
   [image: cover]


   
      

         
            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Foreword

         

         ‘Full English’ – a phrase as familiar as church bells to every last globetrotter from here to Kangarooland.

         To be correct it should, I suppose, be Full English, Irish, Scottish or Welsh. But no matter where you park your bum ready for that first meal of the day, you know it will include bacon, egg, sausage and tomato plus whatever your breakfasteer chooses to titillate your taste buds with the hope that you will linger another day.

         Breakfasteer will be a word you have never heard. That is because it was coined purely for this book. Soon it will be in the Oxford English Dictionary and defined as: ‘Someone who cooks the first meal of the day for travellers and has an unquenchable sense of humour.’

         The author’s name is his own, but all the characters have fictitious ones and locations are disguised where appropriate. A move which will, hopefully, avoid embarrassing those who have committed what have been, sometimes, bizarre happenings. However, should anyone recognise themselves, do take it in the spirit it is intended.

         The necessity for an oversized sense of humour, should you wish to go into the world of breakfasteering, cannot be too strongly stressed. Otherwise you will definitely be in danger of losing your sanity. Should you doubt this; read on. And if you are still keen to give it a go, heed this one last warning; If you are an urbanite - as most of us in the UK are – and opt to locate rurally, do not imagine that village life resembles the life to which you have been used.

         In a town you are largely anonymous but you are never so when you choose a life of green. Few will know what you are up to in urban precincts but all the old ladies of Beckthwaite will be able to tell you exactly what your previous day’s itinerary was.

         Most of these natives are kindly folk, wishing you God speed but, just sometimes, you will feel the barbs, as in the case of two middle-aged academic ladies who bought themselves a holiday home in our village recently. After they had been here a short time I asked if they had felt the needles. Both had opted to live together after parting from their menfolk and it was patently obvious they were relieved to hear I, too, was aware of such vitriol.

         ‘Why are they like that?’ wondered Molly.

         ‘Because they are,’ was the only instant answer I could give. But then I did proceed to explain my wicked side, which involved sowing false trails for the tattle-mongers. We have been here 25 years and these days they are wise to my chicanery, giving me a wide berth should we be steering the same course to the off licence!

         If all that sounds to be a damning indictment about your proposed neighbours, please do not be deterred. Their plusses outweigh their minuses by the proverbial country mile. And if you don’t know what one of those is you soon will!

         Having said all that: How do you get in to B&B?

         First you must ask yourself if you are able to smile a genuine smile on a cold, wet winter’s dawn. If the answer is negative - back off.

         Then, after you have found a house, where your guests can gaze out from every en suite bedroom window onto a green and pleasant vista, with car in garden and not a trek away on the public parking lot, the rest is up to you. Make your greeting warm and your breakfasts well prepared – as much or as little as they need to satisfy their inner man. Let ‘Cheap and Cheerful’ be your slogan.

         There will be challenges. You may find this hard to believe, but some people don’t actually like smiling. In a quarter of a century in the job I can honestly say I have only once failed to elicit a smile from a guest. After installing him and his wife (I think it was his wife) I left the house. When I returned, they had gone. Don’t know why. Never saw, or heard, from them again.

         Here, in the Lake District, we are fortunate. Ninety-nine per cent of guests are on holiday, just looking for an excuse to kick their worries over a dry stone wall into oblivion for as long as they are able to linger. In towns and cities, where guests are mostly business-bound, no doubt the job is harder. Cumbria’s Lakeland is special. Even if you are on business, it will not be like business is in most other places. Here everything is half speed. And if you don’t like half speed, then hurry back quickly from whence you came. Should you decide to stay, take to the hills and vales where there is wildlife in abundance to entertain you – buzzards, wild geese, song thrushes, deer, red squirrels – the list is endless. This very special place, in NW England, can be a naturalist’s dream and it could launch you into a new leisure activity.

         Another crumb for you to chew on:

         In this job there is an eternal saying, ‘Had I not laughed, I would have cried.’ It really, truly, does rule 52/12.

         
             

         

         N.B. In tandem with the book I would urge you to read another work dealing, in minute detail, with the myriad regulations involved in B&B.

         Its title is How to Start & Run a B&B by David & Louise Weston and it is more of a text book. The Westons miss out nothing when it comes to form filling (see Finis). In contrast Full English tells it how it is – warts and all – and, at the end of each relevant chapter is a list of vital pointers to help with the complexity of the job.

         
             

         

         Edward Miller

Cumbria

July 2009

      

   


   
      
         

            Prologue

         

         When we made the decision to alter our whole way of life and go into the bed & breakfast business more than a quarter of a century ago we had no idea that, for the greater proportion of humanity, B&B also translates to INFORMATION CENTRE.

         Announce, via a sign outside your gateway, that you have beds to let and all the world, his wife and his kids reckon they have the irrefutable right to invade your privacy 24/12. Over the top? Read on.

         This strange affair happened by the time we were well used to touroids (a Cumbrian impolite name for tourists) thumping the knocker to ask the way to some remote beauty spot or requesting a bed when it quite clearly says ‘No Vacancies’ and every white van man demanding to know where John Smith lived.

         With midnight well gone, there emanated from the entrance hall the cries of a maiden. Both Annie and I were falling into peaceful slumber when, ‘Is anybody there?’ came loud and clear. Time: 12.20am. Because the hall contains nothing worth nicking we are happy to leave it unlocked but all the rooms leading off are firmly bolted.

         Annie donned her bath robe.

         The incursor was in her early twenties.

         ‘Please help,’ through tears. ‘I have fallen out with my friend. Do you know where I can find a bed?’

         We did but Rosemary would have been extremely cross at being disturbed.

         ‘If not can you call a taxi?’ 

         She said she didn’t care how much it cost to reach her mother’s home in Preston, 50 miles away. Had I been handling the affair I would have instantly pointed the damsel to a phone box a mere 100 yards away where there are multifarious signs announcing taxi services to anywhere, day or night including the moon.

         But Annie is soft. She sat our incursor in a cosy armchair, asked how she liked her coffee and acceded to the request.

         The cab would cost plenty and would be here in 20 minutes.

         You are probably now telling yourself that my ranting is all about nothing, but it isn’t, more was to follow.

         At 12.35am all the phones in the house clanged their strident alerts. (We have them in all our private rooms for speedy access during the day.)

         ‘Ted’s Taxis here. Do you have a fare for us?’

         I kept my cool. ‘Yes.’

         ‘Okay. With you in 20 minutes.’

         Ten minutes later more phones jangling. This time a different voice. ‘Ted’s Taxis here. Do you have a fare for us?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Okay. Just double checking.’ (Apparently they get a lot of inebriated false alarms at that hour of the night/morning.)

         The church clock struck one soon after the cab purred off down the lane. Had we subsequently received some sort of note regretting the considerable disruption our caller had caused to a lot of folk’s slumbers – Annie had to do plenty of apologising the next morning at breakfast - I would, out of respect for the poor maiden, have been tempted not to have told the story. But apologies came there none.

         And do you know why?

         Because B&B means INFORMATION CENTRE.

         Remember

         As a breakfasteer you are at everyone’s behest no matter what the hour or whatever you may be doing.
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            1. A Lost Idyll

         

         The search had been long, arduous, often frustrating but, at last, elation. Hinning House seemed to have just about everything I was seeking, plus bonuses.

         Cosseting tourists in the English Lake District was a trade I had decided to enter in the winter of 1981. Now it was October ’82. For close on a year I had hunted just about every corner of glorious Cumbria in my quest for the ideal property. Sheltered Eskdale, on the eastern shores of the Irish Sea, I already knew well but local agents had nothing on offer. Then a package from a national company landed on my doorstep and told of a converted farmhouse with ‘substantial outbuildings and 24 acres of rough pasture.’

         It was also within our budget. Twenty one years of self employment had taught me not to overstretch.

         Directions took us along the southern bank of the tree-lined Esk until, a mile from the mouth of the valley, a narrow lane branched right. Through hazelnut hedges, out of which strolled a roe buck who looked at us as if we should not have been there. And then a cluster of neat pink granite single storey buildings. Over a cobbled yard and there, catching the evening sun’s rays on its wide façade was what I had brought my surveyor pal to scrutinise: the former master farmhouse.

         The appointment was so late in the day because of the owner’s busy schedule. Arnold was a successful businessman who had been seduced by the property’s stunning rural setting three years earlier. Its backdrop of mountains and rolling woodland gave way to the sea. Here no roar of traffic, only the mewing of buzzards, a cockerel’s crow and the tumbling of one of the finest seatrout rivers in the land.

         Arnold had taken until now to realise somewhere closer to a motorway would be a good idea for his commuting. Were I to live there my journey to work would involve nothing more than stepping out of bed and ambling downstairs.

         Surveyor Clifford confirmed that the conversion of the property, overseen by its present owner, had been done to a high specification. It had an attached wing which resulted in a building near to perfect for the style of guesthouse I planned.

         When I outlined my schemes to Arnold, up-market accommodation in the house for the discerning and bunkhouse style for the outward bounders, we were conducted to the defunct farm buildings. A barn, a workshop and various byres were all in good repair.

         Then came a plus, overlooked in the advertising blurb – a quaint cottage, the sort you dream of for that recovery fortnight in the countryside. A brook even rippled past its windows. Perhaps it had been excluded because it had no roof or windows?

         Those thick granite walls would never fall down.

         The particulars listed a still-productive walled kitchen garden and I remembered the guesthouse, years ago, where I had been allowed to lift a root of new spuds and boil them over a camp fire in my own billy can. Alongside crisp bacon there is no finer breakfast in the whole world.

         Mrs Arnold even ran a flock of free-range hens – which was where the cockerel must have come from.

         My ambitious plans included a clay pigeon set-up and this field of rocky outcrops surrounded by trees would be ideal. Another meadow, marshy and rush-filled, would lend itself to a trout lake and a duck pond. Conservation was uppermost in my mind and tracks of roe deer, badgers and foxes abounded, so here would be the ideal setting for an observation hide. Arnold knew the roe buck we met earlier. It was already semi-tame. Control the vermin, improve the habitat and wildlife flourishes. My mind was racing headlong.

         To finance this sort of ambitious project I had sold a lucrative sporting gun dealership in Lancashire with retail outlets in Blackpool and Preston. 

         So far my discovery appeared to be all plusses and no minuses. I already knew fishing on the Esk was available, although only by day ticket. I hoped to improve that situation. The secluded lake of Devoke Water could be easily accessed for more fishing and boating. The terrain also lent itself perfectly to pony trekking and, of course, endless hiking. For the camper there were plenty of hollow pitches in the rocky field.

         Ancient Ravenglass, once a Roman port, with its pubs and tearooms, was a 15-minute drive away. Earlier in the day we had explored there and found an angling boat riding at anchor in the sheltered harbour. The skipper said he would be very pleased to take out my sea fishing parties. There could be all-year-round trips. When they are in a feeding frenzy, winter cod can be as exciting as summer bass.

         If the reader thinks all this a bit too ambitious for a novice in the tourist trade I must explain that elder brother Charles was the proprietor of a busy fishing/shooting hotel in the Scottish Borders and I had helped out there many times over the years.

         After that initial visit I was back and forth often over the next month to Eskdale. Deer stalking and extended fishing rights were successfully negotiated and I had, hopefully, found local tradesmen for the outbuilding conversion work. As soon as I put a bid in for the property it was accepted.

         Among the local contacts I had talks with was Georgina, whom, I discovered, might have riparian rights on the banks of the Esk. My first meeting with her was memorable for all sorts of reasons.

         ‘Of course we must talk fishing. Come for coffee tomorrow,’ she had boomed down the phone.

         The farm where Georgina lived was straight out of Hugh Walpole’s Rogue Herries epic novels; slightly neglected, antiquated and hidden inside a super-abundant apple orchard. A rap on the half-open door brought a strident ‘Come in. Take a seat. Won’t be a minute.’

         Cats were everywhere. I love cats more than dogs. It goes back to childhood when my cat Timothy used to bring home freshly-killed rabbits during the Second World War. What we couldn’t eat ourselves I sold for sixpence each. Two felines tried to jump onto my knee and the big one kicked the little one off.

         ‘Hope you like cats,’ – came the contralto from somewhere above my head. 

         The house was not, surprisingly, perfumed by cats. Cigar smoke was the all-pervading odour. This and the melodious tones from its owner were beginning to ring bells. Then Georgina swept down the stairs and I remembered – Eskdale Agricultural Show last September.

         In those days Eskdale Show was the year’s most frantic rural gathering in Cumbria. They were proud of their 50-foot-long ale bar. Only beer was sold, no draught, just bottles. The wise organisers knew they sold more that way. You didn’t buy one bottle, you bought as many as you could hold. The seasoned wore coats with large pockets to stow them in. Making it to the bar was as close as you could get to a Murrayfield rugby scrum. Bodies were five deep.

         Georgina and her Churchillian cigar did not, however, have to fight. I happened to be looking towards the ale tent entrance when she strode in, a good head taller then the surrounding indigenous Cumbrians whose forbears were the squat Celts and Roman marauders. There did not appear to be another female in the tent and it was like the parting of the waves as she steered towards the bar. Everyone seemed to know her except me. I just gazed bemused.

         In the tumbledown farmhouse Georgina’s handshake had been what I had expected it to be.

         ‘Tea, coffee or a snifter?’

         For an hour we discussed terms for fishing rights on a considerable length of the southern bank of the Esk.

         Georgina said she was glad I had arrived in the valley. Her late father-in-law designate, Bill (M.W.M.) Fowler, had shot and fished there all his life. I already knew about this wartime bomber pilot. In 1965 he had written The Countryman’s Cookbook and I had a copy [reprinted in 2007 and now, with the huge interest in game cooking, a best seller].

         Over the weeks leading up to the launching of my proposed venture I relayed my plans in detail to Arnold but, somehow, there was a strange lack of enthusiasm. His reticence made me faintly uneasy. I shrugged it off. Throughout my 50 years, pessimism had rarely been allowed to become a soul mate.

         With three days to go before we were due to sign the contract I phoned the Planning Board, to get some idea of the paperwork necessary for my schemes, and that is when I discovered the reason for the vendor’s unease. 

         ‘We won’t allow you to do anything like that in Eskdale,’ was the broadside.

         ‘Why on earth not?’

         ‘Our policy is to discourage commercialisation on such a scale in that area of The Lakes.’ He was adamant.

         Here was the reason for the zero enthusiasm. Had Arnold gone down that road already? I suspected so.

         Solicitors and a local councillor were hurriedly contacted. The councillor said he would support my plans, at a costly appeal, but agreed with the lawyers that I would be unlikely to win.

         I left it for the agents to tell their client. They were as unmoved as you would expect a member of that profession to be. Did you know that you need no sort of qualification whatsoever to become an estate agent? Just the skin of a conger eel, tough and slippery. I didn’t speak to Arnold again. Would I have been more suspicious now over his reticence? I think so.

         Now I needed something like the house I had just lost my heart to but closer to a tourist hot spot where we would be allowed to operate.

         The golden chalice was eventually unearthed. But first I must outline the intriguing reason for going into a trade which many taste briefly and very quickly run away from transformed into gibbering wrecks. We must like the life because, 25 years on, we still open our door. The journey has been sometimes wearing but rewarding in so many ways, and often very very rib-tickling.

         
            ESSENTIAL POINTER


            Contact the local Planning Board as soon as you know your strategy to check on any possible restrictions.

            N.B. The attitude towards tourism in the Lake District National Park has changed since the affair in this chapter. Now I would bet a bumper basket of Lythe Valley damsons to a mini bar of Kendal Mint Cake that an application would be granted.
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            2. A Love Story

         

         Our decision to become breakfasteers lies firmly and simply within a story of love.

         I had met Mrs Miller Mk III courtesy of long-time pal Roy. In those days I ran my gunsmithing business. Roy was a keen Shot and member of a syndicate I organised in the Fylde countryside.

         Relaxed dinner soirées often followed a shooting day and, on this occasion, Roy had promised me a, ‘rather special’, surprise later that evening. Roy’s special surprises invariably produced a brace of fine wines.

         I was the fifth generation of our family to live in an old Lytham fisherman’s cottage. That night I had invited four couples. On the menu was game soup and baked turbot. I challenge you to find a turbot in a high street shop. They go from dockside to restaurant, so coveted are they. Choice fish arrived often on my Blackpool counter. Fleetwood was only a few minutes up the coast and trawler boat skippers were regular customers. They were aware that gifts like that evening’s five-pound turbot, and sometimes a baby halibut, would earn them generous discounts.

         I forget which wine Roy brought. The memory was overwhelmed by his partner – Annie. I made sure she sat on my left at dinner (I see far better through that optic). I discovered that she had travelled widely on the Continent, spoke fluent French, could get by in German, Italian, Spanish and Portuguese, had a degree in biology and did something in the Civil Service. In my life beauty and brains in one package had been a rare commodity.

         For the next six months Annie was part of my social scene and we became good pals. Then came the time for me to embark on my annual June visit to France to purchase walnut gunstock blanks. I had gone on these expeditions for the best part of 20 years. My source was based in the Bordeaux region, not far from St Emilion, from where I always brought back several five litre containers of wine. The choosing of a good wine had become as important as the selection of choice stock blanks! Always I had gone with a wine buff who was happy to co-drive. We did big mileage.

         In every French vineyard region there are Dégustastions – tasting centres. Sample their wares and you might, figured the grape grower, drive off with a boot-full of his vintage. Sometimes these outlets boasted a restaurant and many were the epic gastronomic experiences we had down farm tracks, along which we would never normally have ventured had we not glimpsed these simple one-word signs, often peeling and half hidden in the undergrowth.

         Came June 1979 and time to book onto the Plymouth to Roscoff ferry. For the second year in succession pal David would be sharing the driving – and everything else. The previous year had been a riot.

         Then, ‘Sacre Bleu!’ a distraught David had to cry off with two weeks to go. I sat at my desk, pondering over a replacement, when in walked Michael, one of the most liberal connoisseurs of wine it has been my privilege ever to know. More and more do I believe in serendipity.

         ‘Fancy a wine buying trip to France a week next Saturday?’

         ‘How long?’

         ‘Ten days.’

         ‘Okay.’ It really was as brief as that.

         ‘Come,’ I said. ‘I’ll show you how we will be travelling.’ I had purchased, especially for the trip, a classic 1971 SLE Mercedes convertible. A midnight blue job with oyster leather upholstery.

         Michael smiled and led me back to my first-floor showroom window. ‘That,’ he said, ‘is what I think you might like to be in instead.’ We were gazing down upon a new, burgundy red Bentley Corniche!

         The next day my replacement driver reappeared. This time he dropped a hefty wad of notes onto my desk. ‘Spends. Look after them for me please.’

         I felt, somehow, all was going too smoothly, and that was when the bombshell landed.

         ‘I hope you don’t mind if Christine comes too.’

         I was aghast. Of course I minded. You don’t take oranges to Seville.

         In St Tropez (we had already agreed to make it to the Cote d’Azure) there would be damsels by the legion straining pretty ankles to ride in the world’s most prestigious carriage.

         Michael was adamant. He had me pleading, ‘Where can I find a beautiful six-foot young blonde to match?’ (Christine was a physiotherapist aged 21.)

         ‘I am sure you will,’ he smiled, and left.

         A six-foot beautiful single blonde. A six foot beautiful…… Annie! Annie of the dinner parties. I phoned Roy for her number. (The right sort of camarade never poaches a friend’s girl - unless he is a total bounder.) Roy wished me luck.

         ‘Are you doing anything you can’t drop this weekend?’ I ventured after the formalities.

         ‘Er, no.’

         ‘Fancy a trip to The Lakes? Leave at 5pm Saturday, return early Monday?’

         ‘Love to.’

         I had been a Lakes addict from birth. Paternal grandparents were Windermere Biglands and my first trip, I was told, was in 1934, aged one. Now I had a summer caravan on the western shores of the lake and spent winter weekends at the Sawrey Hotel, over the hill in the land of Beatrix Potter.

         Annie arrived in my shop bang on 5pm and I immediately thought I had blown it. Over a shoulder was slung a mere leather cartridge bag. ‘Where’s you gear?’

         ‘What more does a girl need for a weekend other than a toothbrush and spare knickers?’

         How did Anne Elizabeth know she was just my sort of girl? (Subsequently we were to travel to many corners of the earth with no more than a suitcase between us.)

         Unfortunately the weekend did not go too well. I forget why. Something very trivial. I do remember it was a scorcher on the Sunday and, since Annie had gone without a bikini, we cruised across the lake and I bought her first present in Bowness – a very small bikini. If I was buying, I chose.

         Perhaps that was the argument.

         Come Monday morning, both nursing hangovers. Half way down the motorway. ‘That didn’t go too well.’

         Grunt.

         ‘Fancy a couple of weeks in St Tropez to make up for it?’

         A raised eyebrow.

         ‘When?’

         I was to learn that Annie never, ever wasted words.

         ‘Week Saturday. In a Bentley Corniche with Mike and Christine.’

         ‘I’ll let you know.’

         I dropped my guest off at her office precisely on 8.30am. At 9.05 the phone rang. ‘I’m coming with you. Give me details tonight.’

         It hadn’t been such a bad weekend after all!

         For the two of us the walnut/wine trip to St Tropez was an unqualified success every each way. For me it will always be our honeymoon. In contrast, Mike and Christine fell out incessantly. Three times they drove to Nice to buy Christine a plane ticket home. Three times they came back. We swam naked on Liberty Beach with 10,000 naturists and wined, dined and danced the nights away in Juan les Pins. Was there ever a more idyllic part of the world for romance?

         Annie’s French was, indeed, fluent. We dawdled our way back, filling the spare boot space (Christine had a mountain of luggage) with walnut and wine. I didn’t want it to end.

         For a year our romance blossomed. Annie joined driven game shooting parties in Scotland. We stalked the red stag in autumn and trolled for silver spring Loch Tay salmon in freezing February.

         I now had a problem big time. With two failed marriages behind me I was determined not to go there again. It was wrong to waste any more of a beautiful young woman’s life. There was a 19-year age gap. Annie must find someone younger and raise a family. But how to tear apart such a solid union? 

         USA bound

         What appeared to be the answer came one evening in the pub with Roy and his new girl. We had dined on plump partridge, the perfect adjunct to St Emilion. The womenfolk were deep in conversation. Roy - an accountant by profession – and I were not long back from a tour of the Far East but his thoughts were not on frolicking. I was well aware that managing a Blackpool-based computer retail business was not to be his future but had not realised how itchy were his feet. At 32 he was restless for self-employment. Roy asked if my intention was to remain in my current vocation indefinitely. I explained that, by the age of 50, I hoped to be living in my cherished Lakeland. Income would come from letting cottages and I could concentrate on roaming the mountains with a tent and also partake in fishing, shooting and village cricket. Bachelorhood was another ingredient.

         Roy could see my reasoning, but must have felt me too young to rusticate. ‘Ever fancied setting up a business abroad?’ I admitted I had looked hard at France; perhaps a bar, motel or a restaurant but was deterred when I discovered the overwhelming bureaucracy. I was aware, also, of the minority of Frenchmen who disliked the Brits. It might be only a small percentage but I had suffered already at their hands. Had I not been administered an horrific dose of Napoleon’s Revenge after mistakenly calling a bistro maitre garcon? And, as a 16-year-old, been bolted inside a camping site toilet before rescue by my brother.

         ‘What about North America? I do feel, with decent funding, it would be folly to miss out on today’s exchange rate,’ said the budding entrepreneur, the accountancy brain ticking. At the time £1 sterling was returning $2.50.

         With a move imminent on my part the poser was an easy one. I had tasted the USA some years ago and liked what I saw. Then I had gone to watch Muhammad Ali and Joe Frazier beat each other to a pulp in Madison Square Gardens for the world heavyweight boxing crown.

         ‘I’ll give it two years. Let’s explore for a month next spring and go for it the following year if we like what we see,’ was my response. That would take me to my half century, when I would want to be in Cumbria.

         June saw us touching down in Miami with an air bus ticket. With that we could fly as many miles as we wished on Continental Airways for a month.

         We explored all of Florida’s coastline in a hire car, ate gator burgers (alligator meat) in the Everglades and watched the sun rise, swimming in the Gulf of Mexico. All the time we used motels and saw what the so-demanding residents of that special continent demanded for breakfast to fuel their days. It was surprising how popular a Full English was. Without realising it I was a pupil of my future trade and there was much to learn from the most advanced nation in the world. Should you fancy at 8am a half-pound steak, you could have one.

         We had friends who had broken away from the UK to earn a living in America and had alerted two of them in different time zones. The first was the son of a prominent Lancashire beef farmer, now plying his trade close to Austin, Texas.

         The jet touched down mid-morning and we were decanted directly into the air-conditioned complex. We travelled with only a grip apiece (shades of Annie) and minutes later stepped outside into stifling humidity. It was as though we were swathed in hot, clammy blankets. The hygrometer soared to what level we knew not.

         ‘How often is it like this?’ we asked our cabbie. ‘All darn year boys. All darn year.’

         We turned back and caught the next plane to San Diego where, we were assured, the climate would suit our northern bones. Down the phone our Austin farmer friend well understood our plight and said he would reserve the prime Aberdeen Angus beef steaks for some other celebration.

         San Diego was no let down. Just too frenetic and we brought forward our San Francisco meeting with Jimmy and Barbara by a week.

         They met us off the plane and, before it got dark, insisted we took in the Golden Gate Bridge. Until then Alcatraz had been a fairy story, a figment, yet there it was, far away across the Bay.

         Jimmy and Barbara lived in Clear Lake, at the head of the verdant Nappa Valley, California’s vineyard region. But first we went to dine on lobster in one of the famous eateries on Fisherman’s Wharf.

         Roy headed for the gents and came back in shock. ‘No walls round the blurters!’ he gasped. ‘You squat with all the world watching.’

         ‘Homosexuals,’ explained Jimmy. ‘It’s a law to prevent them getting together in public places.’ We had discovered our second minus point. The first being the Texas humidity.

         Night fell before we re-crossed the bridge. Now the roads were empty but, on exiting the suburbs of Sacramento, the county capital, Jimmy jumped a red light.

         ‘Don’t think you should have done that,’ said Barbara. She was right. Highway Patrol pulled us over but there was no ‘hands-on-roof’ frisking drama. Jimmy remained seated and opened the window.

         ‘Why did you jump the light?’ The very young officer looked cross and did have one nonchalant hand on the butt of his sidearm.

         ‘Sorry officer. We’ve just come from the airport and I’ve had a drink.’ (US law officers, apparently, appreciate, most of all, forthright honesty and do like the Brits).

         ‘Where are you going?’

         ‘Clear Lake.’

         ‘You all English?’

         ‘Yes officer.’

         ‘Is anyone sober?’

         ‘Ed Miller.’

         ‘Okay. I’ll need to see his driving licence.’

         My turn to meet the law. ‘It’s in the boot.’

         ‘In the what?’

         Jimmy said, ‘The trunk. In his luggage.’

         ‘Okay. Drive carefully.’

         And I did!

         This courtesy phenomenon we were to experience several times in subsequent months, particularly when it came to exceeding the paltry 50mph speed limit.

         Northern California impressed us. During our research we gave up asking if that motel or this trendy drinking den was on the market. ‘Everything is for sale in the USA,’ was the eternal answer then, and still is today.

         Americans, we were also quick to realise, had much to teach the world when it came to theme or, as one realtor quaintly put it, ‘Funkiness.’ Had the Tardis, for instance, transported us, one Sunday lunchtime, into The Pelican Bar, high on the cliffs at the northern extremity of the Golden Gate, we would have sworn we were in an English country pub. 

         There was, however, a big clue to the location. In the darts hall, instead of one board, there were five and all in use. Watney’s Red Barrel was served in standard English pint glass tankards and roast beef had assailed olfactory senses even in the car lot. Or were they so clever that they could drench the ozone with canned flavours at the touch of a button? Whatever the ploy, there was still roast beef by the hundred-weight served on solid oak refectory tables.

         We checked the going price. We were short by a mere million!

         The bass fishing in Clear Lake was some of the finest in the land and Roy went through the books of a modestly priced bar/restaurant on its northern shore. It was viable, but the sight of a loaded shotgun, under the bar counter, deterred us. ‘Just in case,’ smiled the vendor.

         And there, too, the lone thunder box in the gents reposed openly in the very centre of the room. One day I found it occupied by an exceedingly large Mexican gent. Were these strange habits something we could accept?

         Each year California’s walnut groves are invaded by bands of Mexicans at nut-harvest time. They work for a wage no American citizen would contemplate and have their own drinking dens.

         One warm evening Roy insisted Jimmy take us there – not one of his better ideas. Inside around 30 young Mexicans, straight out of a spaghetti western, downed tequilas at an alarming rate. Two young white and very, very overweight girls sat alone at a table near the bar, apparently ignored. By the door, through which we had just entered, stood a huge shaven-headed State Trooper, no follicles for assailants to grab. Against his bulk the girls looked almost dainty. He also sported a .45 Colt revolver slung at hip in fast-draw mode.

         And, I promise, it is no exaggeration when I say that one hand fluttered ceaselessly over the butt of this weapon like a hovering falcon about to pounce. Eyes darted every each way.

         ‘I wonder if he ever draws,’ I whispered.

         ‘Judging by the bullet holes behind us, yes,’ said Jimmy.

         This was a Jimmy raring to call Roy’s bluff. When the band began to play he bet him $10 he dare not ask one of the girls to dance.

         Roy accepted the challenge but it must have been one bad move too many. Over hurried State Trooper. ‘You boys had better move on. Like fast.’ 

         We did just that, sale price unchecked!

         Monteray, south of San Francisco, was explored and then we flew to Denver, the mile-high capital of Colorado, close to where two more pals had put down roots. In stark contrast to Texas the air was as sweet as a nun’s breath.

         John and Fred had sailed the Atlantic a year earlier in a 27-foot yacht and then headed for Boulder, an hour’s drive out of Denver, in the foothills of The Rockies. Fred, by profession a school teacher, was also a climbing and ski instructor and knew there would be winter employment on the ski slopes.

         We discovered him operating a hot dog cart on the town Mall where there were, among the permanent residents, 12,000 university students all craving his bumper filled buns. That day he sported a tallshiner and Union Jack draped over shoulders. At night he would be playing his musical saw in a folk band.

         Fred didn’t look up until Roy ordered, ‘Two freebies. Extra large with Blackpool relish.’

         Fred wanted to shut up shop there and then and head for the Shamrock Bar. But, after we had promised to linger with him for a week (we had already decided we liked the look of Colorado) he pointed us towards John – managing a bar/restaurant in Gold Hill, five miles away high in The Rockies. The settlement had been a Gold Rush town. A few hopefuls still mined half-heartedly and the rest of the shacks had become holiday retreats.

         John was bending over a generator, spanner in hand, when we turned up and addressed his rear end.

         ‘Fancy a pint in The Thatched,’ (a favourite watering hole back in The Fylde).

         ‘Bloody Hell,’ was all he could say, falling backwards to sit in the dust.

         Both John and Fred confirmed what we were already deducing. A business could not fail if: a) it was honestly priced, b) there was sufficient collateral to avoid borrowing at pernicious lending rates and, c) you applied yourself and did not look on the venture as a jolly.

         In this State the toilets did have walls and lockable doors and we resolved to return in the summer of the following year.

         Armed with 10-year renewable visas we touched down once more at San Francisco airport, in June 1981, to investigate, first, a proposition Jimmy had lined up for us. I had told Annie I would be gone for two years. Why, I reasoned to myself, would anyone hang about that long for an old fart?

         We bought a gas-guzzling monster Buick (gasoline was a quarter the price of UK fuel), from a dealer over the airport fence, and drove up to Clear Lake. Jimmy, whose interests included property development, had what, at first, seemed like a spectacular deal on a plot of land by a busy highway. He had in mind a 25-bedroomed motel, but Roy’s accountancy brain didn’t like it and we again drove down to Carmel, on the Monteray Peninsular. There we boosted Clint Eastwood’s trade in his Hog’s Breath pub, looked at two motels and a restaurant, decided they were too expensive in that honeypot of a location, and went east again by road towards friendly-priced Colorado.

         On the way Yosemite National Park was all the guide books promised and we frittered a few dollars in a Lake Taho gambling den. Austen, Nevada, saw us arm wrestling hairy silver miners in a saloon, where the bar’s backdrop was riddled with bullet holes from its wild west days, and joined in upside down crème de menthe drinking competitions. Someone’s wife came to collect him, but left when he stood on the bar, dropped his jeans, and showed her his bare buttocks. At 2am I left to book a room at the only motel, along the boardwalk, but discovered it had closed at midnight. The saloon landlord gave us his spare room. (You do really have to visit the USA to fully appreciate what a genuinely friendly lot they are.)

         Mammoth Lakes

         We also made a detour to Mammoth Lakes where the remains of Steve Fossett, the American adventurer, were later found in 2008. We had been advised to home in on June Lakes, a dream of a resort so high in the Sierra Nevadas that we were groggy from the lack of oxygen until we became accustomed.

         Kind folk, who knew what sort of venture we were seeking as an investment, insisted we should linger in this very special slice of Mono County, California. Leisure business there was year-round. We touched base in July when river and lake fishing was at its peak – if you view June Lakes any time from spring until the snows come, you are guaranteed to fill your creel and we were to discover why, one morning soon after sunrise. 

         From our motel balcony overlooking one of the deep blue waters we heard the drone of a light aircraft engine. It came in low over the lake below and abruptly discharged a tank-full of rainbow trout. (I doubt if we have got round to this efficient procedure yet in the UK even after a time gap of 30 years!)

         Winter, of course, brought out the skiers, skaters and ice-climbers.

         We dallied there for three days and were, indeed, extremely impressed having discovered only one downside.

         This minus point occurred on our first night. We had booked into an excellent timber-built motel with restaurant attached and, after another gargantuan steak apiece, enquired about a pool table. Out of doors it was pitch black with no street lighting.

         ‘Try the Tiger Bar, 100 meters up the road but go no further if you wish to see the morrow,’ said our caring host.

         We were puzzled, intrigued. ‘How come?’

         ‘Black bears. We have a mother and cub in town. If you have a .45 sidearm and can use it pretty damn quick then walk on. Otherwise I could quite easily lose two bedfillers!’

         We heeded the advice and now ponder over whether or not it could have been the progeny of these two carnivores who had helped the mountain lions to dispose of the unfortunate Mr Fossett when his light plane crashed only a spit away from the motel where we had spent such pleasant days.

         For the less informed, Steve Fossett was the 63-year-old American who disappeared in September 2007 after taking off alone in a light aircraft from neighbouring Nevada. His remains were discovered just over a year later close to where the aeroplane had crashed – the bones picked clean.

         Back in Boulder we lodged with John and Fred and were tempted by a variety of ventures. All the time the monetary pile, that Roy had astutely invested for us with a couple of finance houses, grew in value. Then, one evening, four months after crossing the Atlantic for the second time, and following a phone call home, he dropped a mini bomb. Would I like to be his best man? After pondering my own circumstances for 24 hours it was the signal for us to return. For me it merely meant that retirement to Cumbria’s lakes and mountains would be two years ahead of schedule. 

         Roy also admitted that he was deeply concerned with the massive drug culture among the students. I had blanked my mind to the matter, but recognised its effects – aggression was nil but the young appeared detached from the real world.

         I departed that wondrous land, and its extraordinary inhabitants, with a degree in bullshit!

         The parting between Annie and I had only served to strengthen the bond. Abandoning plan A – the letting cottages – I asked Annie if she would like to run a guest house in The Lakes, while I looked at the viability of a clay pigeon shooting school.

         Armed with a firm ‘Yes,’ I began my hunt for a property with a relatively open mind. The Eskdale saga you already know. After that little hiccup the next instalment was so much smoother.

         
            POINTERS


            • A lesson here which has nothing whatsoever to do with B&B but very salient, particularly since the French are our nearest neighbours. Never upset a Gallic restauranteur!

            
                

            

            • Full English is a term common in the USA and we can learn from them. Their bacon is much more desirable than most of ours. It is thinner – therefore quicker to grill – only lightly salted and faintly smoked. Their scrambled eggs are also matchless (I discovered the microwave method is widely used). I never had a poor cooked breakfast across the pond but I have had lots in the UK.
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