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Dedicated to Mum


Fantastic Mother of Four




Foreword


We have undertaken quite an extraordinary adventure, and we took our young children aged one and three with us. We have crossed an ocean by sea and a continent by road, twice. We have travelled from England to the Pacific Ocean, and back, without once boarding an aeroplane or indeed travelling over 70 miles per hour for the entire journey. We’ve done The Great American Road Trip.


We’ve been to some of the great cities and most major national parks in the US. It seems this trip we have just done was so extensive, and so complete that most people told us we were either very mad or very brave to even contemplate such a journey. We don’t consider ourselves to be either, but we just did it all the same.


At the end of our American odyssey we headed straight back out and drove through a snow covered Europe to the Czech Republic in the east, for a white Christmas with my in-laws. Eighteen time zones in under five months with two small children. This is our story.
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To see photos of the trip, visit facebook.com/ swayneroadtripusa
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Coast to Coast to Coast Road Trip USA




Introduction


We are a normal couple, living normal lives with normal responsibilities, and live in a normal three bedroomed, terraced house in a normal part of the city of Plymouth. We do not consider ourselves risk takers or dare devils, and we certainly don’t want to make life hard in order to make it feel as if we have achieved something.


We just really love to travel, and the United States of America was next on our big ‘to do’ list. The big difference now is that we have children, but this didn’t stop our itchy feet or stop us occasionally dreaming about what if…


I’m Sam, the dad and main breadwinner. I have a nice comfortable job as a consultant structural engineer in a profitable local firm. If I want to drive coast to coast across America, I’ll have to give up my nice job and nice desk because I don’t think they’ll give me a four-month holiday. But I really like that desk, it’s so, well, nice. And what will I do for a job when I get back? I can’t expect my firm to hold my job open for me, and there’s a global recession on. Decisions.


My wife Lucie is a full time mother who enjoys city life with a circle of good ‘mum’ friends. My son Erik is a typical three-year-old who enjoys climbing, jumping and running around pretending to be a train. My youngest son Max is a baby, he’s fond of food, sleep and filling his nappy. He celebrated his first birthday the day before we set off on our American adventure.
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The Catalyst


The Great American Road Trip. This was my Holy Grail, it was so full of possibility, but was also so far out of reach as to seem unattainable. How could I just leave my job to go travelling in the middle of a recession when I have a young family to support?


*


25th November 2010. This is the day I can pinpoint as being the tipping point in my road trip saga. I was riding my 125cc motorbike on the way home from work when I had a near fatal accident. I was on the dual carriageway when traffic in the lane I was in the process of moving into had suddenly stopped and I hit the back of a stationary vehicle, probably doing about 50 mph. The list of injuries made for good reading – open fracture of the left femur, open fracture of left tibia, closed fracture of both radial bones of the left forearm, dislocated left ring finger, broken right thumb, massive black eye, a broken tooth and three fillings lost. Also, as a result of the accident I developed a condition called compartment syndrome in my lower leg. This causes pressure in the limb to greatly increase, leading to massive swelling and if left untreated can mean the loss of the limb and even death.


I later spoke with the police officers who were right behind me so were first to attend. They confirm I did not lose consciousness at any point, but I still have no memory of the accident or the first three days in hospital. I was told that I just slept a lot and could never remember why I was there.


On the third day I started to regain my ability to remember. I still had no idea what had happened or why I was there. I remember having a dream that I had crashed my motorbike into the back of a car and I woke with a start, relieved to find it was ‘just a dream’.


I found it curious that I was all bandaged up and how my limbs would bend unnaturally when I tried to lift them. I thought I must still be dreaming and tried desperately to wake up. Trying to imagine myself padding through the soft carpet of my bedroom floor, I would close my eyes tightly then open them quickly. But it never worked. I always woke up in hospital and never in my bedroom.


I was completely wired up to the bed and was even given a special air mattress to keep me as comfortable as possible because I couldn’t move anything except my head and right arm, and even that was painful.


I seem to remember asking people why I was there, but either they didn’t know or I couldn’t process their answer. I went through this turmoil of not knowing anything and trying to ‘wake up’ for several hours, until at last I saw my shining light. My beautiful wife was here and now everything would be OK. This was apparently her fifth visit, but it was the first one I could remember. I asked her what I was doing here and when she told me it all finally started to make sense.
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Daydreams and Real Nightmares


It was the year 2000 and I met my future wife Lucie at a country hotel near Plymouth where we both worked, Lucie in the kitchens and me in the bar.


I had just left the Royal Air Force after nine years loyal service as a mechanical transport driver. I had done a reasonable amount of travel during my time. I was first stationed at RAF Brize Norton in Oxfordshire, during which time I completed a four-month tour of the Falkland Islands and of Saudi Arabia. I was then posted to Cyprus for three years, which was warm and lovely. My final posting was to RAF Coltishall in Norfolk when I shared a rented house in Norwich.


Wherever I was there was always a good bunch of lads that made it a great job to be in. I fitted right in with the lifestyle of living with my mates in the barrack block, drinking with my mates in the bar and playing sports (with my mates) on a Wednesday afternoon. The only problem was that I found the job itself really quite tedious, even with all my mates. So at the age of 27 I left the service to study for a degree in Civil Engineering at Plymouth University.


I was demobbed in the spring so I had all summer to fill before starting my course in the autumn. I initially started work for a haulage firm driving articulated lorries, but found the work much harder than trucking in the Air Force and for much less pay. I went to the job centre and saw an advert for a hotel barman, the pay was the same as for truck driving and accommodation was all included, so this looked perfect. I had been working at the hotel for a month when Lucie came along, she was 18 and on a school placement for the holidays. She is from Kroměříž in the Czech Republic and was studying at what roughly translates into English as ‘Hotel School’. She was learning all aspects of running a hotel, from the ground to management. She was the most beautiful girl I had ever seen, certainly the most beautiful who had ever deigned speak with me, and she was living in the room opposite mine in the staff block – so yeah, that worked out well.


One year later we were married in the Czech Republic and then came back to Plymouth to live. I continued my studies and Lucie supported us by working at the local Peugeot garage selling cars, which she was pretty good at. So good in fact that after two years of being the main breadwinner, she had saved enough that we could consider a holiday in Australia. Going for a road trip in Australia had been a big dream for both of us, which we had talked about since we first met. During my fourth year at university I was to complete an industrial placement, working in a local firm of engineering consultants. I was still unqualified and was only paid minimum wage, but with us both now earning we were able to save £8,000 so that in the summer of 2004 we went for a two-month tour of Western Australia and the Northern Territory.


We covered 10,000 miles in a 4.2 litre, V6 Toyota Landcruiser. The driving was excellent and Australia is a beautiful country with many fantastic sights. Almost everything to see here is inaccessible unless you are driving a rugged four-wheel drive vehicle. On one rare occasion we were at a campground next to a paved road, when we saw an enormous motorhome. What is the point in that? We asked ourselves, you can’t see anything from the paved road in this country, especially this part of the country. The place for that sort of vehicle is America – they’re really set up for it over there. And that was it; the first seeds of our American road trip were sown.


After graduating a year later with a degree in Civil and Coastal Engineering, I started as a Structural Engineer at the same firm where I had completed my placement. Lucie was now a year into her degree in International Business. From time to time we would talk about the road trip, but there was neither the time nor money, at least not until Lucie finished university in 2008. So in order to sate our wanderlust we instead went on two-week mini adventures.


We took a safari to Kenya and Tanzania. Unfortunately our luggage was lost at Nairobi airport, but we were able to buy a complete new set of clothes and bedding for about £70. We then enjoyed two weeks of being driven around the Masai Mara and Serengeti in a mini bus with an open top. We stayed at campsites in the middle of the great African plains with just canvas between us and the wild animals.


We did a similar style package tour around Iceland, this time in a Mercedes Benz ‘Battle Bus’. The camping was much colder and there was minimal wildlife to see, but the glaciers, geothermal activity and 24 hours of daylight made for an adventure that was equal in magnitude to Africa.


Lucie graduated in 2008, started work for a local firm, and then shortly after fell pregnant with our first son Erik. The arrival of Erik did not stop us talking about America every now and again, but we were also keen to have a second child. The problem here was this; we did not want a second child straight after Erik, but also if baby number two came along too late then Erik would have already started school before they were old enough to go travelling. What a conundrum! We calculated that we had a six-month window for baby number two to be born or else we could forget about an American road trip for the next twenty years.


*


The date was now the 2nd of December 2010 and I had been in hospital for about a week following my bike crash. Lucie gave me some news that I definitely would remember, she was pregnant again! Even in the sorry state I was in, all I could think about was how our next child would be born right at the start of our six-month window – our trip was still a viable proposition!


‘I don’t fuck about’ I said to myself.


I would spend three weeks in Derriford Hospital, Plymouth and had five operations. All the NHS staff who cared for me during this time were fantastic. I needed everything to be done for me and I’ve always been fiercely independent, so I think one sour word or even a look would have destroyed me. Whenever I needed anything done they would always be there to do it and everything was done in such a professional, pleasant and friendly manner that I never felt bad for getting myself into such a position. It also helped that there was a good bunch of chaps in the bay I was in, so we had some lively conversations when we weren’t away having operations or sleeping.


My orthopedic surgeon was a Commander Brinsden of the Royal Navy, he had recently returned from Afghanistan where I imagine he dealt with a great number of trauma cases so would be very experienced with my type of injury. He treated the compartment syndrome with a procedure called a fasciotomy, which from my point of view seemed to involve just slicing both sides of my calf muscle for almost its entire length (although I am sure it is more complex than this). This procedure released the pressure so I kept my leg, but for some reason I now didn’t have enough skin to cover my calf and was left with a gaping hole about twelve inches long and two inches wide. The broken leg bones were treated with stainless steel pins that were introduced to the centre of my tibia and femur. The broken arm bones were fixed with stainless steel plates to the outside of each bone.


My plastic surgeon was Mr Manushakian, he covered the open wounds on my lower leg with a skin graft, using skin which he took from my thigh. The two sites from where the skin was harvested are still visible to this day and each measure about ten inches by two inches. The pain I experienced following the skin graft was similar in intensity to extremely bad sunburn, so really quite mild when compared with what I was becoming accustomed to.


When I was discharged I spent a further three weeks at home over the Christmas period. In the New Year I went back to work, many people were amazed to see me and would comment that I must be made of iron to be up and about after such injuries. I told them that with all the steelwork in my left leg and arm I pretty much was. I considered that to be built from steel was really quite fitting for a structural engineer.


In the following months, I carried on with work and had extensive physiotherapy. I had plenty of time to dwell and would find myself thinking about life, how precious it is and how easily it can be taken away at any point. I was in constant pain and started to get anxious and feel very down, even depressed. I was able to function in life and my job, but all the while my brain would be in such utter turmoil with the most wretched feelings, which are very difficult to describe.


When at work I would sit at my desk staring at drawings for yet another millionaire’s fabulous dream home. I would be quietly working away at a foundation design, or the structural viability of some fabulously long fenestration that would give the client uninterrupted views over the beautiful Cornish coastline. Without warning my brain would suddenly plunge headlong into a deep dark hole infested with giant spitting cockroaches, black rats and Piers Morgan. It felt physically painful, as if my skull was held tightly in a vice whilst my brain was being slowly twisted with a big strap wrench. As soon as somebody talked to me I was able to snap back into reality, only to sink back in when I was alone with my thoughts once more.


It was around this time that I had a really, very unusual thing happen to me – I cried during the science programme Horizon. I was alone in the house at the time and I couldn’t quite believe what was happening, but it felt so right all the same. Horizon is one of my staples and this particular one I was watching was entitled ‘The Secret World of Pain’, and I remember thinking, ‘yeah, I know something about that’.


In the film was a lady who had broken her arm five years previously and had ever since suffered from constant and uninterrupted pain. There was no apparent reason for this chronic pain, it was just there. A doctor was developing a device that fired a magnetic pulse into the brain of the patient. The purpose being to straighten stuff out and stop these pain messages from occurring (you may have guessed that I’m no brain surgeon, but this was how I interpreted the goings on). He fired these pulses into the back of her head and almost immediately she started crying, exclaiming how the pain had drastically reduced. This started me blubbing like a little girl, and even now writing this two years later it makes me quite emotional.


When I wasn’t openly weeping whilst watching serious documentaries, the feelings of wretchedness continued. They would last for perhaps three months until at last my mood began to slightly improve. This felt like emerging from the dark hole and through a very small opening into a sort of murky room, home to a colony of ants, a few mice and Eamonn Holmes. Whilst this was generally better, it was still in some ways actually worse than the Piers Morgan stage. Piers had been truly terrible and nasty whilst present, but had lasted only a few hours at a time. Whereas this Eamonn phase was just a mundane, rubbish feeling which continued unabated for days, weeks and months.


It was at this stage that I would now think a lot about the things I was glad I had done before it was now too late; such as walk up Ben Nevis and skiing in the Alps. Also about the things I had not yet done – and there were an awful lot of things I wanted to do, many of which were no longer achievable with my leg so severely weakened and painful. But there were a lot of things that I could still do and I wanted to do them before life had passed me by and it was too late. That was when we started talking in earnest about taking a sabbatical and going on a road trip to America.


Lucie and I talked and dreamed for a few months not thinking it was possible or the right time to do it. Being normal people and living normal lives, we didn’t have a production company to organise and fund our trip, and a film crew to follow us around whilst we made witty and insightful comments about the sights and people we saw. We would be on our own with two young children in a foreign land where gun ownership is a statutory right and driving is done on the wrong side of the road. This was a vast land, so the sort of time we needed for a coast to coast road trip would essentially mean me giving up work and then finding another job upon return, not a great prospect in the global recession.


I would go through stages of incredible optimism, that yes we should definitely do this thing. We only live once, life is not a dress rehearsal, could get hit by a bus tomorrow; carpe diem. All the clichés would circle around my head on a wave of euphoria and determination. Then like a guillotine dropping, my mood would switch to one of complete pessimism, as my brain just couldn’t handle the magnitude of what we were planning to do. The organ in my skull would really have a go at me:


‘No seriously, what do you want to do? Let me just get this straight, you want to leave your nice comfortable job, working at a nice desk in a nice converted barn with a view over the moors. Furthermore you want to do this in the midst of a global recession with rising unemployment, in order to take off and jaunt around America for up to four months. Are you insane? Where’s the money going to come from, hmm? I’ll tell you where, you’d have to take out a bank loan! Did you hear that? You’d have to take out a bank loan of maybe £30,000. After all these years of staying out of debt, of careful spending and of paying off the mortgage. Now you want to land yourself right back in it, all so you can munch on hamburgers at a drive thru and see Mickey Mouse.’


My brain was certainly right about one thing; I would have to take out a loan. And then I would be under incredible pressure to get a job as soon as I got back in order to pay it off. I would read daily yet more news about the faltering economy, which made me absolutely certain that this was the most stupid of notions I had ever conceived. A road trip to America – who was I kidding? I have a wife and would soon have two children to support. I had worked hard to get us debt free so that we could live reasonably well on just one salary, this would put us right back to the bottom again.


Essentially, it was all down to a question of money and time. Right now we didn’t have the money, but at the moment we could reasonably make the time. In five years from now we would have saved the money, but then we wouldn’t be able to make the time with both boys at school. I battled with my fragile brain to make the right decision but there were so many variables that it was almost too much to handle. I had to take it back to basics. Max had done his bit; he’d been born right on cue. If we were going to go, then we had to go before Erik started school. If we didn’t do it by then, we would have to wait twenty years before we could even think of going. If there was one lesson I had learned from my accident, it’s that a lot can happen in twenty years.


*


I was in a lot of pain all the time but my left knee in particular was giving me a great deal of trouble, and would at times be suddenly excruciating. My next set of x-rays clearly showed the reason why, the top end cap of the pin in my tibia had become unscrewed and was now floating about in my knee joint. This sounds really painful, and I am in a position to confirm that it really, really is. Clearly this would need to come out, so in late April 2011 I had my sixth operation since the accident in order to remove the end cap.


I asked Commander Brinsden if I could keep the end cap as a souvenir and when I woke up after my operation in the recovery room I saw it there on the bedside table. It was actually a little stainless steel bolt, 6mm in diameter. I took it into work to show the lads who were deeply impressed, exclaiming that it should be on a construction site or at least in a box of Meccano. Whilst recovering at home I was able to watch the royal wedding of William and Kate. Well I couldn’t actually get up to switch the television off. I’ve never been a great royalist although I’ve always been quite happy for them to be there, but I have to say I really enjoyed the ceremony with all its pomp and circumstance.


Over the next few months I began to lose any real hope of ever going to America, it was beginning to feel like just a dream that would never be realised. Time was running out, Erik would soon start school, and my brain refused to let me go anywhere near a bank to ask for money. I tried to reason with my grey matter, I would tell it I was well qualified and a hard worker so would surely find a job somewhere. I would try and fool it by continuing to make small plans but without thinking about how I would pay for it. But all along I knew in my heart that when it came to the crunch it would just say no, and that would be that.


It wasn’t until about ten months after the accident, when we mentioned our potential trip to my parents over lunch that our dreams started turning to reality. My mum offered to lend us the money needed for the trip. This was a great boost leading to revitalized talks and plans. The economic situation in Europe and worldwide was going down the drain but now that we didn’t need to borrow the money from a bank, there would not be such an immediate pressure to find work upon our return in order to pay off a bank loan. There really was no better time to go. However, I still spent a couple more months on an emotional roller coaster, one minute convinced it was the right thing to do and the next worried I shouldn’t leave my job in such economic times.


One particular concern we both had was the actual journey across the Atlantic to the States. We had already endured a torrid time on a two-hour flight back from Prague. Erik, who was about eighteen months at the time, had screamed for the entire two-hour flight. We also heard from a family whose three-year-old child cried for the entire eight hour flight from Canada. This could be us. We could have one or two children crying for eight hours straight on a plane. That would make an eight-hour flight seem like eight weeks and would turn any parent grey. Even if they’re not crying they would be doing something to make our lives a misery. Neither Erik nor Max can sit still for more than five minutes unless they are actively engaged with something. Engaging young children is not something that is easy to achieve within the confines of an aeroplane seat, especially for eight hours on the trot. Erik in particular would be running up and down the aisles making noises like a train, or similar. He would be constantly annoying other passengers and their collective vitriol would be heaped upon us.


But what other options are there? Could we sail – is it even possible these days? After some light research on the Internet we found out that it is still possible. We found that the cruise liner company Cunard runs a regular scheduled transatlantic crossing on the Queen Mary 2. We still debated with ourselves whether to go or not but now it started to make more and more sense. It felt right.


One Sunday afternoon, both children were asleep (hurrah!) so we whimsically browsed the Cunard website to see what we would get for our money. From that moment we were thoroughly hooked. We saw the luxury, the style, the comfort and we wanted a piece of it. We were never the sort of people to stay in five star hotels, or eat in expensive restaurants, let alone with small children. But what we saw on the Cunard website just looked fantastic, and what’s more we would get to the States at the same time.


To put things in perspective, a hellish 8-hour flight across the Atlantic would cost us something in the order of £2,000 return in economy and £6,000 return in first class. Our luxury cruise on the world’s last remaining ocean liner would cost £5,203 for a return trip. Our cabin, or stateroom as they are termed on vessels of this stature, was the cheapest available and in the middle of the ship on deck five, a position I liked to call ‘third class’.


Going by sea meant we would be able to bookend our road trip with a separate holiday aboard this beautiful ship, and whilst on this cruise holiday we would be transported to and from the Americas. I really loved the idea of crossing the Atlantic by sea and in such luxury. Especially because the primary reason for being on board was not for the cruise itself, or to go island hopping, but to actually cross the ocean and get somewhere, and this utilitarian use really appealed to me.


The Queen Mary 2 is the very last passenger ocean liner still in operation. The definition of an ocean liner is that she does a regular scheduled transatlantic crossing. Because of this she must be built to a much higher specification than a normal cruise ship, which includes having 40% more steel in the hull. At one third of a kilometre long and a total of seventeen decks, she is also the largest passenger ocean liner ever built.


A serious advantage of going by sea was that the only limit to the amount of luggage we could bring was what we could fit into our stateroom. And we were going to need a lot of luggage. I did not even factor this in to the costing’s above for going by air, but I’m sure it would have been a very substantial figure. It all made sense. So much so, that that very afternoon we booked passage to and from the New World.


There. That was it. Done.


Now we were definitely going. There would be no more ifs, buts or maybes, because we were now going. Final. We would now draw a line through all our doubts, worries and misgivings. We had now made our choice and there was no going back.


The date was 27th November 2011, one year previously I had been lying in a hospital bed, wondering what my name was and why both my arm and leg would bend all funny. Today I had paid a large deposit for our place on the ship that would lead to the adventure of a lifetime. It felt such a relief to have finally taken that very large step.


Before making this one booking, our lives were following a very well defined path, work until we’re sixty-five and then retire. But now, who knew what the future would hold, we were making it all up as we went along. Everything else in life would have to fit in and around our great adventure to the United States of America!
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Detailed Planning


It was during the Christmas holidays that I was again whimsically browsing the Cunard website, dreaming of the time we would spend on the Atlantic in such style. I came across a section regarding things to do and take, which included visas. ‘Ooh yeah I forgot about that!’ As I studied this subject in more depth it became apparent that it was not going to be all that easy. Due to the dates of QM2 crossings we would spend 91 days in the USA. The convenient and easily obtainable visa waiver is valid for 90 days only. Darn.


We would need a proper visa for all of us. Four passports means four visas and at $140 a throw, it wasn’t cheap. There were pages and pages of forms to fill in with such daunting questions to answer that it was almost comedic. In amongst the hundreds of searching questions, I had to confirm I wasn’t a paedophile, a people trafficker, had never tortured anyone and of course that I wasn’t a terrorist. I then had to answer all these questions for Lucie, and then again for Erik, and once again for Max (aged three months).


Photos had to be taken, and we had to book an appointment to be interviewed at the United States Embassy in London. Max did not even have a passport at this stage, so we applied for this then booked our appointment and travelled to London in our Sunday best for our interview at the embassy.


We were ready and prepared to battle our way through the bureaucratic system and win our right to go to America. We had our story straight just in case we were taken to separate interview rooms, and our paperwork was numbered, tagged and cross-referenced. The US Embassy is a large and imposing detached building right in the heart of central London, a security fence runs around the perimeter and armed police guard the entrance. There was airport style security just to get through the front door, along with airport style queues. But once in, it was actually quite straightforward. We took a ticket just like at the butchers, then we took a seat and waited to be called. After about an hour our number came up and we obediently trotted up to our allotted immigration officer who was sat in a cubicle behind glass, just like at the bank. We were expecting a barrage of difficult questions but the lady officer just asked few simple questions. She was interested to know how it is possible for me to have three months off, and then told us we were brave to take the boys with us on such a journey. And that was it, we had our visas! We were another step closer to going.


The final cost of obtaining US visas was about £750, this included travel to London, parking, congestion charge, hotel in Mayfair and food. All this because the QM2 schedule meant we had to go for 91 days instead of 90. But we enjoyed our little trip up to London, as we always do whenever we go. For my entire life I’ve always been told how rubbish London is and how bad tempered and arrogant Londoners are, but I’ve always found quite the opposite. I suppose I’ve been to London about twenty-five or thirty times in my life, and every single time I’ve been people have always been so helpful and friendly, really like no other city I’ve been to in the world.


The previous summer we had to be in London to get Lucie a new passport from the Czech Embassy. We decided to stay for a short break and stayed in a hotel for four nights in an area called Golders Green, which is a Jewish quarter about ten miles north-west of central London. It was really interesting seeing Jewish people in their natural environment, and we had a delicious meal at a kosher restaurant. We used the underground a lot but unfortunately a great many of the escalators in the centre were out of action. We had Erik in the pram and I was still hobbling about on one crutch so this made getting in and out of the stations really quite difficult. I would usually carry the folded pram with rucksack on my back and Lucie would carry Erik, up and down the incredibly long flights of stairs.


Although I didn’t actually carry the pram, because on every single occasion someone would offer to carry it for me. One time I was about half way down a very long flight of stairs thinking that someone should have offered to assist by now, when a young lad came from behind and offered to carry it for me. I gratefully said yes and when we got to the bottom I thanked him and we said our goodbyes. He then proceeded to run all the way back to the top and out of the station! He had clearly gone right out of his way to help me and looked like he was in a rush as well. Things like this seem to happen to me every time I go to London, and I can say without a shadow of doubt it is my favourite city in the world.


*


After much effort we had our visas, so now I could concentrate on the most interesting and exciting part of the planning stage – which mode of transport to use in the USA.


I spent hours and days on the Internet searching for the right vehicle. Shall we hire a car and camp in a tent? We have both always enjoyed camping in a tent but it was always hard work with just the two of us to worry about, add two young children into that mix for three months and that would be just no fun at all. Lucie suggested we could hire a car with a caravan, but I don’t think so, and that’s enough said on the matter. What about if we hire a car and stay in motels? Well staying in a motel or hotel is fine for a couple of nights, but a three month road trip is rather different. We would be continually checking into a new motel, and unless we spent a lot of money we could never be sure as to the standard of the room, which we’ve heard from a number of sources can be fairly diabolical at the cheaper end of the market. We would have a lot of luggage, so with the four of us we would have to get quite a big and expensive car. Every night we would have to haul the luggage we needed from the car into our room only to haul it out again the next morning. Ultimately it would be just as much work as camping in a tent, but at least the tent would be our own so we would know what standard the accommodation is going to be.


So what about a motorhome? A nice motorhome would be our own little home wherever we took it, and once all our luggage is in, that is where it would stay for the next three months. Obviously they are a lot bigger than cars, but I was once a truck driver so surely the size wouldn’t be an issue for me. Each night we would be able pull over, and wherever we were in America we would have the same accommodation. We would be able to have barbeques, the boys could play in the playgrounds, and if it’s raining we can just stay inside. That all sounds ideal, motorhome it is then.


I started to search for a normal diesel powered motorhome to sleep four people as you would be able to find anywhere in Western Europe. After several hours of searching I was utterly amazed to find that unless we wanted to rent a motorhome the size of a bus, the only fuel option was petrol. America has different classes of motorhome, the largest of which is similar in size to a 55-seat coach and these are powered by diesel. Everything smaller is powered by good old gasoline, even though these vehicles are still really quite big. The size we found suitable for us was 25 feet long, 8 feet wide, can sleep up to 5 people and is powered by a V8 petrol engine that apparently does 12mpg.


Twelve miles to the gallon! That sounds really terrible. European diesel motorhomes of a similar size can do about 24mpg. However, the fuel price in the USA is about half that in Europe so the fuel cost should work out about the same. Or at least that was how I consoled myself when I thought of all the money that would go through our fuel tank.


I had just read a travel book by the famous author John Steinbeck called ‘Travels with Charley’. This is about an American road trip he did in 1960 in a specially built camper van that he called Rocinante, named after Don Quixote’s horse. I had really loved the tale so suggested to Lucie that we should have a name for our motorhome. At the time we happened to be listening to the album ‘Play’ by the American musician Moby. So Lucie suggested Moby, because she said, he is American and has a catchy name that sounds as if it could be short for mobile home. Perfect, Moby the Motorhome, I liked it. And with that the name just stuck, so whenever we referred to the motorhome we just said Moby, which is how I will refer to her from now on.


We booked Moby through a company called Cruise America and she cost just under £77 per day, which we thought was reasonable. She has two permanent double beds, one over the driver’s cabin and one at the back. There is also a single bed that can be converted from the dining area. The kitchen is equipped with a good-sized fridge-freezer, gas stove and a microwave. There is also a toilet, shower and plenty of storage space inside and out. For three months she would be our little home away from home. Literally.


It is often said that for long road trips it is far better and cheaper to buy your vehicle at the start of your trip and then sell it again at the end. I would disagree. I think that to make it worthwhile to buy you would have to be doing a seriously long road trip, something in the order of a year or more. Certainly for road trips of up to say six months it is better to rent. When you buy a vehicle you only get what you pay for, so if you’re on a tight budget it’s likely you’ll end up with an old banger that keeps breaking down in the middle of nowhere. Also, breakdown cover and insurance is your responsibility to sort out before you even set off.


With our budget we could have reasonably afforded £15,000 to buy a motorhome. After a small amount of Internet based research I found this would have bought us a very old and high mileage vehicle that probably leaks and would likely breakdown. At the end of the road trip, I would then have had the burden of trying to sell it again. As with a lot of motorists, I have experience of trying to sell cars. One thing I do know is that unless you have an extremely desirable car, selling is always difficult to do, and can take weeks or even months. Weeks or months is not something you have at the end of a road trip, you have days at best. In order to sell the vehicle before you leave would mean dropping the price by thousands and selling it to a trader. In the end, the amount you actually pay for your vehicle is the amount you have dropped the price by, which would certainly be substantial.


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
COAST TO CONAST
ROAD TRIP USA

with young children

Samuel _J Swayne





OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
COAST TO COAST ROAD
TRIP USAWITHYOUNG
CHILDREN

by

Samuel ] Swayne

Grosvenor House
Publishing Limited






OEBPS/images/pvi.jpg





OEBPS/images/pviii.jpg





OEBPS/images/icon.jpg





