person I phoned to tell her all about the trip; the things that I had seen and the people who I had met. Mum and Dad were so pleased when I met, and eventually married Richard, as they knew that there was now someone to care and to look after me after they had passed on. I miss her every day but I am sure that she is looking down and she is proud that I have achieved everything I had set out to do; in life as well as my travel objectives.




    Dad passed away in January 2017 at the age of ninety-one. He had suffered from dementia for a number of years, and the family felt that we had lost him many years earlier, as he had lost interest in what we were doing, and he was not aware of what was happening around him. He still recognised us whenever we went to visit him, which was a blessing. Richard and I took Dad away a few times, firstly on a river cruise in Russia in 2011, and then to Lake Como, Northern Italy and Switzerland in 2012, which is featured as a chapter in this book, as that was when we saw the Matterhorn. We also took him to Jersey to attend my cousin’s wedding. Except for his immediate family, we were the only ones who attended and Alastair was really pleased that his Uncle Vernon was there to represent his father’s family.




    I am sorry that I did not complete this book before he had passed away, as I am sure that there would have been a flicker of pride and recognition if he saw my name in print. Mum, Dad – rest in peace; you are gone but will never be forgotten.




    


  




  

    Introduction




    In 2002, the BBC aired a programme entitled “Fifty places to see before you die.” The fifty places were voted for by the British public, and were shown in the order of number of votes for each place. These consisted of countries, natural sites, and buildings, and were located all over the world although, rather surprisingly, none of them were in the UK. I watched the programme with intrigue, to see which location would come first and also to see how many of the fifty sites we had already visited. Quite a few were already under our belt — bought the T-shirt, read the book, and had the photos to prove that we had been there. I was bewildered at how some of the locations had made it into the top fifty, but most of them were either already on my wish list or, after seeing this programme, were being jotted down as we watched! At that moment I decided to set this as our target for travel over the next few years, and from then on, most of the holidays that I booked were aimed at trying to tick off another location from the list.




    Not every holiday covered the fifty places, as we still travelled to many other countries that included natural sites and buildings that were not included on the list, like Inle Lake in Myanmar, the Northern Lights in Norway and Kyoto in Japan. We also saw a lot more of a country than just the single site mentioned in the programme. As a result of this, not only have we seen all of the fifty places, some of them several times over; but we have also visited over a hundred countries in the process.




    The list is still available on the internet, but there have been some small changes. For example, instead of Disney World, it shows Florida and instead of Lake Louise, it is now listed as the Rockies. My journey has been true to the original list that was shown in the programme, aired by the BBC, which has been burnt into my memory over the years and I can now recite the fifty, not in the right order, but I know every place by heart.




    But my story does not actually start in 2002. It starts three years earlier in Venezuela when we ticked off the first of the fifty that we saw together. One of the key facts about achieving this list is that, not only have we seen all fifty places, but, we have seen all of them together. This is our story, not just a travel journal. I hope that this will be a tale of commitment and perseverance, showing that whatever it is that you set your mind to, if you are determined enough to achieve your dreams and goals, then there is nothing stopping you!




    This book shows each of the places in the order that we saw them in since we had met. Some holidays enabled us to tick off several sites from the list at the same time. Each chapter details the place, the year that we saw it and the position it appears on the list of the fifty. I have included details of other sites in the area that may be of interest to anyone wanting to follow the same journey, as it is an interesting one!




    This is not meant to be a guidebook: it is a personal travel journal. Since before Richard and I met, I have kept travel diaries and I have referred back to these for the inspiration I needed to write this book. I have included quite a lot of information about the places that we have visited, which has not all come from memory or from my diaries, but also from some additional research. Most of the information is personal and expressed from the heart. Where I have used Internet facts I have shown the source from which they were gathered.




    Just a little explanation for the subtitle – My story, our journey, your itinerary! The first part is self-explanatory – I am telling my story from the diaries that I have written during my travels over the years. Our journey is referring to the fact that Richard and I have seen all the fifty places together since we met in August 2000. And finally, as the fifty places were chosen for the BBC by votes from the British public, then it is you who had decided on the places that we would visit, so it is actually your itinerary.


  




  

    Chapter 1




    Angel Falls, Venezuela (47) – August 2000




    I have to start my story here, as it is where Richard and I had met, and it is the first on the list that we both saw together. It was the first time in South America for both of us and the trip was an amazing one. It was run by Sovereign Small World and was aimed at both single travellers and groups. The actual tour was entitled “The Lost World of Conan Doyle”, as we would go to see the tepuis that inspired Arthur Conan Doyle to write this book of dinosaurs and cavemen lost in the midst of time on top of these huge monoliths. Both Richard and I were amongst the four single travellers; there were two couples and a group of four ladies who made up our tour group of twelve.




    Our journey started with a flight from Gatwick to Margarita Island where we stayed for one night before we flew to Puerto Ordaz on the mainland of Venezuela. The flight to the mainland was an adventure in itself—there were thirteen of us including our guide, Morton, and we were all squeezed into a small Cessna-type plane to make the crossing, which took a couple of hours. During our flight, it started to rain very heavily and you could see it pelting down onto the Orinoco River, which we could see way below us. There was lightning too, which made it a rather frightening experience. Richard was sitting behind the pilot and he told me later that the pilot was battling with the controls to try and keep the plane stable and in a straight line, as we headed for the runway. To say it was a relief when we landed in one piece was an understatement!




    The hotel at Puerto Ordaz was very basic but clean and the food served that evening was pleasant. One thing that we did notice with all our hotels during the trip to Venezuela was the high walls and gates that surrounded the compounds. This stopped us from going out, but also kept us safe, by not letting anyone else in when the gates closed each night after we had returned from our tour. It was only when we were on holiday that we found out just how dangerous Venezuela was at that time; due to gang warfare as a result of the ruling President imprisoning the previous gang-leaders/drug barons, and now the other minor gang members were trying to get control of the illegal underworld. However, we never felt at threat or scared during the whole holiday, none of these problems affected us at all.




    On our first full day in Venezuela our little group went to the banks of the Orinoco where we visited two forts built in the 1600s. These were both attacked by that famous pirate – Sir Walter Raleigh! These were the words of our guide, a Venezuelan. In England, Sir Walter Raleigh is a hero, not a pirate—it just goes to show how history is written as in the eyes of the victor and not that of the vanquished.




    We then headed out onto the Orinoco Delta on a boat, where we went piranha fishing. Nobody caught one except for the guide, and we suspected that he was dragging a dead fish behind him during the whole trip, to be able to produce it if no-one was lucky enough with their endeavours! We were then informed that we were going to have a picnic on the Orinoco. The boat we were in was quite small and only big enough for the twelve people in our group, Morton and the boatman. It certainly did not offer a lot of room for us to eat in comfort. To our surprise, we stopped at a huge rock in the middle of the river and we all climbed ashore onto the rock, where we proceeded to have an excellent picnic with wine and beers. It was quite an experience and one of those events that will stay with you forever. We watched as other boats sped past us and waved to the bewildered passengers.




    When the boat trip was over, we boarded our coach for the drive back to our hotel and this was the first time that we were given the local drink as a sundowner—Cuba Libre! It is a mix of dark rum, Coca-Cola and a slice of lime. I didn’t like it very much as it was strong and, at that time, my preferred choice was vodka. But it was complimentary and after a long, hot day on the river, it was refreshing.




    The next day we were taken to Cachamay Park for our breakfast. We were seated in a small restaurant facing the most amazing waterfall on the Caroni River, which was truly spectacular—breakfast was good too!




    We walked through the Loefling Park which included a small zoo, where we got to see a jaguar as well as the Orinoco crocodile, giant sea otter and a caiman. We continued our journey into the Gran Sabana, a long drive, but we stopped for our sundowners on a bridge, built by Gustave Eiffel, located in the middle of the rain forest, miles from anywhere. This time I gave my drink away and it was Richard who accepted the extra tipple. That night we stayed at a camp where we were all allocated small “Wendy” houses for the night and had a lovely communal meal at the main building, located down winding paths away from our rooms.




    The next day we headed for Santa Elena de Uriens, stopping at three waterfalls. The first had a seventy metre drop and was quite spectacular; the second was a series of shallow falls where we were able to take a swim if we wanted to. I just had a paddle as I am not a strong swimmer and the current was very strong in places. I slipped at one point and almost fell in! This was where we had our lunch which was a barbecue. The spot was very busy with locals as it was obviously a popular spot for them to enjoy their Sundays. The final waterfall was probably the most beautiful. We had to walk through the jungle to get to it but it was worth every step. We were rewarded with the sight of water falling over a wall of jasper. The red rock shone and glistened through the thin layer of water that slid down the sheer face into the clear, shallow river below. We were able to walk right up to the waterfall and taste the cool, refreshing water as it cascaded down the rock face. During our journey, we were able to see the table-top mountains in the distance, shrouded in mist and you could understand how these mysterious peaks gave Conan Doyle the idea of a lost world high on their eerie plateaus, inaccessible to man (well, not now that we can fly over them!). That evening we had a surprise as we went over the border into Brazil, where we drove onto a small hill to view the surrounding area, while we had our sundowners. By now I was getting used to this drink; now that I had reduced the amount of rum that Morton was pouring!




    Our evening meal was served in a hall that looked more like a garage! There was a large central table laid for the whole group, plus Morton and our driver and we enjoyed our very first Brazilian barbeque. All manner of meats were served from skewers and carved directly onto our plate, accompanied by salads and vegetables. It was truly delicious. The next day, before we headed into Canaima, we went to visit a diamond merchant. The prices and quality of the stones he had to offer were quite amazing, but I was on a tight budget and could not go mad, so I bought a third of a carat diamond for one hundred and fifty dollars – this becomes a lot more significant later in my story, which is the reason I have mentioned it here.




    On our sixth day in Venezuela we took our flight to Canaima where we would fly past Auyán-Tepui, the mountain where Angel Falls is located. We were all very disappointed as it was cloudy and wet and the chance of us seeing anything was pretty remote. As we took off I remember how low the clouds were, and that visibility was really poor and I thought that we had no chance of even a peek at these famous falls. But, as we approached, the clouds lifted and we had the most wonderful view of the world’s tallest, single drop, waterfall.




    The plane circled inside the Devil’s Canyon, going very close to the cliff edge, which created thermals that rocked the plane. Two of our tour group were very ill, but for once, I did not suffer from the motion. The falls are named after Jimmie Angel who landed his plane on top of Auyán-Tepui in October 1937. He had flown over the tepui and had seen the falls four years earlier, but it was in 1937, after getting his planes wheels stuck in the mud, that Jimmie, his wife and two other passengers had to make their way down from the top of the highest tepui in Venezuela. It took them eleven days! But as a result of this, the waterfall was later named after him in his honour. His plane remained on top of the Auyán-Tepui for thirty-two years until it was airlifted off by a helicopter, and, in July 1960, Jimmie Angel’s ashes were scattered here. The falls are a true natural wonder; falling for almost one mile in a sheer vertical, uninterrupted drop. It is difficult to get to the falls on foot as the tepui is isolated and surrounded by jungle, so to visit the falls means a strenuous hike, involving rafting upriver in the heat of Venezuela or rains depending on the season. It’s much easier, and probably more spectacular, to see them from the air as you circle around the Devil’s Canyon.
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    We were each allowed to go into the cockpit to be able to get a pilot’s view of the falls, which cascaded from the tepui top to the river below in a single unbroken jet of water. I thought that I would try and get a dramatic video showing the falls in reverse and I started to film the river, ready to lift the camera up the fall of water from the floor to the mountaintop. I then got a tap on my shoulder from the pilot who pointed out the opposite window from the one where I was filming and there was Angel Falls almost crashing onto the plane – I was looking the wrong way! My video sped round to film the more important feature of the falls rather than the river way below us! When I viewed the video later, you could see the whirl of the filming of the cockpit as I refocused my video on the right subject.




    We arrived at our camp in Canaima exhilarated and delighted at our sighting of Angel Falls. The camp was beautiful, set right on the lagoon with the wall of Canaima Falls crashing down almost outside our door. This was by far the best accommodation we had had in Venezuela and the most beautiful location. We went to visit Sapo Falls which we travelled to by boat, firstly travelling very close to the powerful waters of Canaima Falls. We went on foot to the Sapo Falls and we were able to walk behind the rushing waters.




    At first it wasn’t too bad, the water was not too strong, just a little cold, but as we walked further along the slippery path that lay behind the falls, the water became a torrent and the force of it took your breath away. The path was not completely dry either as parts of it were hit by the water falling all around us. I closed my eyes in fear of losing my contact lenses and I took Morton’s hand as he led us along the walkway to the other side. As we looked back, I could not believe the ferocity of the water that was cascading over the rock edge—but there was no chickening out now, as there was only one way back and that was under the falls again!




    Venezuela is an amazing place and has to be one of the best holidays that I have ever had as every day there was something different. The sights were amazing, the views were spectacular and the adrenalin rush was exhilarating. After our week in Venezuela, we had a week of relaxation on Margarita Island staying at a hotel in Playa El Agua. It was perfect—our rooms were facing onto the pool, so you practically walked straight out of the door and into the blue waters if you wanted to. The town was ideal as there were lots of restaurants, bars and shops and a beautiful golden sandy beach with clear aqua blue waves crashing onto the shore.




    The four single travellers, Richard, Mike, Isabel and I were staying at this hotel. The others were staying elsewhere on the island. As we had become close friends during the tour, we continued to enjoy one another’s company for the remaining week of our holiday. This included our ritual sun-downers of rum and coke, which, by now, I really enjoyed and I had ditched the vodka completely. Richard had been a whisky drinker prior to this holiday, but he too was relishing this local drink. Between the four of us, we bought quite a few litres of the local rum to see us through the remaining part of the holiday and after one boozy night, Richard and I were left alone and, as you might say, the rest is history! That was the 10th of September 2000, and we have been together ever since, continuing to keep in contact on our return home to England and commuting between Sheffield and Leeswood, North Wales, to see one another every weekend until February 2001 when I moved to Sheffield to live with Richard. But we have another of our fifty places before that date!




    Margarita is a beautiful Caribbean island which does not feature heavily on the tourist route. It has so much to offer with many excellent five-star hotels, beautiful beaches with soft, golden sand lapped by the clear, aqua blue waves from the ocean, and a lot of sites to keep you amused if you are not lounging by the pool.




    Each year on the 8th of September, there is a fiesta in Espiritu del Valle to celebrate the discovery of the statue of the Virgin Mary found by locals, which now resides in the main church in this village. She is the patroness of the island, fishermen and the navy, keeping them safe whilst at sea. We were lucky enough to be on the island on this date and took a taxi to the village to be met by thousands of locals—it seemed like every living resident of the island was in the town square that morning.




    There was a religious ceremony attended by many priests, nuns and local dignitaries that took place on the streets outside of the church. The statue of the Virgin, dressed in her finery, was paraded through the throngs of people for this special occasion. To our surprise, at the end of a hymn, the priests, choir and the crowds started to sing “Happy Birthday” to the statue! Now, coincidentally, this day was also Isabel’s birthday, and as all these people were singing in Spanish we changed the words to celebrate Isabel’s big day quietly, of course, so as not to offend anyone!




    This village also had an interesting museum where the clothes of the statue, worn on other religious occasions, were on display and also all the donations and gifts bestowed on the patroness for keeping people safe. We also discovered that there was a tradition to “ask” the Virgin for requests and in return, you would bequeath a gift in exchange for your request being granted. These requests could be a good harvest, safe passage on a trip, good results in examinations and other things in this line. I thought I’d have a go and, silently, I asked the Virgin if she could arrange for me to be married within a year, and if this happened, that I would return the diamond that I had purchased on the main land. As it happened, although I was living with Richard within five months of this “wish”, we did not get married until March 2002, which was eighteen months later, so when I didn’t return the diamond, I did not feel that I had reneged on the deal! But I did have the diamond set into a gold tie stud as a wedding gift for Richard so that he had my memories of our holiday to keep forever.




    Other places to visit on the island are Porlamar, La Asuncion, the Mangrove Lagoon, Juan Griego for the sunset, the artisan village and lots of other lovely nature spots for views of the island from mountaintops to off-roading in 4 x 4’s over rugged landscapes. There are lots of tour operators who organise day trips to see many of these sights and who will also do catamaran cruises around the island.




    


  




  

    Chapter 2




    Rome, Italy (35) – November 2000




    




    Two months and two days after meeting Richard, we had our first holiday together in the Eternal City, Rome. We stayed at the Eliseo, a lovely hotel located just off the Via Veneto that serves a great breakfast with views over Borghese Park towards Saint Peter’s Basilica and the Vatican.




    Where do you start with Rome? It is a beautiful city with so much to see and to do; with the most wonderful restaurants and bars; shops to die for; galleries, museums and architecture that is among the best in the world and, of course, a romantic atmosphere that is perfect for lovers, whatever their age!




    I had been to Rome once before, just for a day trip but this was Richard’s first time, so we wanted to try and fit as much into our short holiday as possible. Our location was ideal for walking to all the main sights in Rome and our first stop was at the Spanish Steps, before heading for the Piazza Popolo, which is a lovely square, free of traffic. Rome is built on seven hills and, if you gain some height and find walkways that are a little elevated, you are rewarded with fabulous views over the city.




    Not only does the Via Veneto have many wonderful restaurants and shops, it also leads to the Trevi Fountain, a must when visiting Rome. The tradition is that you must throw a coin over your shoulder into the water and make a wish—this will mean that you will return to Rome someday. It was thirteen years before we returned, but the wish came true! All around the fountain are lots of little streets with many wonderful restaurants and bars. It is a very busy and popular tourist location and it is almost impossible to get a decent photograph in front of the fountain with no other people cluttering up your image. The Trevi Fountain is actually a façade on the side of a building, but with the twisting statues of deities, horses and spouting water that crashes into the sparkling blue stone trough, it is a spectacular sight, one I would go back to time and time again.
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    There are so many sides to Rome – the Roman remains are still very prominent with the Forum and the Coliseum taking centre stage and the Pantheon, a former Roman temple dating back to 126 AD and completed by the emperor Hadrian. Of course, it is also the centre for the Roman Catholic Church and besides Saint Peter’s Basilica and the Vatican, there are many beautiful churches all around Rome including Saint Paul’s, which lies just outside the city walls. There are so many beautiful statues, squares and buildings including the Emmanuel Monument, the Piazza Navona and the Castle of Saint Angelo.




    When in Rome, a must is a visit to the Vatican apartments and the Sistine Chapel. We thought that this small chamber was breath-taking and neck breaking as you strain to get the best view possible of this masterpiece. I cannot imagine how difficult it must have been to create such a wonderful piece of art as this – it certainly does Michelangelo justice! The queues for the Vatican can be huge but you can pre-book and I think that you can pay to visit at a specific time and then queue jump, legitimately!
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    Saint Peter’s and the whole complex of the cathedral, square, columns and other buildings is a magnificent sight. The cathedral is huge and the statues and art inside are fabulous. You need either a tour guide or a good guidebook to understand everything that you are witnessing and to make sure that you don’t miss anything. Another bonus of visiting Saint Peter’s and the Vatican is that you are actually entering another country. The Vatican City State is recognised by the United Nations as an independent country, and is listed as one of the one hundred and ninety-eight countries of the world. Correct number as of May 2014.




    There are many websites that you can choose from, to find tours of Rome, including walking tours; night tours and very specific tours like the Angels and Demons tour; taking you to all the key sites mentioned in the Dan Brown book of the same name. We did this tour when we returned to Rome in 2015, which I detail later in this chapter. Try looking for some of the secret tours where they take you behind the scenes or to places that the normal tourist would not think about visiting. They can certainly make a trip more interesting.




    Most evenings we would walk down the Via Veneto to find a restaurant for our evening meal and we were never disappointed. On one occasion, we decided to eat at one of the restaurants located on the street, protected from the elements by a glass shelter. There are many of these, but this particular one had a liveried gentleman outside to take you inside to be seated in the small but beautifully appointed restaurant. We had not looked at the menu outside, which we normally do, but we thought that it was sure to offer us something that we would both liked. When we were given the menu, I was surprised to find that there were no prices, but by the look on Richard’s face, he certainly had the full details. I had a ladies’ menu! This was the first time that this had happened. I have experienced the same thing since then in very high-class eateries, but the first time is always the best. We decided to go for the chateaubriand, which we would share, as it was Argentinian meat and Richard knew from experience that he enjoyed the country’s beef. We both had starters and they were served under domed covers, both withdrawn at the same time by two waiters either side of us. The chateaubriand was flamed at our table and it was truly delicious, so tender – as a result of this we have eaten this dish on many occasions since, but the meal we had on the Via Veneto was by far the best. We had the selection of mini-desserts and with a bottle of wine, the bill came in at around one hundred pounds, which was a very expensive meal in 2000! We have had much more expensive meals since then, and, with inflation, the drop in the pound and time, our budget for food costs on holiday has increased immensely, but I really enjoy the opportunity to have a great meal in fine surroundings – it is something that can make, or break, a holiday, in my opinion.




    There are many museums and galleries all over Rome, but we are not really interested in museums. However, there is one gallery that I must recommend. It is the Galleria Borghese, which is located in the park at the top of the Via Veneto. You have to book a timed visit for the gallery as this keeps the numbers down, and allows you to view the masterpieces on show in relative peace and quiet. We took the option of using a headphone guide so we could recognise and understand the pieces that we were looking at.




    The two statues that blew us away were Apollo and Daphne and the Rape of Proserpina, both by Bernini. They looked like they were made from pliable wax rather than rock solid marble, they were so intricate and lifelike. Daphne is changing into a tree in the sculpture; the leaves and her skin where it is turning to bark are so delicate and detailed. On the other statue, Zeus’s fingers are embedded into Proserpina’s thigh as though it was living flesh and the tear on her cheek was just sheer brilliance. We walked around and around these two statues as we could not take it all in – pure genius!




    We returned to Rome in July 2013 where we spent just two nights at the Hotel Cavalieri, a stupendous five-star hotel located on one of the seven hills, with amazing views over Rome. We were here for one reason – to see Roger Waters perform The Wall, live, at the Olympic Stadium. Needless to say, the concert was brilliant and it allowed us to have a little free time in this fabulous city. This time, we booked on a Segway Tour of the Roman remains. This is a great method of travelling and sightseeing at the same time—it is fun, certainly less tiring than walking everywhere, and with headphones, your guide can give you details and information while you are on the move. We have done Segway Tours all over – in cities, including Rome, Florence, Barcelona, Budapest, Catania in Sicily and San Juan in Puerto Rico; along the beach in Saint Martin and through conservation areas in Saint Lucia and New Caledonia. Every time you are given a helmet and instructions on how to use the Segway, or a refresher lesson if you are repeat user. I have fallen off, once, in Saint Lucia because of going over uneven ground which was covered by a puddle. I’m glad I had the helmet as I fell backwards and cracked my head, but other than a bit of a scar on my elbow, I was fine. However we did see a serious accident once because of a woman messing around and getting too close to her husband’s Segway – they collided and he fell off, breaking his ankle and he had to be taken to hospital, so it is important to follow the rules and the instructions. Don’t let this put you off though – it really is great fun and we have enjoyed every excursion we’ve done.




    We returned to Rome in May 2015 when we had an extended holiday in Italy. In fact we were there for a month. We had planned everything ourselves and we booked it all through the internet. On this occasion it went like clockwork! We flew into Catania in Sicily where we hired a car for the full holiday; starting off with seven days touring Sicily (Taormina is particularly lovely) and then crossing to the mainland on the ferry and, if you imagine Italy as a boot, we continued to drive up the toe, stayed in the instep at Palazzo Margherita in Bernalda, Francis Ford Coppola’s hotel, continued to the heel, a rarely visited area of Italy called Puglia and then continued up the east coast and into the stirrup. We then crossed over to the west side staying at the Relais Chalons d’Orange, Alvito – a wonderful rural location offering fabulous food in an area where we did not come across any other tourists at all. Our next stop was for seven nights in Umbria, where we hired a villa and were joined by Richard’s family – thirteen of us in all. We enjoyed visiting the local area, including a day in Assisi, but we also managed a few days of relaxation as we had been on the go for two weeks before this point.




    After seven days, the others flew back home but we continued our holiday with three nights in Rome, four nights in Sorrento, where we visited Pompeii and the Amalfi Coast and finally spent two nights in the magnificent Villa Cimbrone in Ravello, where we celebrated Richard’s birthday. It was a fabulous holiday – we saw so much of a part of Italy that is off the main tourist route and we had beautiful weather for most of our trip.




    On this occasion, we stayed at Aldrovandi Villa Borghese in Rome – a beautiful, five-star hotel and a member of the Leading Hotels of the World. Our room was small; as this is a very expensive hotel, but it overlooked the Borghese Gardens and it had everything that we required. The outdoor area of the hotel was very pretty with lovely gardens and a pool and we certainly made the most of this charming place over a bottle or two of wine!




    With two days to enjoy in the capital city, we did the aforementioned tour, Dan Brown’s Angels and Demons, through Viator.com, which started from the Piazza del Popolo Square. We had a large group, as there were supposed to be two tour guides, but one had called in sick that morning. This was a bit of an inconvenience, but Roberto was so enthusiastic and knowledgeable that he made up for this, and we had no problems getting close enough to hear him and to see where he pointed as he retold the story. Some people on the tour had not read the book or seen the film and kept asking us what he was talking about! Not a good idea, as you really need to have an inkling of what happened, as you see the churches and the key sites that are named in the book. Don’t rely on the film as this was changed by Hollywood and the book is so descriptive, keeping you on the edge of your seat as you read it, which I have done twice!




    The first site is Santa Maria del Popolo which is the site of the first murder in Rome. I don’t think that I’m giving anything away by saying this! We then had a coach take us to Piazza San Pietro (Saint Peter’s Square) and then to Santa Maria della Vittoria – following the trail from the book. Our next stop, again by coach, was Piazza Navona for the Fountain of the Four Rivers. We had a short break here for a drink and a rest stop, before continuing to our final location, Castel Sant’Angelo. The view from the top overlooking the Vatican was worth every exhausting step we climbed, and it was here that Roberto wrapped up the story and we left him after having had a coach and a walking tour that lasted four hours and, we both agreed, was probably the best tour we have done – anywhere! To visit some of the smaller, less known churches was great as they are so ornate and full of sculptures and art that you would miss if you weren’t doing a tour like this one. It wasn’t just about the book either. We did learn a lot about the Roman Catholic Church, the history of Rome and the artists involved in creating the wondrous architecture and works of art.




    We enjoyed a break back in Piazza Navona, where we had something to eat accompanied with a couple of bottles of wine, and we just watched the people of Roma pass us by on a glorious, sunny day. This is a lovely, large square with lots of restaurants and bars where you can sit out and enjoy the beautiful architecture surrounding the square and the fountain, designed by Bernini. I do love Rome as there is so much to do, places to see, wonderful shopping, plenty of great restaurants and excellent hotels. A great weekend break from the UK, as the flights are not too pricy or lengthy, and I would certainly not frown at returning as there are always new experiences for us to try.




    


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Luxor (34); Abu Simbel (48) and the Pyramids (17), Egypt – August 2001




    In recent years, Egypt has seen a lot of turmoil and I would imagine that many people might be wary of visiting the country now. This is a shame as there is so much to see and the antiquities along the Nile are totally amazing when you realise how many years they have stood the test of time and the ravages of the Egyptian sun and desert.




    In 2001, the first time we went to Egypt together, it was a relatively calm period, even though a few years’ earlier tourists had been shot when visiting Queen Hatshepsut’s temple near Luxor. We did witness the precautions that the government were taking to ensure that another incident of this nature did not reoccur, but we never felt threatened during our two-week holiday.




    We booked our holiday through Kuoni, who offer a great variety of cruises on the Nile, tours of different locations in Egypt and the Middle East and have a great variety of hotels to choose from. This trip started with one night in a hotel in Luxor before we were transferred to our home for the next seven nights, the Nile Beauty. Most of the ships on the Nile are very similar—long, narrow and not very high. They are of different classes though and the Nile Beauty was a five-star ship. It was nicely appointed but the cabins on the lower decks were quite small. The public areas were large with a lounge area including the bar and restaurant, and upstairs on the open sun deck there were loungers, chairs and tables.




    On our first full day in Egypt we went to see the Karnak and Luxor Temples. Karnak is by far the largest and in the best condition. It is located just outside the city.




    Karnak is so much more than a temple, it is a whole complex of sanctuaries, kiosks, pylons, and obelisks dedicated to the Theban gods and the pharaohs. The site is huge, measuring one and a half kilometres by eight hundred metres. It was started by Ramses III but was built, added to, dismantled, rebuilt, enlarged and decorated over the next one thousand five hundred years.
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    From the entrance you pass down the processional avenue of ram-headed sphinxes that originally flanked a canal connecting the temple to the Nile. You cross a wooden bridge to enter the complex, passing a huge unfinished pylon as you enter the Amun Temple Enclosure. This is the first of a total of ten pylons in the complex.




    As you walk into the temple, you enter the Great Court, the largest area of the temple. Here you will find the temple of Seti II and Ramesses III and two-colossal pink granite statues of Ramses II, which he erected himself. They appear to guard the entrance to the temple gates.




    Continuing your walk, and you come to the Great Hypostyle Hall with its one hundred and thirty-four towering papyrus-shaped stone pillars that look like a forest of stone, before you come to the Inner Temple and the obelisks of Hatshepsut, (the one still erect), which is the tallest obelisk in Egypt, standing 29.2 metres high. In the Inner Temple you will also find the Wall of Records, built by Tuthmosis III. Located on the northern side of the central court, this wall has some wonderful hieroglyphs and reliefs that are so clear and prominent that the guide could easily tell us the stories behind the pictures. She relayed all the fantastical tales of the Egyptian Gods, their lives, loves, deaths and reincarnations. It was very hot, but she held us spellbound as the temple walls came to life in front of us. Because the site is so big, it takes a few hours to walk around, seeing all the key monuments, obelisks, pillars and statues.




    Continuing our journey around the complex we saw the Great Festival Hall of Tuthmosis III, where there is a small chapel for all the people who were not allowed to enter the temple’s sacred enclosure; the Amun Temple Enclosure which has the sacred lake and the top half of Hatshepsut’s fallen obelisk, as well as a stone statue of a scarab beetle; temples to Mut and Munthu and the open-air museum.(3)




    In the evening we went to the sound and light show at Karnak. It starts at the only statue depicting the face of King Tutankhamun, a small sphinx near the entrance to the temple. As the lights shine on the different parts of the temple, voices depicting the Gods boom out and tell us the story of the building of the temple and the life of the Gods. As we walked through the complex, seeing the buildings at our leisure and lit up against the black sky, it really allowed the imagination to picture how imposing this place was when it was built. Unfortunately, the last part of the show where you sit in the amphitheatre over the lake, went on a bit too long, and we both got quite bored! It was still a great experience though.




    Luxor temple lies within the heart of the city itself and is much smaller than Karnak. You start by walking along the avenue of the sphinxes, which is the path that used to run for three kilometres and connected the temples at Luxor and Karnak. At the entrance there are two imposing statues of Ramses II and a pink granite obelisk. There used to be six statues and two obelisks, but only the two statues remain and the other obelisk stands in the Place de la Concorde in Paris. All of the carvings on the walls inside the temple are in relief, quite mind-blowing that they could accomplish such fine detail three thousand years ago. The great court is surrounded by a double row of columns with lotus-bud capitals, more reliefs and several huge statues.




    The hypostyle hall is the first inner room of the temple and features four rows of eight columns. The central chamber of the Temple of Amun was once stuccoed over by the Romans in the third century AD and was used as a cult sanctuary. This temple was visited by Alexander the Great who rebuilt the barque shrine and had his own image added to the reliefs, dressed in Egyptian regalia in his role as pharaoh, immortalising himself amongst the other Egyptian deities.




    We returned to the Nile in July 2008 when we took a cruise with Voyages Jules Verne on the SS Misr, which used to be King Farouk’s paddle steamer. This beautiful vessel is quite different from the normal Nile cruisers as most of the cabins have small balconies and the ship is made of wood and powered by a genuine steam paddle. It is quite luxurious inside and the cabins are very decadent. We had one of the suites that had a slightly larger balcony to the front of the boat – it is only just big enough to get a couple of chairs on it, but it was still a very pleasant location to watch the Nile embankment pass you by.




    On this second cruise, which was a return journey to Luxor going as far as Aswan, we had the special treat of attending an evening concert at Luxor temple. We were told it was just for Voyages Jules Verne cruise passengers. There were several other boats under their patronage on the Nile, so it was quite exclusive. We entered the complex with the orchestra playing the March from the opera Aida, which was truly fabulous and so atmospheric. There were strong lights aimed at the main buildings and statues, illuminating them to their full glory. We were escorted in small groups around the temple and each of the little cornerstones and alleyways was lit with torches so as to make the evening very special, and totally different from the view that we had during the day.
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    Once we returned to the entrance, we were treated to drinks and canapés while the orchestra played on with classical music befitting the whole evening. It was wonderful and probably the highlight of our second visit to Luxor.




    Back to 2001, whilst we were still at our moorings in Luxor, we went to the Valley of the Kings. We crossed over the Nile and journeyed into the desert away from the fertile river and into the mountains. The Egyptians chose the left bank to bury their dead, as this is where the sun sets and the mountains have peaks that look a little like a pyramid, which was their preferred burial place when the dynasty was located in Cairo. There are a number of burial sites in addition to the Valley of the Kings, as you also have the Valley of the Queens and the Valley of the Noblemen.




    When you visit the Valley of the Kings, your guide will give you some history and an explanation of the layout of the site and will probably take you into one of the tombs. We went into the tomb of Ramses III with our guide. Normally you are then given tickets to go and view two other tombs on your own. Some of them are very imposing – they go deep into the earth and decrease in size or twist around bends before entering the actual burial chamber itself. There are hieroglyphs on the walls dedicated to Anubis, the God of the underworld, death and otherworldly creatures and tales. All of these carvings and paintings were to help the body of the pharaoh enter the afterlife.




    We went into King Tutankhamun’s tomb, for which you have to pay extra; it is not included on the complementary tickets that you receive. In comparison with the other tombs we went into, this is very small and quite bare, only consisting of a pathway down, a single ante-chamber and then the burial chamber. But this is by far the most well-known of any of the tombs as it was discovered intact and full of the fine funerary treasure that now lie in the museum in Cairo. The sarcophagus has been put back into the burial chamber but not all of it as many of the inner compartments are on display in the museum in Cairo, along with the funeral mask and casket. I understand that the remains of the young pharaoh have been returned to lie in rest in his tomb.




    Many people will say it is not worth going into this tomb, as it is so small and undecorated, but if you have grown up on the stories of Lord Carnarvon, Howard Carter and the curse of the mummy, then I would say pay the money and go in – you may never get the chance to do it again!




    Away from the Valley of the Kings, you will find Queen Hatshepsut’s Funerary Temple. This is carved into the mountain and there is quite a long walk from the car park to the entrance and in full heat, so be prepared! She ruled as a Pharaoh, not as a queen escort and she actually wore a false beard to prove her position in the hierarchy. Many of the statues were defaced after she died, but one still shows her image. The temple is very impressive and also very different from the tombs in the Valley.




    One of the excursions that you can book in Luxor is a morning balloon flight. You are at the mercy of the winds as to where the balloon flies, but there is so much to see, you won’t be disappointed! We started with magnificent views of Queen Hatshepsut’s Temple and then we came over the Nile and we flew over Karnak Temple before finally coming to land quite gently in a field close by. There have been some horror stories about these balloon flights and recently one crashed and those on board were killed, so you are at the mercy of the pilot, the equipment and the winds, but we enjoyed our ride very much and have some wonderful photos to show for it.




    We sailed down the Nile to Aswan, which took us three further nights, calling at other temples on the way including Edfu and Kom Ombo where there is a mummified crocodile. We went through locks, we bought Galabiyya’s for the Egyptian night on board the Nile Beauty and we had time for some shopping and browsing at shops and stalls in both ports. In Aswan there is a lot to see including Philae Temple, the Aswan High Dam, the unfinished obelisk and the market.




    We had a felucca ride around Kitchener’s Island, but this was with the tour group and quite crowded. Later, when we checked into our hotel in Aswan, the Oberoi, we were treated to a private one, free of charge, with just one other couple. Even more special was our excursion in our own felucca to go to a Nubian restaurant located on an island near the old cataracts. We were the only ones in the restaurant and we were treated like royalty whilst dining on some fabulous local cuisine. We were then taken back by the felucca to our hotel – no catch, no money making scheme, just a genuine gesture and a wonderful evening costing us just forty pounds for the transfer, meal and a couple of beers but this was in 2001!




    When you visit Philae Temple, you travel there by boat as the temple is built on an island. There are some wonderful buildings that are still intact, with carved columns, set against the blue of the Nile tributary, they are great subjects for a photograph. The main avenue, which has a number of different types of columns, is impressive but a lot of the reliefs on the walls were defaced as settlers who came from other countries thought that this would remove any power the Gods may have had at the site, when the main temple was turned into a Christian Church.




    The market in Aswan is quite an experience. Prepare to be hassled and harassed. It did not matter how many times you said, “No thank you” to whatever it was they were offering you, they still kept badgering in the hope that you might change your mind. We always tried to be polite but at times it was difficult, as the tradesmen and hawkers are a continuous problem in Egypt. But we took it in our stride, and said, “No thank you” for the zillionth time and browsed the stalls at our leisure. The spices are remarkable and it was good to have them explained to us, as most of them I had never heard of. One stall owner offered a camel to Richard for me in exchange, but he was holding out for more! In one bag store, I got “trapped” behind the counter where I had been coaxed by the owner. He wouldn’t “release” me until I purchased a bag! It was done in good spirit and I never felt threatened or at risk, so we just had a laugh, bought a bag, and moved on. We had gone in with the intention of buying a cloth beach bag, so again we did not feel as though we had been coerced into buying one.




    Aswan is the point where you will depart on your excursion to Abu Simbel. There are options now to take a cruise on Lake Nassau and you would then approach the temple from the water. I would imagine that this would be a fantastic way of getting your first glimpse of this glorious temple, but that was not on our itinerary on this occasion – maybe in the future when troubles are over in Egypt as it will be a different experience then.




    Normally you go either by coach, which involves a long drive there and back in air-conditioned coaches, but you are looking at a round journey of eight hours—a long day in the heat of Egypt. Richard did this trip the previous time he had been on the Nile, so we were glad that the option for our tour through Kuoni was by plane. The flight from Aswan to Abu Simbel takes just twenty-five minutes plus all the hassle at the airport of course, but once we arrived, as there was no luggage, we all got straight onto a coach and off for our day trip at Abu Simbel.




    Abu Simbel is an amazing site and we totally agreed that it should be on the fifty places to see list, but at forty-eighth, it is very low. There are two temples in the complex, the first, the Great Temple of Ramses II, was carved out of the mountain between 1274 and 1244 BC, being dedicated to several deities and to the pharaoh himself. Being built facing the river, the four colossal statues of Ramses II were designed to show the strength of the pharaoh to anyone visiting his lands from the south. Over the years, the temple was completely covered by sand and was lost to man until it was rediscovered, by chance, in 1813.




    This temple was excavated to reveal a massive rock-cut façade standing thirty metres high and thirty-five metres wide with four colossal seated statues of Ramses II guarding the entrance although only three were found intact. As you enter the temple, which is small inside, there are a number of reliefs showing the battles and victories of Ramses II. These lead to the holy-of-holies where there are six statues. These are the four gods of the Great Temple, Ramses II and Nefertari, his Queen, and they all sit on their thrones carved in the back wall waiting for dawn.




    The temple was aligned in such a way that on 22 February and 22 October every year, the first rays of the rising sun reach across the Nile, penetrate the temple and move along the hypostyle hall, through the vestibule and into the sanctuary, where they illuminate the figures on the wall. The temple was moved in 1964 to save it from the rising waters created by the building of the Aswan High Dam, and the creation of Lake Nasser. It took four years to build a manmade mountain and then painstakingly cut the great temple into two thousand blocks and carefully re-erect it in a new position on higher ground. But, when the project was complete, the alignment was out by one day and the sun now hits the sanctuary a day earlier than originally designed! It goes to show that, despite modern technology, we were unable to align the temple as accurately as the ancient Egyptians who had built it over three thousand two hundred years earlier.
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    There is a second temple at Abu Simbel, also cut into the rock, the Temple of Hathor, dedicated to Queen Nefertari, Ramses’ wife. It is a smaller version of Ramses own temple and is fronted by six standing statues, each about ten metres in height. Four of them are of Ramses and the other two are of Nefertari, who is shown as being the same height as her husband. This is unusual as normally the Queen’s statue would just come up to the knees of the pharaoh, as most consorts are depicted. Inside the temple are pillars with capitals in the bovine shape of Hathor and the walls are adorned with reliefs.(3)




    We spent several hours at the site, both with a guide and on our own. It is amazing and its location by the lake in such a faraway place in the desert, makes it even more enticing – a must for anyone visiting Egypt for the first time.




    We spent two nights in Aswan before flying back to Luxor where we then boarded a coach which travelled in convoy with an armed guard to our next destination, Hurghada, located on the Red Sea. Hurghada is a beach resort, similar to Sharm el-Sheikh, where you are able to go diving and snorkelling amongst the coral and tropical fish of this region. We had a four-night stay at the Marriott – a nice hotel with good restaurants and ideally located for all sorts of excursions into the desert and onto the sea.




    Our final stop on this tour of Egypt was three nights at the Sheraton in Cairo, where we had a Nile view room and in the distance, we could just see the pyramids. We did quite a lot of touring whilst we stayed in the capital city of Egypt and the most populated, busiest city in Africa. A must is the Egyptian museum, where some of the treasures found in King Tutankhamun’s tomb are displayed. The artefacts are just wonderful and there are lots of photographs showing you how it was laid out when they opened the tomb. The highlight is the gold death mask used to cover the mummified face of the young king and the gold sarcophagus where his remains were originally laid to rest. But there is so much to see and marvel at in the museum, including several mummies and statues and remains from both the old and the middle kingdom. We also went to the Coptic Church in Old Cairo, also known as the Hanging Church, as it is suspended on old columns that are under the flooring and cannot be seen; the Citadel and the Mosque of Muhammad Ali where the clock stands, a gift from the King of France, in exchange for the Luxor obelisk. The clock was damaged on delivery and has never been repaired, so I think that the French got the best in that exchange deal! We passed the City of the Dead which is the old Islamic cemetery in Cairo. At this time, it was being used by the homeless as a place to reside and many had made their homes in the crypts and even houses had been built between the mausoleums. I thought that it was rather creepy! We also had a day trip out of the city to see Memphis, the ancient capital of the Upper Kingdom and to Sakkara to see a stepped pyramid.




    But, of course, the highlight of our trip to Cairo was our excursion to the Pyramids of Giza number seventeen on our list, and the sole survivor of the Seven Wonders of the World.
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    Built over four thousand years ago, there are three main pyramids at the site; the Great Pyramid of Khufu (Cheops), the Pyramid of Khafre and the Pyramid of Menkaure; the Sphinx and the Funerary Temple of Khafre, plus a number of smaller pyramids, mausoleums and temples. Richard went into the Great Pyramid. I thought that it would be too hot and too claustrophobic, so I stayed outside in the heat and wandered around taking photos and being hassled by the local hawkers. Yet again. I was conned by a young boy who gave me a small bronze cat as a “gift”. At first, I refused, but he seemed to be really hurt by the fact that I had refused this offer of a gift from him, so reluctantly I took it. As soon as I did, he started to demand money in exchange, and got quite hostile when I said no, and wanted to hand back the statue. In the end, I threatened to call the police over, who were standing nearby and in the end, he took back his “gift” and he wandered off mumbling.




    The pharaoh was seen as the intermediary of the gods and was their representative on earth. As such, the pharaoh was worshipped in life and in death. The Egyptians believed in the afterlife and the pyramid was a perfect structure to act as a mausoleum for their pharaoh, a symbol of his power, and a vessel for entering the afterlife.




    The funerary temple, which is built and attached to each tomb, is where the people could worship and give offerings to the pharaoh after his death, and each has a long, covered causeway that leads down to the swollen, flooded Nile River. It is believed that the mummy of the dead pharaoh was brought down the Nile in a solar barque (boat) and then brought up the causeway to be laid to rest in his tomb in the pyramid. One of these vessels was excavated in 1954, and has been restored and is now encased behind glass in a small museum, which can be visited at the Giza complex.(3)




    The mystical sphinx is a wonderful sight — smaller than I had expected, but it still provides you with the thrill that you are looking at an object thousands of years old, which has stood the test of time except for the bit that was blown off by the cannon practice of Napoleon’s army! The face is supposed to be that of Khafre, as it stands at the head of Khafre’s Funerary Temple, and it is believed to have been carved from a solid rock at the same time as the Great Pyramid and the temple were being built.




    We went to the Sound and Light show at the pyramids. Although it is at the Sphinx rather than the pyramids, as it is the Sphinx that speaks and tells you his story, it is much better than the one at Karnak and it is really good to see the pyramids lit up against the night sky. When you see pictures of the pyramids, it appears that they are far away in the desert, whereas they are actually right on the edge of the city of Cairo. As such, the light pollution at night does not help the Sound and Light show, but it is still worth a visit.




    On a cruise in the Mediterranean, we stopped for two nights in Egypt, at Port Said and Alexandria. This overnight stop gave people the opportunity to visit Cairo and to stay for one night in a hotel in the city, as it is a long drive from the Mediterranean to the capital. I did it the first time that I went to Egypt when I was on a mini-cruise from Cyprus, stopping in Tel Aviv and Port Said. We did not bother doing this expensive extended tour, as we had both done Cairo in-depth in 2001 so we walked around Port Said and did a tour of Alexandria. To be honest, there is nothing in Port Said of any interest at all and when we were there the city was filthy, as the refuge collectors were on strike and the roads were covered with garbage. Alexandria was home to one of the other Seven Wonders of the World, the Pharos of Alexandria, which is no longer standing. This city, the second largest in Egypt, was very different from Cairo as it is strictly Islam and has an air of unfamiliarity. But we did see the fort built on the ruins of the lighthouse and some of the other key sites, albeit that these were not that interesting.




    I doubt that we will ever return to Egypt due to the unrest and the fact that we have seen the majority of the wondrous temples, pyramids, museums and sights of this wondrous country. It is a pity that things are so bad. I know several people who have cancelled Nile cruises or are not inclined to visit this amazing place. I am sure that the Egyptian economy relies heavily on tourism and as a result of the decline, it will be the Egyptian people who will ultimately suffer.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    Las Vegas, USA (7) – November 2001




    




    Not only was this my first time to Las Vegas; it was my first time in the USA. This was one country that I had not wanted to experience on my own. I wanted to share the sights and thrills of this huge nation and this was what I was doing with my fiancé Richard who had proposed to me on my birthday in October, and of course I said yes! On this occasion we were doing Vegas in a weekend! Yes, that’s right, we were flying from the UK to the western state of Nevada for just four nights plus an overnight flight on our return journey. You’ll be surprised what you can do over a weekend, wait until Chapter 25, then you’ll see that this trip was not so fantastic! Our flight was on Delta and we flew from Manchester to Atlanta, where we changed planes to then stop at Phoenix before landing in Las Vegas.




    We stayed at the Monte Carlo, which lies towards the top end of the Strip, the main thoroughfare that runs through Las Vegas. Because of the time difference and the length of the journey, when we arrived it was eleven p.m. but we weren’t tired at all, so we went for a walk along the Strip. Richard had been to Vegas before and he loved it, calling it Disney World for adults!




    At this time of night, even in November, it was reasonably warm and so quiet. It was a Wednesday night so obviously too early for the weekenders, and too late at night for the locals, so we had the Strip to ourselves. As we came to the Bellagio Hotel which had been under construction the last time that Richard was here, we decided to go in and get the little shuttle train that transported grownups between the two hotels. I don’t think that it is there anymore. As we walked up the path around the lake, the lights came on, the fountains started to dance and this heavenly music filled the air. We were both awestruck as we had no idea about the famous dancing fountains at this wonderful five-star hotel. We stood and watched with our jaws open as the spectacle of this watery ballet entranced us for five minutes. We were the only ones watching and it felt so special, as though they were performing just for us. The music played was Andrea Bocelli and Sarah Brightman singing “Time to Say Goodbye”. It was beautiful and so mesmerising. I didn’t want to move, even when it was all over! From that day, that song has had a very special meaning to both of us and I refer to it, even now, as “our song”.




    Do not think of Las Vegas as just a gambling city. It is SO much more than that – you don’t even have to set foot in a casino if you don’t want to! The highlight of this city are the wonderful hotels. Everyone is different, and has something to offer the sightseer as you enter through the doors. The Venetian is remarkable. As you enter Saint Mark’s Square, you will see the Grand Canal with singing gondoliers prepared to ferry you around the sites and even to go outside onto the canals that are located to the front of the hotel. The clouds float overhead on the ceiling that looks so much like the sky that you forget that there is a multi-story hotel above you. The shops are beautiful and offer everything from designer clothes, jewellery and watches to souvenirs and mementos. There are lots of street cafés and ice cream parlours and performing musicians waiting to bring this Italian paradise to life. We have been to Vegas several times now and the Venetian is always my favourite hotel shopping experience.




    Caesars Palace takes you back to the glory of Rome and the arcade is yet again a shoppers’ paradise. Taking centre stage is the story of Atlantis, which “erupts” into action at certain times of the day. The toy shop in Caesars is also a fabulous place to browse for the inner child in you. I was amazed at the window display of teddy bears in togas, all moving and performing for the onlooker. The Bellagio is mainly an external show with the fountains, which perform every half hour during the day I think and hourly at night. I can never get enough of these and when we stayed at the Bellagio, we booked a suite that was located on the central spine of the building and we had views over the lake so as to be able to watch them all day, had we wanted to; with a dedicated channel on the hotel television system that would relay the music to accompany the dance, so we could watch and listen to our hearts content.
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    The New York Hotel has an interior to represent Times Square, even with grills letting steam out from the fake subway below. This is one of the hotels that has a fairground ride – a roller coaster that starts inside the hotel but then runs around and around the outside of the building. We could see the coaster from our bedroom window at the Monte Carlo on the thirty second floor, as this was the same level where the ride reached its peak! We went on this ride and I screamed the whole way around. I was shaking when I got off, but at least I can say that I did it! Outside there are small replicas of the Statue of Liberty, the Chrysler Building and other landmarks of NYC. When we were there it was only two and a half months after 9/11 and there were lots of flowers and memorials to those who had died in the Twin Towers, especially the brave New York Firemen who gave their lives to try and save those trapped in the shattered buildings.




    There are so many grand hotels in Vegas that you need to see them for yourself and make your own decision. Luxor is a pyramid and treats you to an Egyptian feel; Excalibur is supposed to be the legendary castle of King Arthur and everything here is aimed at the stories of the Knights of the Round Table, Merlin and King Arthur – great for children. Sadly the Aladdin is no longer standing, knocked down to make way for the unsightly Planet Hollywood Hotel but when we were there you were taken back to the tales of the Arabian Nights and you even had a rainstorm inside the hotel at certain times of the day, including thunder! There is the Paris Hotel with its Eiffel Tower standing atop the building. Inside there are lots of little boudoir type shops and French cafés.




    The Stratosphere Hotel, at the other end of the Strip has more fairground rides, set high on top of its tower, which is the tallest freestanding observation tower in the United States; home to Big Shot, X-Scream and SkyJump Las Vegas. There is also a wonderful revolving restaurant, which gives you magnificent views of Vegas and the Strip, especially at night when the city lights up like a Christmas tree.




    Back on the Strip, another hotel, Treasure Island, has the pirate show at night when a French frigate is attacked by a British galleon and on this occasion, the French always win! But this is a great show free to everyone every night with gun fire, cannons roaring and ships being blown up and sinking! Only in America! Outside the Mirage there is an erupting volcano, a very timely one as it erupts at the same time every night!




    Along with the amazing themed hotels, Las Vegas has some wonderful restaurants and of course it is famous for its shows. Every hotel has a choice of different eateries from fine dining, like the steak restaurant in Bellagio, to buffets, where you can eat as much as you want for a fair price. Breakfast at the Monte Carlo was really special when we ordered steak and eggs. Accompanied by a big glass of fresh orange juice and as much steaming coffee as we wanted, this set us up for a day of sightseeing and made us feel like we had really hit America running! You can find out what is on offer by going to their websites. Every hotel will feature their dining options and most will have a sample menu so you can see the price before you book, and also get an idea of what they are offering. You can normally book a table through the website too, and it is wise to do this to avoid disappointment and to make sure that you get a table before you go to a show.




    Each hotel normally has one show on offer but some may have several theatres like the Venetian and Luxor, so you can take your pick, from musicals, star attractions, cabaret, magicians, burlesque, cirque du solei, impressionist and so much more. We saw Cher at Caesars Palace the third time we went to Vegas and stayed at the Luxor. We came back to Vegas six days later and stayed in a huge suite at the Venetian to celebrate Richard’s sixtieth birthday. We have only seen one cirque du solei show and that is Love at the Mirage. It features music by the Beatles and is a collaboration between Paul McCartney, Ringo Starr, Yoko Ono and Olivia Harrison. It is wonderful and moved me to tears! It was so good that when we returned to Vegas for our fifth time, we saw it again! If you are not bothered as to which show you see or where you sit, then you can probably get some good discounted tickets when you get to Vegas, but, if you are like us and are very particular about your seat location and your show, book well in advance, either through your hotel concierge or via the show’s website.




    Another evening of entertainment is to go Downtown to Freemont Street to watch the overhead laser show. This spectacle causes a sore neck as you are continually straining to take in all the colour, movement and effects, but it is worth every aching sinew! Set to great modern music, the moving picture show depicts the feeling or meaning of the song in action and covers a great expanse of ceiling that covers the street. It is well worth a visit. It also gives you the opportunity to see Vegas the way it used to be before all the modern building took place along the Strip. Here the hotels are a lower key and the casinos are the main focus. It feels a little bit seedy and I would not like to stay here, preferring the glitzy hotels on the Strip, but it is certainly worth a visit.




    We did a helicopter trip while we were in Las Vegas, to fly over the Grand Canyon, which is number one on the fifty list. Although this was the first time that we had seen the canyon together, (Richard had been to the West coast before we met doing Vegas and the canyon), I am going to go into detail in Chapter 18 as that was when we stayed at the canyon. But the helicopter flight from Vegas is fantastic as you get to see how big this natural wonder is and it is almost like a fairground ride as you fly over ridges and drop down into the deep canyon. We stopped at the bottom of the gorge by the river for a little drink and a snack before flying back over Hoover Dam and up the Strip, which, by the time we returned, was lit up in the dark. I need to add a little titbit here; we had to wait for our helicopter to return with the previous group and when they disembarked and walked back through the reception area, we were gobsmacked to see that it was no other than the Bee Gees!




    Another trip we did was taking a small plane to the North Rim to visit a ranch. We had a tour of the ranch where they had a little menagerie of local reptiles and insects, including snakes. We then went to the North Rim, which is an area of the canyon that is less visited, and not as popular as the South Rim where the main Canyon village is located. We had the option of going by ATV or in a jeep. There were six of us on the tour, four young Italians and Richard and me. To our surprise, the Italians opted for the jeep, which was the easy mode of travel, whereas we went for the ATV. A little frightening at first, as the ground was rough and trying to control these four wheelers was difficult for me. But once I was used to steering and revving the throttle, not going too fast but enough to keep up with the jeep, I really enjoyed it – in fact, it was quite a thrill. We stopped for photos on the rim, looking down on the Colorado River below, amazed as to how this small waterway had carved through the rock to create this wondrous colossal river. My only problem with this trip was that the flight was very rocky due to the thermals over the canyon and surrounding plateau, and I felt quite ill on the return journey.




    Las Vegas is in the middle of the desert and you can do lots of adventurous excursions. We have done many as we have been to Las Vegas on numerous occasions. We love it so much that we would always try and include it on any itinerary to the West coast. We have done quad biking into the surrounding barren hills and driven a dune buggy through the sand dunes of Nevada. When we had a car, we visited Red Rock Canyon and took the scenic circuit around this mini-canyon, stopping for sightseeing and photographs – well worth a trip.




    We did a tour to go to Hoover Dam, booking through Viator.com on a tour that offered us something different, as it focused on it being a humorous trip! It was, and great fun, certainly different from just a normal visit to this manmade structure. The coach occupants were all given fake moustaches and glasses with “wobbly” eyes – we were told to put them on as we reached the security gate at the dam. When the military security guy came on board he was greeted by thirty people wearing these comical disguises. He took it in his stride and commented that he had a bus yesterday with a similar looking group! The dam tour is very interesting and it is good to see it close up. We drove over it the next day when we continued with our Parks and Canyons drive in 2008.




    We have stayed in quite a few of the hotels in Vegas – the Monte Carlo, Stratosphere, Luxor, Venetian and Bellagio. We stayed in the Venetian for Richard’s sixtieth birthday, and upgraded to a suite, which was huge with four televisions, including one in the bathroom! We had a bar, a lounge and a dining area where we enjoyed a champagne breakfast on the special day. But our favourite was at the Bellagio where, as I mentioned, we had a suite located in the central “spine” of the hotel, overlooking the fountains. The benefits of booking a suite started at the airport when we were met by a chauffeured limo, complementary with our booking. As we arrived at the hotel, we were greeted, by name, and escorted to the concierge lounge where we had a drink in comfort whilst waiting to check in. The suite was beautiful with his and hers bathrooms, located on opposite sides of the room. I had a huge Jacuzzi bath and Richard had a spa shower. The TV was hidden at the bottom of the bed, rising up only when required, so as it did not block the view of the fountains and the Strip, which we could look out on whilst lying in bed and gazing out through the huge, floor to ceiling, panoramic windows. It really is a case of – you get what you pay for in life!




    I do hope that we will have the opportunity to return to Vegas again. It is always changing with new facilities, hotels and experiences, and I am sure that when we go back there will be a whole new encounter to recall.




    


  




  

    Chapter 5




    Rio de Janeiro, Brazil (31) –


    March 2002, Our Honeymoon




    On 22 March 2002, Richard and I were married at Whitley Hall, Grenoside. The day was chosen as it was also my parents Golden Wedding Anniversary and we had a double celebration. It was a wonderful day. I know that I’m bound to say that, but I had waited such a long time for this day and I thought that I would never walk down the aisle. Richard said I had a silly grin on my face all day. The wedding photos bear witness to that! Even though it was March, we were lucky enough to have sunshine, and we were able to have the champagne reception outside in the gardens and most of our photographs were taken in the hotel grounds.




    But enough of the sentimentality – back to the travels! We had booked a long weekend over the Easter period in Rio before we got engaged, but Richard had contacted Kuoni and upgraded it to be our honeymoon. The upgrade was free and it meant that we had access to the Varig lounge at the airport, and an upgraded room at our hotel, The Luxor Continental. We flew from Heathrow direct to Rio, six days after our wedding and arrived at eight thirty in the morning to a temperature of thirty two degrees. On the flight our name was called out as we landed and we were told we had a private transfer to our hotel – obviously another “upgrade” benefit that we had not been aware of, but we were certainly not complaining! John, our driver, informed us that for a little extra we could have him drive us around on all our excursions that we had booked through Kuoni. This sounded like a wonderful luxury and at a reasonable price, so we agreed. On our drive from the airport to our hotel, we had many of Rio’s sites pointed out to us and everything was exactly how I imagined it would be – photographs just don’t do the city justice, it is beautiful and so green.




    Our hotel was set one street back from Copacabana Beach, and this was our first stop after we had unpacked. The beach is fabulous – very, very long with pristine white sands, aqua blue sea, a walkway/promenade that runs the full length of the beach, the road that is wide and busy and then another footpath where the restaurants, bars and hotels are located on Atlantica Avenue. It is absolutely perfect for strolling along and enjoying the sights of Rio. We did not hit the sands on this first day. We just stopped for a pizza and a beer for our lunch and returned that evening for a great steak.




    The following day we had our city tour. The first stop was Corcovado, the mountain that dominates the coastal area of Rio as it is two thousand seven hundred and twenty-six feet high with the thirty metre high statue of Christ the Redeemer on the top. You can ascend the mountain using the colourful funicular railway, but John drove us to the top, well as far as he could go. We walked the last two hundred and fifteen steps which was exhausting but worth all the effort. We were lucky, as it was such a clear day that we could see for miles and the view from the top of the mountain is spectacular. It was busy but not too bad, even though it was Easter Saturday.




    From Corcovado we drove to Sugarloaf Mountain, which stands at the top of Copacabana Beach. It is around half the size of Corcovado at thirteen hundred feet, but the experience and views were no less spectacular as we could see the main city of Rio, some of the other beaches and islands in the bay. You reach the summit of Sugarloaf by cable car – there are two cars, one goes up while the other comes down, crossing half way along this incredible, thrilling ride. We were lucky yet again, as the following day they were closing the cable car to have the cable replaced, and it would not be running for the rest of the time we were in Rio, so it was a good job that John took us on this day – and the queues weren’t bad either!
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    That evening we went on an organised event to have a Brazilian barbecue, followed by a Samba show. The barbecue offers so much meat, it was a good job neither of us are vegetarians! It is accompanied by salad and vegetables, so your meal is not a hundred percent protein, but there is certainly enough! The waiters come around the table with huge skewers containing all sorts of roasted meats – beef, lamb, and pork, from which they carve slices of hot, juicy meat onto your plate, as well as chicken pieces, sausages and steak. Fabulous meal! It certainly left us fat and fulfilled! The Samba show is a way of showing off some of the carnival costumes that are used just once for the Mardi Gras Carnival that takes place in February each year. This is Rio’s busiest time and is, of course, famous around the world as being the largest street carnival anywhere. Each Samba school has its own float and theme each year, and they practice the dances and prepare their colourful and spectacular costumes months in advance. How the girls manage to dance and move around with the head-dresses made of feathers and material that rise probably two feet from their heads, I’ll never know. (In January 2014 we did a cruise along the Amazon and went to Parintins, a small village where they have an annual festival called La Bamba and they have two teams who dress up with similar outfits as those worn in Rio at the carnival. We had a chance to get up close to them and even try them on – they were not light and very cumbersome to move around in.)




    On Easter Sunday we went to the Maracanã Stadium to see a football match! Not something you would normally expect to be doing on a honeymoon, but this might be the only time that we go to Rio and, being the largest stadium in the world (at that time) with a capacity for one hundred and sixty thousand people, it was a site that was worth a visit, even for a non-footie person like me! We went to see Botafogo play America; two local sides competing in a cup match. It was not well attended, as there were only five thousand there on this occasion, but the Brazilian fans were still loud, rowdy and very active, waving their flags, banging drums and cheering their side-on. Botafogo needed to win to get through to the knockout rounds, but America scored a late goal and won one-nil. There were not a lot of westerners or tourists at the match. It was attended mainly by Brazilians, but everyone made us feel very welcome and allowed us to keep changing our seat to get to the shaded areas as the sun moved around the stadium.




    We are not beach people and even when we do stay at a coastal hotel, it is quite rare for us to actually spend time on the beach, but in Rio you MUST lie on Copacabana Beach. It would be unforgivable not to. As we collected our umbrella and chairs from our hotel concierge, we were warned not to take anything to the beach – no camera, wallet, bag, jewellery, watches, anything. This was the first time where we felt nervous about the infamy of Rio and the crime that it is known for. Until then, we had not felt threatened at all and had not witnessed any problems, but after this warning we started to be very cautious about where we walked and what we were carrying. Needless to say, on our morning at the beach, we had no problems at all. I sat in the shade and just enjoyed watching Brazilians enjoying the sun, sea and sand. The girls that parade up and down in skimpy bikini’s do their best to get noticed and the boys aren’t much better, being macho, playing beach footie or volleyball. The breeze from the ocean kept us cool and we stayed for a few hours just letting the sights pass us by. When we got up to leave, we dipped our feet into the cooling water and then proceeded to walk up the beach, barefoot, to the promenade. Well, we ended up running in a most undignified manner – the sand was so hot it was burning our feet! Talk about a mad dash for freedom!




    In the afternoon we had a tour all around Rio, going to Ipanema Beach, through the park where we had wonderful views of the beaches, up through the Saint Theresa district, where we saw the trolley bus climbing slowly up Corcovado. We then went into the city centre where we saw the cathedral, library, opera house, state buildings, red beach and finally the harbour.




    The location of our hotel was perfect for finding somewhere to eat. Just around the corner and along Atlantica Avenue are all sorts of eateries from fine dining to pizza and snacks. We enjoyed the seafood at Mab’s where the prawns were served on skewers that were so big they looked like small swords! Probably the best meal we had was at the French restaurant on the thirty-seventh floor of the Meridian Hotel overlooking Copacabana. The meal was fabulous and is the birthplace of the dessert “St Honore”, which was created by the restaurant’s chef, Paul Bocuse. He came out to ask us what we ate and whether we had enjoyed the meal. This was my first time in a really high standard restaurant with a renowned chef, and for him to greet us in such a way was certainly a “wow” factor for me. The meal, including wine, cost us around one hundred pounds and was worth every penny. It is probably a lot more expensive now, but I would not hesitate to go back there again. As Richard and I have travelled more, we have enjoyed many more fabulous meals at some highly recommended restaurants, some of them Michelin starred, and, with age, our palates have become a lot more discerning, and we now really do enjoy fine food and wine.




    The next day, we returned to Ipanema Beach using the free shuttle service from our hotel. We had to pay a visit to the workshops and the store of H Stern first, as they were the ones organising the transfer, but, with a guided audio tour it was quite interesting to see the fine workmanship that was taking place behind the glass windows of the workshops. I succumbed to the wonderful pieces on display and purchased a blue topaz ring set in yellow gold. I still wear it to this day, so the one hundred and seventy pounds that it cost was a fair trade. Jewellery and shopping in general is my biggest weakness when I am on holiday as I think that the designs, the quality and the price, are so much better than at home in the UK.




    In Ipanema we found the bar where the song “The Girl from Ipanema” was written. Inside are photographs and newspaper cuttings of “that girl”, and also the score is plastered all over the walls of the bar.




    There is so much to see in Rio and it is developing all the time. Having hosted some of the World Cup matches in 2014, including the final and being the hosts of the Olympics in 2016, there will have been a lot of changes since our holiday in 2002. I hope that we can go back to this vibrant city and see it again to relive some of our honeymoon memories.




    


  




  

    Chapter 6




    Paris, France (27) – June 2002




    




    The City of Lights, Gay Paree! We had six nights in Paris to celebrate Richard’s birthday. You will find that a lot of our holidays coincide with our anniversary on the 22nd of March, Richard’s birthday on the 6th of June or my birthday on the 10th of October, as we try to celebrate these special occasions away from home. In fact, until 2017, the only anniversary we have had at home was our first, which we celebrated with Mum and Dad at Whitley Hall, where we were married.




    I had been to Paris three times before, but this was Richard’s first time, so we did everything suggested in the guide book, plus a bit more! I don’t know how many times I book holidays which coincide with the Olympics or the World Cup, and this year was no exception – at least we saw England’s opening match against Sweden before we flew out (they drew 1–1 by


    the way).




    Our hotel in Paris was not good – the location was perfect, very close to the Arc de Triomphe and a stone’s throw from the metro station, but the room was very small, even by European standards. We had a sliver of a window, that looked onto an internal patio area; not that we could see it as it really was so narrow. It let in no light and offered very little in the way of a view. You could not have the bathroom door and wardrobe door open at the same time, as they clashed – so one of us had to sit on the bed whilst the other washed and dressed. Breakfast was dreadful too, the worst continental breakfast we have ever experienced. There was so little to choose from, and one morning, when we were down late, all the cheese and ham had gone, so we were left with a bread roll and jam!
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