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      This book is dedicated, as always, to my beloved daughter Lucy.  I am so happy that she has inherited my love of travel and adventure and we have spent many happy times taking trips around the world together.

      But this book would not have been possible without all the people I have met on my travels, old friends and new ones. People who have inspired me and left an indelible mark on my soul.

      Thank you.
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            IS TRAVEL STILL FUN IN YOUR SEVENTIES?

          

        

      

    

    
      It might be a little different from all the previous travelling you have done, due to niggling aches, pains, anxieties and declining abilities, but please don’t let that deter you.

      Time differences, flight connections, fluctuating currency rates, ESTAs, visas, phone chargers, adaptors and sim cards. Travellers cheques or cash?

      Scammed or cloned credit cards, weight allowances, carry on luggage, no liquids over 100ml, travel insurance. These are all just minor inconveniences, nothing that should stop you seeing the world!

      The days of bringing back piles of heavy ceramics in your hand luggage, or balancing huge Ali Baba baskets on your lap in the plane; as I did when returning from Tunisia in 1969; are long gone.

      But despite all this, do think about getting out and exploring the world if you possibly can. You only have one life and it goes by far too quickly. Try to pack as much into it as you are able to.

      All that stuff you buy will hang around gathering dust long after you’re dead and gone, all those delicious meals you eat will soon be forgotten, but travelling; even if it is only day trips in your own locale; will bring you so many happy memories. Memories you can re-live even when you’re ancient and infirm and can’t leave your bed!

      When I think back over my life, I realise that I have so many happy memories of all the travelling I’ve done, all the places I’ve seen and the people I’ve met. So many more memories than I have of all the money I’ve spent on stuff, most of which I don’t even possess anymore. So many of those clothes, handbags, shoes and household items that seemed so important to buy at the time, are now just distant memories. But the trips I took, the souvenirs I bought along the way, and the lovely people I met, are some of my most cherished memories.

      The Covid-19 pandemic changed everything of course. It put a stop to so much. We became more fearful, anxious to pick up some awful disease mid-flight, or in a country far from home.

      But as I said at the end of my first book in this series: Seventy Years Worth Of Travel,  there are still lots of places on my bucket list, places I want to visit before I die.

      Fast forward to the end of 2022. All the lockdowns had ended and it seemed it was safe to travel the world again. But was I ready?

      I was now 71 years old, almost 72 to be precise, and single after my 26 year marriage had ended in divorce. Did I really want to travel again? Was I happy to travel alone? Was my desire to see the world stronger than my fear?

      Due to Covid, I had been forced to cancel a planned trip to Russia. I was so disappointed, as it was a country I had always longed to see. But it now seemed that the political situation there meant I would be unlikely to visit anytime soon.

      My feet were getting a bit itchy again, so it was definitely time to make some new plans. Where should I go?
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      New Zealand was still very quiet after all the lockdowns. Our borders were only just beginning to open up and tourism was still recovering, so it seemed an ideal time to pop down to Queenstown for a little adventure. This time I travelled with my daughter Lucy and her partner Mike. He had grown up in the South Island, so was an excellent guide, able to show us places off the main tourist routes.

      His mum Kathryn, who lives in the South Island, joined us for a visit to Milford Sound, and for anyone who has visited that area, you will know that it is usually a hum of activity, with boats and small planes flying constantly over the magnificent scenery.

      But today it was eerily quiet.

      We had arrived in the late afternoon, after stopping the car numerous times to explore and take photos. There had been virtually no traffic on the usually busy roads from Te Anau to the Fiordland National Park (a UNESCO World Heritage site) so it was easy to stop whenever we felt like it. We checked into the Milford Sound Lodge and were delighted on opening the blinds in our beautifully appointed cabins, to find ourselves staring at rugged snow covered mountains.

      After unpacking and having a quick coffee beside the river outside our rooms, admiring the spectacular view, we wandered down to the harbour to book our cruise for the next morning. We planned to go straight after breakfast to beat the crowds.

      “Oh sorry, we’re not sure if any boats will be running tomorrow. Since the pandemic there just aren’t any tourists about. Certainly nowhere near enough to warrant us taking a boat out. But come back in the morning and if there’s enough people, we’ll take one of the small boats out.”

      Over a delicious dinner back at the lodge, we lamented the fact that we might not be able to take the trip after all. We had all been to Milford Sound before, but it had been a long journey getting here, and we would be disappointed to miss it.

      Luckily the next morning, although dull, wasn’t actually raining, and when we arrived at the harbour there were a few other intrepid tourists also wanting to have an adventure.

      It proved to be a truly memorable trip.

      Milford Sound, named by early European settlers, is actually a fiord, formed by the erosion of ancient glaciers. Many impressive peaks surround the water, including the iconic Mitre Peak at 1692m above sea level. Slightly smaller, but just as impressive are The Elephant and Lion Peaks. There are numerous waterfalls and the Lady Bowen waterfall which is 162m high, provides a source of both water and electricity for the residents of Milford Sound. Locals reckon that the best time to visit is when it’s raining, which is just as well as apparently Milford Sound is “the wettest place in New Zealand.”

      The scenery is superb of course, world class and breathtakingly beautiful, but to see it that day: a completely empty setting except for our small boat, without thousands of tourists with their phones clicking, no planes or helicopters hovering noisily overhead. Just stillness, peace, and utter beauty. Scenery so majestic that it made your heart sing. Nature at its absolute best. Pristine without human beings destroying it. A very special memory that none of us will ever forget, and I am thrilled to have shared with my favourite people in the world. Those kind of memories will keep us warm on the coldest and darkest of days.
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      Popping back to London was an easy decision. A good choice for my first long haul trip after the rigours of all the Covid lockdowns. Of course people were still rather fearful, and there were still lots of face masks in evidence when I arrived at Auckland Airport to check in for my flight to London.

      Pre-Covid, it had been a simple route, the same Air New Zealand plane would take me all the way to Heathrow, stopping briefly at Los Angeles for refuelling and a change of crew. It was a journey I had done many times, an exhausting but straightforward 24 hour flight.

      So I was disappointed that the airline had now discontinued their direct flights to London and I was forced instead to fly via Singapore. Don’t get me wrong, I love Singapore as a destination, but this time I was just going to be stopping there for a quick layover in the airport, not long enough to sample all the delights that lovely country has to offer.

      I arrived at Auckland Airport in plenty of time to check in for my early morning flight, only to find that the flight had just been cancelled! No proper explanation was given, but the ground staff were very sympathetic and promised to try and book me onto an alternative flight as soon as possible.

      For me it was merely an annoyance, but some of my fellow passengers were distraught, as the delay meant they would probably miss the connection in Singapore, to board their long planned celebratory cruise.

      I was glad I had paid the extra for a business class fare (due to my troublesome knee injury) as I could sit comfortably in the Premium check in lounge while waiting to be reassigned a seat. It took several hours, but I was then informed that I was booked onto a flight to Chicago, due to leave some 10 hours later. From there I would transfer to another flight to London.

      So, I spent the rest of that day sitting in the airport lounge. It was comfortable enough, but not how I’d planned to spend the first day of my holiday!

      Sadly the new flight was then delayed for an hour and a half, which meant that time would be very short for my connecting flight in Chicago.

      The flight manager had apparently noticed that I was hobbling a bit when I boarded the plane in Auckland, so he insisted on getting me assistance for the changeover. Myself and the other passengers heading to London were assured that despite this delay, we would definitely make our connections, apparently the ground staff in Chicago were already aware of our predicament.

      As promised, a lovely young lady was waiting for me with a wheelchair as we disembarked, and I was forced to get over my slight annoyance at being treated like an old lady (in my head I am still 35.) As she pushed me along the endless corridors, we chatted a little as we picked up my new boarding pass, which was circled in red ink “PRIORITY” and hastened through to passport control. Having established that I was not a threat to national security and was merely passing through the U.S.A, we went to the baggage carousel to claim my three large suitcases. Before you judge, it was just before Christmas, I was going to visit friends in London, France and Morocco, so had lots of gifts packed amongst my six weeks’ worth of clothes. Clothes for all seasons and eventualities.

      If you have read my previous book in this series: Seventy Years Worth Of Travel, you will recall that I am not someone who subscribes to the travelling light theory…Often over the years, particularly when fighting my way through crowded airports, struggling with ridiculously large amounts of luggage, I often wish I had learnt to pack lightly, but as I haven’t managed it in my now 75 years, I doubt it will ever happen!

      I asked the lovely young lady how on earth she was going to manage pushing me and a trolley stacked with three heavy cases, but she assured me she could cope. I offered to walk and push the luggage trolley myself, but she was adamant she could do it.

      Somehow, she manoeuvred us around corners and along corridors, and safely deposited my heavy cases at the relevant airline desk, ready for loading on to London.

      I did notice that she kept glancing at her watch, but she assured me that although time was tight, we would still make my connecting flight.

      Unfortunately it was a busy time in Chicago and it took us a while to queue for the lift to transport us to the airport train. It seemed that my next flight was leaving from a different terminal, so we now had to go through another security check.

      “How long are you intending to stay in the U.S. Ma’am?”

      I could hear the tension in my voice as I replied. Why on earth were we having to go through security again? Twice in half an hour.

      “I am not intending to stay for any time at all. I am ONLY IN TRANSIT!”

      Having not been arrested for being grumpy with an officer of the law, we were finally allowed through and with another furtive glance at her watch, my escort proceeded to rush along the endlessly long corridors. Although she kept surreptitiously checking her watch, she assured me that there was no problem as the airline had promised to hold the flight. I did notice that she was walking at a very fast pace and was rather glad that I wasn’t having to negotiate that journey with my troublesome knee!

      It took another ten minutes to reach the departure gate. She pushed me to the front, brandishing my URGENT SPEEDY boarding pass.

      “Sorry, she’s too late, we’ve just closed the gate. They’re taking her luggage off now.”

      “But we were assured you were holding the flight. There are other passengers following behind from the same flight who need to board too.”

      “No, sorry. The gates closed. They’ll just have to rebook onto other flights.”

      With that he turned away, leaving both of us close to tears. She had done her very best, but it wasn’t good enough and she was angry.

      No amount of pleading would change his mind. The plane was right in front of us, but apparently it was better to waste time hunting down and removing my luggage from the hold, rather than just letting me board the plane.

      “I am so sorry ma’am. I feel really bad. And now I have to leave you here, as I’m getting messaged to go and pick up some more passengers.”

      She looked dejected and I felt sorry for her. We parted with a hug.

      I was close to tears and rather angry. It had been a long couple of days. I had left home at five in the morning to get to the airport in good time for my flight, then had spent twelve hours sitting in the Auckland Airport Lounge waiting for this flight to Chicago. Now I faced another delay. It was only my pride that stopped the tears flowing. Travelling alone can be a bit miserable when you have no-one to share these little problems with!

      Finally, after a further three hour wait, they managed to get me onto another flight to London that evening. Unfortunately all the business class seats were booked, so my knee and I had to cope with being squashed into economy.

      After all those hours of inactivity my poor knee was a bit sore!

      I was relieved when both I and my three suitcases arrived safely in London, albeit many hours behind schedule. I had booked a taxi to drive me down to Sussex and was rather shocked to see all the snow on the ground when we left the terminal building. It was unusual for early December.

      We drove slowly along the M25 and 23 motorways. Most people had sensibly stayed at home, not wanting to risk the snowy icy roads, but fortunately my driver was made of sterner stuff, although he did mention that his car had skidded and slid on the ice on his driveway and he had thought about cancelling my pick up.

      When we arrived at my hotel, he insisted on taking my arm and guiding me across the icy car park to reception. He obviously did not intend to waste the rest of his day having to drive an old lady to the hospital, because she had slipped and fallen on the ice!

      The hotel (a place I had known for many years) looked welcoming.

      A big Christmas tree, tastefully decorated, stood in the hotel entrance and I marched in, glad to have reached my destination at last. The lady behind the desk was not particularly warm or welcoming however, which rather surprised me, as the place had always been known for its excellent service.

      “Is there anyone that could please help me take my luggage to my room?”

      She reluctantly left her desk and helped me drag the heavy cases down the corridor. Luckily I had booked a room on the ground floor, knowing that the old building had no lift.

      “What time do you serve lunch and dinner?”

      “Oh we’re not doing that this week, the restaurant will be closed, as we’re too busy doing Christmas parties.”

      I was shocked. I knew the hotel had a very nice dining room, having eaten there many times in the past.

      “We’re serving breakfast as usual of course. Anytime between 7am and 10am. Buffet style, but you can order special eggs if you want. Oh, and as a houseguest, if you are desperate for lunch, we could ask the chef to rustle you up a sandwich.”

      With that she was gone.

      So, in the absence of any other offer, instead of a late lunch, I made do with a cup of coffee and small packet of chocolate chip cookies in my room!

      Sadly the unexpected snow really messed up my plans. For the whole week that I was there, the roads were icy and dangerous and people and cars were snowed in. England has never been particularly good at coping with extreme weather events, sometimes it seems that the slightest snowfall makes everything grind to a halt. But my friends are loyal and tough, so they made the effort to get to me somehow and we still managed to have fun.

      My friend Valerie and I even managed a little shopping trip, getting a taxi to the nearby town of Crawley where we knew a few shops like Primark, TK Maxx and Marks and Spencers would be open. I could not possibly be in England without doing a little retail therapy, even if the elements were not on my side!

      We had also planned a trip to Hayling Island to visit our friend Tricia who had recently been widowed. Tricia, Valerie, Sue and I had been friends for more than 35 years, since we all worked together at Imperial Cancer Research, and every time I went back to England we would get together for a weekend. This time, Sue, being the youngest, was planning to come down from her home in Kent, and drive us there. Sadly, the day I arrived in England, the day I realised I was pretty much stranded at that disappointing hotel, was also the day that Sue went down with Covid. We were all so disappointed. It had been far too long since the four of us had been together. The others three, who all lived in England, caught up occasionally, but for me it was a rare treat.

      Undaunted, I assured Valerie that we two would still go, as long as I could find a taxi driver willing to go that far in such dreadful weather. I had not bothered to hire a car for my short stay and now I really wished I had. Although I didn’t enjoy driving in bad conditions, I really wanted to see my friends. Once you get to a certain age you can never be sure when, or if, you will manage to see each other again.

      Fortunately I located a young man, recently arrived from India, who was willing to risk life and limb to drive two old ladies across the country. It was an expensive exercise, a journey of about 83km, which would normally take just over an hour, ended up taking two and a half hours and cost £225 pounds (NZ$450). Double that for the return journey. A pretty costly exercise, but one that brought us all enormous pleasure. I may never manage to see either of them again, as Tricia is in her 80’s and Valerie is almost 90, so it was definitely money well spent. As you age, you realise that the only important things in life are the people you love, everything else, all the money and possessions, is just window dressing.

      Sadly, the hotel continued to be a great disappointment. Once part of a respectable hotel chain, this historic building had sadly deteriorated. Perhaps it was just the inclement weather, a lack of staff, or as the receptionist had said, that they were simply preoccupied with organising Christmas parties and had no time to spare to pander to the odd house guest. But whatever the reasons, it turned out to be a pretty miserable stay. The breakfasts were ok, pretty bog standard Full English fry ups, if that was what you wanted, but to get any food outside those hours proved almost impossible.

      One day my friend Manuela braved the snow and ice and came to see me. We sat for hours in the well-furnished and seasonally decorated lounge and tried not to mind when it took forever for our coffee to arrive. I had asked for some biscuits or cake to accompany it, and was disappointed when after a lengthy delay, two small cups arrived on a tray, accompanied by two plastic wrapped packets of shortbread biscuits, identical to those available in my bedroom. Not very inspiring.

      I was even more embarrassed when a couple of hours later, as we were still chatting and enjoying each other’s company, I approached the reception desk and asked if perhaps we might have a few sandwiches and a glass of wine. The look on the male receptionists face was a picture. He was obviously horrified.

      You would have thought I had requested a six course banquet.

      “Sorry, the restaurant’s closed all week. We’re too busy preparing for all the Christmas parties.”

      “But the other lady told me, when I checked in, that as I’m staying here, I could always order sandwiches.”

      He shrugged, turned away and rang the kitchen.

      “There’s a guest here who wants sandwiches. I’ve told her you’re too busy, but she insists.”

      I could hear the chefs grumpy reply as he shouted down the phone.

      “Ok, he says he will make an exception for you. There’s no choice though, is that ok?”

      I looked outside. Although it was only about two o’clock in the afternoon, the sky was dark and more snow was falling. I knew that all the restaurants and coffee shops in the nearby town would be closed.

      It took another half an hour for our lunch to arrive and when it did I was mortified. Two plates were dumped unceremoniously in front of us. The bread, obviously left over from breakfast, had been toasted to disguise its staleness and stuffed inside were slices of cooked sausage, again leftovers from breakfast. There was not even any pickle, chutney, or sauce to make it more appetising, but they had piled a huge amount of corn chips on the side as an accompaniment! A most unappealing offering. To cheer us up, I asked for two glasses of white wine. This also seemed to be an enormous problem, but I persisted and eventually a young lady was dragged from somewhere in the back office to the bar, to pour it for us.

      Manuela and I had been friends for many years so we just laughed it off, it was one of those funny memories that will last forever, but it was incredibly sad to see a once great hotel reduced in such a way.

      Another friend, Nikki, also braved the weather to come to the hotel and visit me. She had a big 4x4 so after hearing about the lack of pretty much any kind of food available, she suggested we venture further afield. The Ditchling Garden Centre was an favourite old haunt of mine. I had so many lovely memories of taking my Lucy there when she was small. And it did not disappoint me this time either.

      Although the actual garden centre was virtually empty, most people having no desire to linger outside among the freezing, snow covered plants, inside was a different story. The large shop space was full of families admiring the wonderful Christmas displays: all the baubles, tinsel and trinkets sparkling on the oversized artificial trees. My favourite thing was the display of artificial reindeers in their stables, singing Christmas Carols. We then went into the restaurant, which had expanded hugely since my last visit, where we joined all the other people sheltering from the cold and enjoying festive delights such as mulled wine, mince pies and turkey and cranberry panini’s.

      I stayed at that hotel for a whole week, barely met any other guests, and only once heard a Christmas party taking place. Maybe I was just unlucky, hopefully they have since got their act together. You are probably wondering why I did not simply check out early and find somewhere else to stay, but this was a small country town, there were no real alternatives, the weather was dreadful, and I had paid for the accommodation in advance to get a good deal.

      It had been wonderful revisiting old haunts and catching up with my lovely friends, but that hotel stay was NOT a fun travel experience!
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            CHRISTMAS IN A FRENCH VILLAGE











