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INTRODUCTION


When I was giving some thought to the subject of travelling for this book, I came across a quote by a Moroccan traveller, Ibn Battuta: ‘Travelling: it leaves you speechless, then turns you into a storyteller.’ I can’t say that I’ve ever been left speechless by anything, but I understand what he means. I have often been in awe of all the wonderful things I’ve seen: the bustling cities, the strange and wonderful wildlife, the beautiful monuments, the fantastic scenery and, most of all, the people I’ve met along the way. And, being a bit of a storyteller, I thought I’d commit my travels to paper and share these journeys with you. Not because I want to show off, but because I hope they’ll provide you with a little bit of escapism on a rainy winter’s afternoon, and perhaps even a bit of extra knowledge or a travel tip or two.




Unlike Ibn Battuta, who was a 14th-century scholar and who travelled all over the world on a sort of pilgrimage, to understand more about himself and about the places he visited, I’m not a pilgrim: I’ve never walked the Camino de Santiago, sadly, because I have a wonky foot, and I haven’t spent a full 29 years on the road like our Moroccan friend! Nonetheless, I have been fortunate enough in my life to travel a great deal and writing this book has prompted me to reflect a bit on my passion for travel and why I love it so much.


I was lucky enough to begin when travelling was still a glamorous thing: in the days before package travel, getting from A to B was generally long and expensive and while cheap air fares have opened up the world to everyone, which is a good thing, part of me misses the era when people dressed up to the nines to go on a flight – remember that? No tracksuits and Nikes in those days! I can still remember my first trip abroad, with my sister Kate to the wedding of the brother of our French student Claire. Firstly, the very idea of two teens from Balally jetting off to Paris was unheard of, so we were the envy of the neighbourhood, but not only that, the wedding was out of this world. Kate and I spent the trip with our eyes out on stalks admiring the wealthy French, with their gorgeous clothes and sophistication. The wedding was straight from the pages of a celebrity magazine, and afterwards we took in the sights of the city, from the Eiffel Tower to Montmartre to the Jardin des Tuileries. It was absolutely magical. What an introduction to travel – I think it spoiled me! However, I’m mindful of a quote I once read from Paulo Coelho: ‘Travel is never a matter of money but of courage.’ Absolutely true. The best experiences I’ve had have been the most unexpected, from a visit to a Maasai home to a holiday chaperoning my 11 nieces and nephews in a minibus that we all remember and talk about to this day. Holidays are about the experiences, but also about the memories.


It hasn’t always been glamour, of course: every year I spend seven weeks in the United States, lugging big boxes of travel brochures around from city to city, taking an endless succession of flights (poor you, Francis, I hear you say!) as part of my Tourism Ireland job. It’s hard work and between flying in to a new city, setting up our ‘show’, working hard to woo Americans to Ireland, then packing everything away and flying off to the next destination, there’s not much time to wander around to take in the sights, but when there is, I drink it all in. I have become an expert at getting an early flight to my destination so that I can have a wander, or making sure that if we have a rare night off, we have booked tickets for a show or some kind of tourist experience. I’m a sucker for hop-on, hop-off buses (the best way to see a place quickly) and for finding one-off trips for my travelling companions. I love organising things, as those of you who have seen my Grand Tour will probably know, but I don’t do it for ‘celebrity’ reasons, even though I’ve loved making the show and meeting the lovely people who have come with me. I actually first started organising trips for my pals in Skål, the professional travel organisation, and discovered that I liked it, because I enjoy making other people happy. It’s a role that I find natural; I’m not a drinker, so I’m always up and about early and chivvying the rest onto the bus, and I get such a buzz from giving my travelling companions an unforgettable experience.


I have been keeping a diary of my travels since 1966 and I have enjoyed leafing through them immensely when researching this book; they bring back such happy memories. I treasure them and the people I’ve met along the way. In this book, you’ll learn quite a bit about me by the places I’ve visited, the foods I’ve eaten and the friends I’ve made, as well as the weird and wonderful things that have happened to me on my travels. You’ll find out things about me that might surprise you, and isn’t that great? That’s what travel is all about – finding out things about yourself that you might not expect. Maybe you’ll have discovered that you hate spicy food or that heat brings you out in a rash, but perhaps you’ll also discover that you are braver than you thought you were, or more adventurous; that eating foreign foods and talking to people who don’t share your language is fun and exciting. Finding out about other cultures really does broaden the mind.


However, the thing about travel is that we always come home. In my case, I love every moment of my journeys, but when I open the hall door of my home in Co. Kerry, put down my suitcases and go into the kitchen to put the kettle on, I feel a real sense of homecoming. I sit on the sofa in the living room with a cup of tea, taking in the garden, forgetting about the big pile of post on the hall table, just having a moment before plunging back into the day-to-day realities of work and business. One of my friends calls it ‘re-entry’, as if I’m coming back from outer space! It really does feel like that sometimes, and I admit that there can be a fair amount of moaning and groaning, but just for those few minutes, as I sit there listening to the birds and the rain falling on the window, I know that I’m home. There really is nothing like it.


Happy travelling!
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‘In the unlikely story that is
America, there has never been
anything false about hope.’ –


Barack Obama


When the Beatles were touring America in 1964, a reporter asked Ringo Starr, ‘How do you find America?’ He replied, ‘Turn left at Greenland.’ This joke has always amused me, because of course the reporter wanted to know what he thought about the place! America has a special place in my heart. Some people say that it has changed, but in my experience it remains the country I have always loved. I love the people, their friendliness and warmth; I love the big cities and the can-do attitude and the scale of everything. In America, nothing is impossible, and because I spend seven weeks of every year there, it’s a country I’ve come to know very well, criss-crossing it every springtime for Tourism Ireland, often taking in as many as 40 cities in one trip. But the irony is, unlike practically everyone else, I never got to emigrate there – nearly, but not quite. And do you know what? I’m happy now that I didn’t.


When I was in college in the 1970s, along with all my friends, I wanted to get to America. The perception was that if you got there, you were made. So, when I left Dublin College of Catering in 1978, my first job was in Parknasilla in Sneem, Co. Kerry. Lo and behold, Mr Edwards, CEO of Hilton Hotels in America, came to stay – I couldn’t believe my luck. I made it my goal to approach him and ask him about going to the States – this was my once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, or so I thought, so I waited for the right moment and delivered my little speech. ‘I’m a newly graduated student from catering college and I’d love the opportunity to work in America.’ He was very nice and clearly well used to being asked, so he offered me his card. ‘When you get settled, send me your CV and I’ll get it into the right channels and we’ll talk to you.’ I was delighted with myself, and sent off my CV, watching the post like a hawk for any reply.


As it happened, Hilton Hotels were opening a pub called Kitty O’Shea’s in the Palmer House Hotel in Chicago. Some of you might know the Palmer House as it’s a real landmark in Chicago, a real old-fashioned swanky hotel from the time when that kind of opulence was all the rage: 20 floors high, with seven ballrooms and swimming pools and fabulous decor – chandeliers, thick carpets, the lot. You can imagine my excitement. The man in charge of the new pub was the Hilton’s food and beverage manager, Benny Martin from Sligo, and the first I knew that Mr Edwards had been as good as his word was when I got a letter one January morning from Benny. He said he’d like to interview me for a position at Kitty O’Shea’s and, by the way, was my mother Maura Gallagher from Sligo? Clearly, the Irish network was going strong in Chicago, because there was nothing on my CV mentioning Sligo!


The next time I was home, I said to my mother, ‘Do you know Benny Martin?’ and she said, ‘Oh, of course I do. I went out with him once. He took me on a bike to a dance in Ballintubber.’ The penny dropped. Only in Ireland! It turned out that Benny was from Mum’s native county and she also told me that his brother used to make suits for Frank Sinatra, which impressed me no end. Benny had ended up in America and had gone on to great things at the Hilton.


I’ve always had luck like that, I think. Just when I’m least expecting it, something good happens, and I was delighted with myself when Benny said he’d progress my application for a work visa through the American embassy. I was well and truly on my way, I thought. However, my usual good luck seemed to have run out, because it was the year of the postal strike, which lasted from January to May, and what’s more, the P&T, as they were called then, ran the telephone system as well – so we couldn’t make or receive calls. It probably seems unreal in this day and age, but for five long months, there was no communication at all from or to Parknasilla. (You might well ask how we managed to run a business, but they were different times!) So I heard nothing further from Benny until May, when the strike was over and an avalanche of post arrived at the hotel. One of the letters was from the Hilton, of course, and in it, Benny Martin wrote to tell me to present myself at the American embassy in Ballsbridge on 11 February – three months earlier – to process my Green Card. It was too late, and when I rang the embassy, the nice people told me to forget it. I never did get to America, at least, not in the way I’d intended. Life is like that, full of unexpected forks in the road, and just when you think you’re headed one way, you veer off down another path. If I’d gone to America to work for Benny, who knows where I’d be now or what I’d be doing?


Now, I love my trips to America every spring and even though it’s hard work, with all those flights and tourism shows, I feel fortunate. I’ve met so many people and made so many memories over the years, and even though the shows are different these days, and there isn’t such a big gang of us on the road (at one stage, there used to be 40 of us travelling together, but now, we’re about a dozen), I still love what I do, telling Americans all about Ireland and encouraging them to visit.


The Lone Star State


Sometimes, I’m amused at the kind of customer I get, such as the lady who approached me at a trade show in Dallas, Texas. Now, I have to tell you that Dallas is a great city. Until I came to know it, I thought that it was all the Ewings and Southfork from the TV show of the same name (and yes, you can do a tour of the ranch!), and there certainly is no shortage of ‘bling’, but in spite of its futuristic skyline, it’s unpretentious, bustling, with great food and great culture. I love the Botanical Gardens, particularly in springtime, when they have the most fantastic displays of spring flowers and cherry blossom, and in autumn, when the trees in the arboretum are ablaze. They have wonderful classical music if that’s your thing, and there’s a museum of Asian art called the Crow Collection of Asian Art, which is spectacular, and, of course, the Sixth Floor Museum overlooking Dealey Plaza, which you may recognise as the famous Texas School Book Depository, where Lee Harvey Oswald took aim on JFK’s motorcade. And, as you’ll see shortly, there is quite a lot of cowboy entertainment, as you’d expect.


Anyway, there I was at the trade show in Dallas when a lady came up to me and said that she’d never been to Ireland and would love to go. I outlined various areas of interest in the country and told her how many visitors came to Kerry every year. She looked interested and asked me how she’d get to Kerry from Dallas. I said she could fly from Dallas to Chicago or New York, then on to Dublin or to Shannon.


‘How far are you from Dublin?’ she asked.


I said, ‘Four hours.’


‘Four hours?’ she said in astonishment. ‘Oh, no, my husband wouldn’t stay in a car for four hours.’


Well, I thought, you’re some spoiled Dallas queen, but I was being very nice, as these events teach you great patience. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘If you fly to Shannon, it’s only two and a half hours from there to Kenmare.’


‘Oh, no,’ she insisted. ‘He’d never stand for that.’ Oh, God, I thought, and then she said, ‘Is there no other way we could get there?’


I racked my brains, then said, ‘Well, you could fly to London and then London to Cork and then we’re only an hour and a quarter away. Would he do that?’


‘He might,’ she replied, ‘but why would we fly to London?’


‘Well,’ I said, mystified, ‘you’d save time – you said you didn’t want to do four hours from Dublin.’


‘It’s an awfully long way around the world,’ she replied.


Well, I thought, I’m sorry they put Kerry so far away from you, but needless to say, I didn’t tell her that out loud. ‘Inside thoughts’, a friend of mine calls them! ‘Well, it’s the only way of getting to us,’ I replied.


‘Have you not got an airport near you?’ she said. ‘You see, we have our own plane.’


Sacred Heart, I thought. ‘Well, you never said. That’s marvellous! Oh, sure, everyone has one of them – what’s the fuss?’ I went on to say she could fly it to Farranfore, only 28 miles from Kenmare and a very well-equipped airport too. ‘I think it can take a 747,’ I added helpfully.


‘Oh,’ she said, ‘we don’t have one of them.’ I felt like saying, ‘How very disappointing.’ She probably had a Learjet. Everything in Dallas is bigger and better. She never did come for a visit!


I also have very fond memories of the Stockyards in Fort Worth, a city that’s actually 30 miles away from Dallas, but is within what’s called the DFW metroplex, that is, the greater area of Dallas–Fort Worth–Arlington. Fort Worth is sometimes known as Cowtown, for a reason, because it’s the home of the rodeo, and indeed its flag has a steer on it. It also has a world-class gallery, the Kimbell Art Museum, which actually does look like a cattle shed – which is not an insult, but entirely fitting given the location, and it’s lovely, with a stunning collection. Anyway, on this particular visit in 1986, I was coming into Fort Worth with Bord Fáilte, as it was known at the time, for work. As we had so little free time – we’d always be working very hard all day, then pack up our road show and go to the airport and fly out – often the only spare hours would be the night before a show, if we were lucky enough to get in in the afternoon. I’m always on the lookout for shows that might be on in the places we’re visiting, and in Fort Worth, I hit pay dirt! That very night, the rodeo was on, and as I’d never seen one, I thought it would be great. An American friend of mine, Cilla, got six tickets, two for herself and her husband and four for the Irish gang, and off we went.


The Stockyards in Fort Worth are like an Irish mart, only on a giant scale: they were where they used to bring all the cattle, and all the breeders would come to buy them, going back to the 1920s. The show was just fantastic, with lots of bullriding, lassoing and other cowboy activities, and the place was jam-packed with people, like All-Ireland Day here. There was a place where you could get your hat steamed to get it nice and clean, and competitions for the best-dressed cowboy and cowgirl. After all that excitement, we retired to a giant Texan bar, which had a huge dancefloor with a pole in the middle – not that kind of pole! – and you had to dance around it in a circle. If you went the wrong way, you’d be killed. The band were brilliant and we had a blast. Then I spotted that they had a mechanised rodeo bull, which impressed me no end. We’d never seen the like of it in Ireland, but I wasn’t going to be foolish enough to get on it. My friend Majella was with me – a great girl – and nothing would do me but to get her up on the bull. Eventually, she decided she’d have a go. She hung on, but only lasted about 20 seconds, which is not bad! To this day, she always says, ‘I’ll never forget when you got me on the bull in Fort Worth.’


Whenever I travel, I always get the cheapest flight, because I like to do things at the right price, but sometimes I like to treat myself and I’ll go to the Rosewood Mansion on Turtle Creek, which, for me, is the nicest hotel in Dallas. It’s gorgeous, with its golden stone and turrets and towers – not authentic, of course; nothing in Dallas is ‘old’ in the sense that we know it – but built in the 1920s. The original owners travelled Europe in search of inspiration, lucky them, and apparently the architecture is Renaissance in inspiration. It’s certainly lovely and elegant, and one of my absolute favourite places to stay. Mind you, when I was staying there for a show once, I did get nabbed by a very elegantly dressed man who mistook me for a wealthy Dallas citizen and invited me to the launch of a floating apartment cruise ship called the Residensea. Can you imagine? An apartment on this ship costs an initial €3 million plus an annual €400k service charge, and you can go all over the world on it – you can go to Rio for the Carnival ... the lady with the private jet probably bought one! The man gave me a lot of bumf about it and they kept sending it to me for years, not that I was tempted! I’ve never even been on board, sadly, but my brother John was a guest at a lunch on board and says it’s out of this world.


New Mexico is next door to Texas; sadly, I haven’t spent much time there, although I did send one of my chefs in the Park Hotel Kenmare there some years ago, which provided me with a nice story. We usually send the staff off to other hotels in the closed season to improve their education and to bring home ideas from other parts of the world. I said to my chef at the time, Bruno, ‘Where would you like to go?’ He said he’d love to get experience of cooking ‘new American cuisine’. What he meant by that was the new, lighter style of cooking that was taking shape in places like California and New Mexico, with lots of bright flavours. Now, I knew a Mrs Stevens, who owned a hotel in Santa Fe, New Mexico, so I said I’d set him up with a stage, as we call it, with her.


It all worked out very well, but about a week before he was due to go, he came into the office and said, ‘I’m just wondering what to bring her as a gift.’


I said, ‘How about an Aran jumper? It’ll never go out of style and will be very acceptable.’


‘Great idea!’ he said, and went off into Kenmare to get a nice one for Mrs Stevens.


Now, this was long before you could look places up like you can nowadays and we probably didn’t have many guidebooks on New Mexico at the time, so Bruno had imagined that a hot desert would be waiting for him. A week or so later, off he flew, expecting to be hit with a wall of sunshine on his arrival. He got the fright of his life, because it was under two feet of snow! New Mexico is at a very high altitude and snow in the winter is not at all uncommon, but poor Bruno wasn’t prepared. He had a suitcase full of shorts, T-shirts and runners, and so frozen was he, he didn’t part with the Aran sweater, but wore it himself!


I remember that he came back with all kinds of fresh ideas from New Mexico, like guacamole and chilli sauces, and a lovely corn soup. I hadn’t realised that New Mexican food is a bit different. It’s not Mexican, I’m told, and it’s not Tex-Mex either, which uses a lot of beef and cheese. There are elements of both in it, but it has a style all of its own. McDonald’s in New Mexico even has a green chilli burger! Green chilli is a cornerstone of New Mexican cooking and apparently at holiday time, green chilli stew is served everywhere. It reminds me a little bit of Irish stew, except that it uses beef or pork and a ton of green chilli! They even have a special chilli festival in the autumn to celebrate their favourite spicy vegetable. Sopapillas are another must-eat in New Mexico, little flaky pastry parcels that can be filled with mince for savoury eating, or cheese or, yes, chilli! But it can also be sweet, with a little honey drizzled over it.


You Can’t Take Them Anywhere


Returning to my brother John, some of my fondest memories of the States involve him, and indeed travelling with Mum, which I’ve done twice, and also, unforgettably, with my 11 nieces and nephews. I’m sure John didn’t enjoy the first story I’m about to tell you, but we can laugh about it now. And it’s set in one of my favourite parts of the country, California. I haven’t spent quite as much time as I’d like in the Golden State, as it’s usually been all about the work, but I have come to know Los Angeles reasonably well, even though its charms are not obvious at first! Some people love that year-long blue sky and sunshine, and yes, it’s great to get a dose of it in early spring, when it’s cold and grey back in Kerry, but I find the smog and the traffic hard work.


I prefer to take the Pacific Coast Highway up to San Francisco, or down to San Diego. You’ll probably have heard of this road, as it’s one of the great scenic routes of the world and it is spectacular – twisting and turning high up above the Pacific Ocean, under that gorgeous blue sky, made famous by Clint Eastwood’s Play Misty for Me. There’s Big Sur, with the huge mountains that slope down to the ocean. There’s the breathtaking Hearst Castle in San Simeon, a huge estate built by William Randolph Hearst for his art collection, and home to magnificent rooms and gardens. The lovely Pfeiffer Beach is an absolute must at sunset: there’s a rock formation, Keyhole Arch, through which you can peek at the setting sun. And it has purple sand! Apparently, the colour is due to minerals that wash down from the mountains. Now, American beaches are not like Irish beaches – they have entrance fees (I know!) and opening and closing times, which might not please those of us keen on our evening bonfires and barbecues, but America is more regimented than here, I find, a bit more organised, which has its good and bad points.


Carmel is another lovely spot on the Pacific Coast Highway, with another pristine beach, this time with golden sand. It’s probably most famous for its onetime mayor Clint Eastwood, but it was originally a Spanish mission and an artists’ retreat. In many ways, it resembles a cute English country village. This is due to the presence of a number of Comstock cottages, fairy-tale little houses with shingle roofs, timber frames, ornate windows and gorgeous little wrought-iron door knockers and bells. They were built in the 1920s by a Mr Hugh Comstock, initially for his wife who wanted a house for her doll collection, but then he got carried away and filled the town with them! You can take a guided tour to learn more about them, or if you wander around, you’ll keep coming across them. The gardens, with their brick patios and rambling roses, are a favourite of mine. The cottages give Carmel a unique, antique atmosphere that really is like nowhere else in America.


Anyway, back to poor John, who never got anywhere near the Comstock cottages, for reasons that will become clear. When I first started to do the shows in the USA, John was working in the Sligo Park Hotel and hadn’t yet gone to America. He felt positively left out, as you can imagine, so when Tourism Ireland wanted help and hands to lug boxes from place to place, my good friend Jean said, ‘Would John like to come out?’ He was only delighted to take holidays from work and come along.


We worked through New York and Chicago and John was thrilled with it all, particularly seeing the Big Apple for the first time. However, when he got to LA, he wasn’t feeling well, and next thing, he was covered in red spots. It turned out he had chicken pox and, as he was an adult, he got it really badly. The doctor came to see him in his hotel room and told him he’d have to be quarantined for at least ten days, and poor John was devastated. But when the good doctor asked him if he was with a group, he had the presence of mind to say no, because otherwise all 40 of us would have had to be quarantined!


So, John had to stay in the hotel while the rest of us went on to Tampa in Florida. I can remember that he wasn’t happy about that. We were staying in the Century Plaza in Los Angeles as I remember, with the staff leaving his food outside the door. It was a really nice hotel, a gigantic 19-storey modern building shaped in a crescent – pure modern America, but I think it was slightly lost on John. One bright spot was that, at the time, the actor Telly Savalas lived in the hotel. He was very famous because he’d played Kojak, the lollipop-sucking detective, and was a big star. When he found out there was an Irish fellow there, he used to come to John’s room every day for a chat – isn’t that nice? Presumably he was immune to chicken pox!


When I mentioned to John that the chicken pox story would feature in my new book, he reminded me of a little coda to it that I’d forgotten. After his quarantine, he followed the group to Boston, the next town on our agenda, shuffling onto the flight in his T-shirt, jeans and runners and the big coat he’d bought for colder destinations. When he got to the Boston Park Plaza, face covered in red spots, with calamine lotion all over him, in his scruffy attire, he was surprised to find the staff making an enormous fuss of him. ‘Mr Brennan, you’re in the Garden Room,’ the receptionist told him. Very nice, he thought, even if, when he got upstairs, it didn’t seem to be all that exciting, just a pleasant hotel room with a view of the hotel gardens. Anyway, John settled in and went downstairs to start getting the conference room ready for the show and to meet the rest of the gang after his enforced isolation, and when he got back up to his room later, there was a lady sitting outside it on a chair. ‘I’m terribly sorry, Mr Brennan,’ she said, ‘I’ve been off duty since nine a.m., but I made an awful mistake. You were meant to be in the Garden Suite, so I’ve taken the liberty of moving your baggage. I hope you don’t mind.’ John wasn’t delighted, because I had given him a nice belt as a present that got lost in the move, but he allowed himself to be shown to his new room, which was a three-bed suite with a dining-room table set for 14 people, a baby grand piano, a big sitting room and a fireplace! John was thrilled, if a bit puzzled – he wasn’t expecting 14 guests. It transpired that when the reservations manager had seen the name ‘John Brennan’ on the list, he’d convinced himself that it was actually Seamus Brennan, the then minister for tourism. ‘I was the one with the runners and the jeans and the beard a week old, face covered in spots – and they thought I was a government minister.’


There’s always a lot of excitement around John Brennan, as I remember well from that tour. Before the chicken pox incident, John and I had worked our way down to San Diego, south of Los Angeles. It’s not far from the Mexican border, so it has a really Spanish feel to it, but it also has a tree-lined Victorian centre, and it’s perfect for browsing in the shops, walking along the palm-lined beaches and cycling in the parks. It is so laid back. In truth, John and I weren’t taking in too much of the scenery during this visit because we were busy, but one incident really sticks in both our minds.


We were staying in a hotel complex in downtown San Diego and, at the time, there were ferocious thunderstorms (we tend to forget that California isn’t all sea and sunshine). John was sitting out on the balcony of our room, and during a particularly heavy downpour, he noticed that there was water flooding everywhere. ‘C’mon, we’ll go downstairs and have a look,’ he said. Then, to my alarm, we heard a sudden firecracker sound, which we both knew to be gunshots, and he got even more excited – he was a young man at this stage and Sligo wasn’t gunshot alley – but as his sensible older brother, I was reluctant to set foot outside the room. Eventually, he looked out another window and noticed that the street was filling with water. ‘Oh, come on, Francis, let’s go down and have a look.’


‘All right then,’ I said reluctantly, unwilling to let him venture out on his own – if something happened to him, Mum would kill me.


The street that runs along the front of the hotel leads to a bridge, which is designed to open at the sides to let the overflow of water escape. However, with the sheer volume of water, which we could see tumbling down the ravine behind the hotel, suddenly the street was awash. Next thing, from our vantage point on the sidewalk, a Lincoln town car – a big, square American car – came down the street and, in spite of us all yelling at them to stop, ploughed into the water. There were four blue-rinse elderly ladies in it, and to our horror, they drove straight into this lake. As the water rose, the lights of the car began to dim. Because everything in these cars is electric, of course the car was now completely immobile – and they couldn’t open the windows either. Thankfully, one of the blue-rinse ladies had had her window open and the next thing we knew, she was clambering out of it to perch on the bonnet, while the car filled with the water, now a raging torrent.


Next thing, the coastguard appeared. Now, we were in the middle of the city of San Diego, so John nearly had hysterics when he saw it: it would be like seeing the RNLI in the middle of O’Connell Street. The coastguard had a surfboard on the roof of his jeep, which John thought was even more funny, with visions of one of the ladies surfing off down the street. So, the coastguard fired a harpoon out to the car that caught in the roof, and then he stretched its rope out and clambered along it to get to the ladies. He got them all out of the car and onto the bonnet and then Coastguard Team Two launched a little inflatable boat and shot another harpoon; my man attached this to the car as well and then put the ladies, one by one, into the boat. There was no shooting, which we’d come to see, but this was ample reward.


On another trip to California, when I was chairman of Small Luxury Hotels of the World (SLHW), we had our congress in La Jolla, which is about 20 kilometres north of San Diego, on the coast. It’s idyllic, as you’d expect, with seven miles of beaches and Torrey Pines wildlife reserve, which has all kinds of wildlife, from bobcats to skunks and all kinds of wild birds. It’s a very popular place for hikes. Now, I’d got terribly excited about the location and decided that we’d have a party on the beach one night – a barbecue for 400 people, as you do! We had a man from Hawaii make genuine Hawaiian shirts for everyone to wear, but the weather turned out to be absolutely freezing, so at the last minute, I had to go to a local market and bulk buy black hoodies to keep everyone warm. (As a nice little aside, my Hawaiian shirt ended up playing a starring role in a school production of Joseph and the Amazing Technicolour Dreamcoat. My good friend Frank used to teach in a secondary school on the north side of Dublin and asked if he could borrow that ‘mad shirt’ of mine to go under Joseph’s coat – I never saw it again.)


That’s the thing about California: everyone assumes it’s an idyll, but with the forest fires, flash floods and earthquakes it makes Ireland, with its merely variable weather, look quite appealing. I can clearly remember one earthquake in San Francisco in 1994. Again, it was a work trip and we were all staying at the Holiday Inn, Union Square. It’s at the heart of the city, with all the big stores, like Macy’s and Saks Fifth Avenue on it, and the Westin St Francis Hotel, another one of those big, swanky American hotels. There’s a lovely street called Maiden Lane that runs off Union Square that’s full of art galleries and restaurants and tables out on the street for people-watching – but apparently, during the Gold Rush, it played host to ladies of the night! Must be where it got its name ...


We stayed up until the early hours talking, as we often did when we were all on the road, and I crawled up to bed at 4 a.m. I thought, I’m exhausted, I’ll run a bath and relax in it and then I’ll sleep really well, so I got into the bath and lay back: the bathroom had been decorated with foil paper with yachts on it, as I recall, and I think it stuck in my mind because of what happened next. Suddenly, I found myself under the water. I got such a fright, because one minute, I was soaking nicely, the next, my face was four inches under the water. Maybe I’d fallen asleep, I thought, deciding that I’d better get out, because if I fell asleep again, I’d drown. It took me a while to nod off, I can tell you.


The next morning, I saw on the news that there had been an earthquake and when I chatted to the woman at reception, she informed me that anti-earthquake buildings sway, which explained the little tidal wave in my bath. Imagine – to drown in an earthquake on the 20th floor! I was highly amused, however, when one of the gang got onto the Irish Independent about ‘surviving the earthquake’ and got lots of press out of it, while he’d actually slept through the whole thing. If only I’d been quicker off the mark.


I can remember another near miss in a little suburban town in the San Francisco Bay Area, Moraga, where I’d been invited to spend the weekend by the CEO of Transamerica. (Transamerica had started to fly to Ireland, which was big news at the time, as we didn’t have Pan Am or United Airlines or any of the big carriers, but it’s probably best known for the Transamerica Pyramid, an iconic skyscraper in a triangle shape, wide at the bottom and narrowing to a point at the top. It was once the eighth tallest building in the world, at 853 feet. When you consider that the Burj Khalifa in Dubai is 2,717 feet, that doesn’t seem very tall, but in 1972, America led the way for skyscrapers, as well as for everything else.)


The CEO had just had a new house built and invited me to come out to Moraga to stay for the weekend. I knew that the house had cost $850,000, which was a fortune at the time, and I was eager to have a look – it didn’t disappoint, being absolutely spectacular. But then, in the middle of the night, I was awoken by a loud banging on the bedroom door and shouts of ‘Get up, get up, quick!’ I jumped up, threw on the robe I’d been given and my slippers and ran outside. It was pouring from the heavens at this point and we and the neighbours who lived in the four other substantial homes in the cul-de-sac stood outside in our pyjamas huddled under umbrellas. It transpired that there had been a small earthquake and in the heavy rain, they were worried that their homes might slide down the hill. I couldn’t believe it – I’d prefer to be in my own place at home in Kerry, rather than in this amazing house, which could disappear at any moment! It didn’t slide down the hill on that occasion, but to this day I often wonder if the house is still standing – I suppose it’s the price you pay if you live somewhere like that, beautiful, but fragile.


In fact, the recent volcano in Hawaii reminded me of how lovely places like this are often not easy to live in and it makes me feel all the more grateful for home. I first visited Hawaii in 1989 with Skål and we were staying in the Sheraton Waikiki Hotel. As you can imagine, it was very much sun and sandy beaches: Waikiki Beach is one of the most famous beaches in the world, a lovely long curve of sand with Diamond Head or Leahi (that’s ‘brow of the tuna’ in the native language) a large green hump in the background. Unlike the north of the island of Oahu, the sea here is relatively calm, but with enough waves for most surfers. In fact, Hawaii’s most famous surfer, Duke Kahanamoku, known as the Big Kahuna, learned at Waikiki and there’s a statue of him on the seafront. I don’t surf, because of my foot, but I do scuba dive, of which more later ...


I used to love to look out at the bay from my hotel balcony after dinner, because the sunsets were fantastic, with all of the beautiful colours, but I was usually in bed fairly early. I don’t like to overdo it on holiday and, as a non-drinker, I’m usually up early the next day. One night, I was fast asleep, and the bed moved underneath me. Now, in case you’re wondering, these beds were built up from the floor, so they were very solid. The bed shook again and I thought, oh no, there’s something under my bed. And then it shook again, and my subconscious went into overdrive. It must be an alligator, I thought sleepily – it couldn’t be anything else. Quite why I thought this, I have no idea. I suppose my mind was trying to come up with a plausible explanation for the bed shaking.


The floor seemed to be moving underneath me, so I thought it better not to step onto it. Instead, I stood up on the bed and jumped from the bed to the sofa and looked back to see if this alligator was there. By this stage, I’d woken up fully and remembered that I was on the 12th floor, so no alligator could have got up here – unless he took a lift! With my mind now working properly, I figured that it was an earthquake and I remembered being told that the safest place to stand is under the lintel of the door, so I charged out to the balcony and put one foot on it and the other foot in my room. Then it occurred to me that if there was another shake, the balcony might fall off, so I put my foot in. By this stage, the rumbling and shaking had stopped and I wondered if it had all been a dream. It was four o’clock in the morning after all – maybe I just had indigestion. I went into the bathroom to get an antacid and noticed that my hairdryer plug was like a pendulum, swinging back and forth, so I guessed that I’d been right. The next day, we learned that there had been an earthquake on another island and it had done a lot of damage over there, but we had only got shaken. It’s funny what the mind will do when it’s not quite awake!


Feeling the Fear


John certainly enlivened that particular year’s trip to the States, and Mum has kept me company a couple of times now. The first time we travelled together was when I brought Mum to America to see her cousins, the nuns. These relatives were a subject of fascination to me on their one and only visit to Ireland, after many years in America. They were from the Katharine Drexel order, which I’d never heard of before. Katharine Drexel is a saint and only the second American to have been canonised, would you believe, for her work with Native Americans, and indeed the two nuns had taught Native American children in New Orleans. What interested me most were their elaborate and enormous wimples, a large square box shape around their heads. I can still see them, sitting in the back of Mum’s old Morris Minor, on the way to Sligo for a shopping trip!


On this particular trip, I remember that after our visit to the nuns, I was working in Florida for a week, but Mum was going up to New York to see a cousin of hers and had to take the flight on her own. She’s a bit of a worrier, Mum, and terrified of flying, so I tried to reassure her. ‘Now, Mum, I’ll see you to the gate. Jean [my friend] will meet you in New York and take you to see Helen [her cousin], so all you have to do is sit on the plane on your own.’ At the very mention of the words ‘on your own’, she began to panic. Mum overthinks things sometimes, so when she got on the plane and found she had a window seat, she panicked even more. When she goes to Mass, she likes to be out at the edge, because if there’s a fire, she’ll get out first, so on a plane, she always likes the aisle seat, for easy escape!


She took her seat uneasily, thinking, if anyone large sits beside me, I’ll never get out of the seat when the crash happens. Catastrophising, I think they call it. Sure enough, a rather big American man came down the plane and Mum’s mind began to run away with her, imagining what it might be like to clamber over him in the event of an accident. Of course, he sat down beside her and Mum thought, that’s it then – I’ll definitely die now when the plane crashes. So, the plane taxied out and rumbled down the runway, Mum gripping the armrest, and as it flew down the runway, the man suddenly leaned over to her and said, ‘Excuse me. Can I hold your hand? Because I’m terrified.’


‘You’re not as terrified as me!’ Mum replied cheerfully, offering him her hand. As it happens, they became great friends on the flight, chatting away until they landed in New York.


You’d be surprised just how many people are afraid of flying. I’m not, which is a good job, because I have to do so much of it, but I sympathise with those who are terrified. You always know who they are, because of the sweat pouring from their brows or the nervous shifting in the seat, and I always feel for them. I tell myself that accidents and that kind of thing are outside my control and once I understand that, I can relax. However, I was reminded how painful it can be for some people when I was in Logan Airport in Boston once, trying to get to St Louis, Missouri. I was going to the funeral of an old friend of mine, Shirley, a lovely woman, a travel agent from St Louis, who loved Ireland and sent people to me more than a dozen times over the years.


I had been on Cape Cod for a few days’ vacation, and it’s a place that I love, because of the mix of old-world American charm and the pretty sandy beaches. It’s the seaside, but not as we know it here. On Cape Cod, it’s all about lovely villages and seafood shacks and bicycle rides – no damp, sandy sandwiches! When I heard the sad news about Shirley, I booked my flight and drove up to Logan. When I got there, I found that my flight had been cancelled, for reasons that weren’t clear – it happens quite a lot – but the airline rep added, ‘We’ve rerouted you over Miami,’ giving me a big smile, as if to say, ‘Isn’t that great news?’ For God’s sake, I thought, that’s like going to Belfast via Kerry.


I asked her if she could put me on standby for the next flight out. ‘Well, there are 19 people ahead of you,’ she said politely.


‘I’ll take a gamble,’ I said, ‘and if I don’t get on, I’ll go via Miami.’


The next hour was spent at the gate, observing my fellow standby passengers and praying that they would somehow decide not to go. An elderly gentleman came up with his wife and I was watching him like a hawk. The next thing, he went behind the counter at the gate and started tapping. Clearly, he was a former employee, retired, who was putting his name down for the flight. My heart sank. He was bound to be ahead of me in the queue then, I thought.


An hour later, I was in a complete lather, watching the flight being called and everyone getting on and thinking how I’d miss Shirley’s funeral. I was still watching my elderly friends and off they went through the gate. The staff were calling and calling and my chances of not going to St Louis via Hong Kong were narrowing by the minute. Finally, I saw them closing the door out to the tarmac and I thought, oh, no, that’s it. I went up to the airline lady and said, ‘Is that it?’


‘Sorry,’ she replied. ‘I’m just going to re-ticket you via Miami.’ Brilliant, I thought, knowing that I’d be in St Louis a day late for Shirley’s funeral.


The next thing, the door to the aircraft opened and this lady came charging down the corridor and out through the door to the gate. ‘I can’t go!’ she shouted at the top of her voice. She was in the throes of a panic attack and was bawling crying. The staff were so nice to her and talked to her and tried to encourage her to get back on, while I was looking on thinking, please don’t get a second wind. I know, it doesn’t sound nice, but I really wanted to get to St Louis. It turned out from the chatter that she was a baker and was heading to some trade show that she’d now miss, but nothing would persuade her to get on, so eventually, I was ushered on. I felt sorry for the poor girl, but not that sorry, as I got to St Louis! Shirley’s nieces and nephews come to see me all the time in Kenmare. We still have a connection, which is lovely. In fact, I saw them when I was going through St Louis for my Route 66 trip.


But back to Mum! On our first trip to America together, we’d visited the nuns in their convent in Bensalem, Pennsylvania, home to the shrine of St Katharine Drexel herself, and I’d hired a car to drive back to New York, through the lovely Pennsylvania Dutch countryside. This region is famous as the home of the Amish community, with their horse-drawn carriages and simple way of life. Interestingly, it’s also the home of unhealthy food! Hershey’s has a big outlet factory in Pennsylvania, as do several crisp and pretzel manufacturers, if that’s your thing. It’s only a three-hour drive and I’m well used to American freeways, so off we went. Mum was happy as Larry, until we drove down 155th Street and into Harlem, which was fairly downtrodden at the time – indeed, New York was still a pretty violent city in the late ’80s, so Mum was sitting beside me, praying we wouldn’t get a puncture.
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