
A Party in Germany  

February 2008 - By Roger James 
 

In early January 2008 I received a phone call from Edward, my sister Rachel’s husband, who 

proceeded to tell me about a conversation he and Rachel had been having: “what would we do if 

we won LOTTO?” Rachel had said that she would fly all her brothers over for her 50th birthday. 

No - they hadn’t won LOTTO, but would I come anyway? I thought “what a bloody good idea”, 

having not seen Rachel since they visited New Zealand in the mid-1990’s. 

 

 
Saying goodbye to the girls at Auckland airport 

 

Tuesday 5 February 

Hong Kong: Finally managed to buy a notebook and a pencil; well actually two notebooks, a pen, 

a pack of two pencils, a rubber and refills. Pretty scarce items in this town.  

 

So anyway here we go - departed Auckland 11:20am 5 February on a pretty new Boeing 777 

which seats about 300. We had 37 in cattle class apparently, about 60 on board plus crew. I saw 

lots of water for the first part of the trip. Down between the clouds appeared lots of islands Papua 

New Guinea onwards a string of islands, mostly sparsely populated with some signs of 

agriculture in places. The main Philippine Islands were pretty amazing as the sun rose over them. 

As far as I could see was mostly agriculture as we flew up the west coast. As we crossed the 

middle to the northwest hills appeared with bush covered gullies and open tops similar to parts of 

the central North Island I have hunted.  

 

Four movies and 3 hours later we touched down in Hong Kong. One very efficient place, no 

waiting at immigration like in NZ, the bloke on the desk even spoke English. Out the door, quick 

stop at the train ticket desk and on the fast train to Hong Kong island.  

 



Three stops later I arrived at Central Station. There was a slight drama trying to figure out where 

and how to get the train to Castaway Bay. Find a machine to buy ticket; “oops” doesn’t take $100 

dollar notes. Eventually get a $5 ticket and am on the way. Boy do these guys know how to move 

people, there are so many waiting at the first stop only half can squash in then the rest wait for the 

next train. These trains (MTR as they are called) are quiet and fast, you don’t even notice unless 

you look down the next carriage that they are turning corners.  

 

Times Square at Castaway Bay is one huge shopping complex, tunnels running in all directions. 

Eventually I found my way underground to the hotel. I have a quick shower and off into town to 

check out a few bars. Lots of Europeans in the bars around central. Bit quiet this time of year a 

local tells me. Quite glad I am not here when it is busy.  

 

Wednesday 6 February 

Down to breakfast at 7. I can see why these people are so small, as a tiny bit of scrambled egg 

and ham is served with a croissant. On the MRT back down the line to assembly station then a 

quiet stroll through Hong Kong Park to see the odd old person moving through their Tai Chi 

routine. It obviously rains pretty heavily as there are huge concrete drains dug into the hillside 

about every 10 yards down the hill. I found the tram which was originally built in 1886. Quite a 

steep trip up the hill to the park. From here you can look both north and south. Pity it was 

overcast and hazy so I couldn’t see much. A stop in at McDonalds to top up breakfast with a 

bacon and egg muffin and a coffee.  

 

 
 

Back to the cable car and met Lizza Dong, the only other passenger waiting to go down. We had 

a wander through the Zoological Gardens, pink flamingos and all. Then I headed back to the hotel 

to be picked up for the Lang Ton (Broken Head) Island tour. A van picked me up and off we went 

to Kowloon. Kowloon is wall to wall apartments amazing how they stack them in.  

 

 



 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

First stop is the Tsing Ma Bridge, the longest suspension bridge in the world so the guide told us. 

When I questioned him he rephrased it to the longest that carries car and rail - quite interesting. 

The main span is 1377m, the ropes holding it up are 1m in diameter and made up of 33,000 

strands 5.38mm thick each. These were spun on site - about 160,000 km of rope. There is also the 

tiny Kau Bridge nearby, also pretty spectacular. These guys can certainly build things. Next stop 

was Tung Chang on Lang Ton where we were met by a local guide. The family had been there 

for 64 generations he told us. He gave us a run down about how the locals like him can own land 

there. There are a large number of multi-story apartments 20 to 30 square meters each, which are 

rented by the government to those who are not locals. A bus trip over the hill to the south we pass 

a couple of prisons, the guide gives us a rundown how they are like holiday camps, the prisoners 

even get paid. Thought that only happened in NZ. 

  

 

 

Then it’s off to see the world’s largest Buddha….Oops now it’s the largest sitting Buddha as 

someone in China built a bigger one standing. The Monastery here is just over 1000 years old, 

they added the 250 tonne Buddha in the early 1990’s. Pretty impressive. After a stroll up the 200 

plus steps and a look around it and the monastery it’s off to Taio Esaing Village built on piles 

over the sea between Lang Tau and an island. It has a 500 year old temple. It doesn’t look like 

much has changed here for some time although they now have old fashioned powerboats, 

powered by old bus motors.  

 

 



 
  

China’s plan is to build a road/bridge from China Macau to Hong Kong with it coming ashore 

where this village is. New small apartments have been stacked down the road to relocate the 

people to. No resource management acts around here. From here we raced in our bus to the east 

end of the island to catch the ferry back to Hong Kong with two minutes to spare. Back to the 

hotel by MTR from the ferry, a quick shower then on to the MTR and across to Kowloon down to 

the Avenue of Stars to look back across the water to watch the light show. This is truly 

spectacular - 30 plus buildings on Hong Kong Island CBD light up to music with a combination 

of neon search and laser lights which dance around to music. These buildings are spread out over 

half a km or more. Some bright spark had coordinated the whole thing to all work in unison. In 

fact the whole place seems to function that way. Trains seem to run frequently and on time. Each 

station is linked to the surrounding streets by a maze of tunnels. At times you walk up to half a 

km underground before surfacing. There are easy to read maps on the walls and all exits are 

alphabetically marked. Went back to Castaway Bay and had a spaghetti meal at Spaghetti House 

in Sharp St, washed down with a couple of Chinese beers and some French wine, very nice it was 

too.  

 

Thursday 7 February 

Up at 5am and took a taxi to the Central Station (MTR doesn’t run until 6am). Talk about easy. 

Checked in for the flight at the station bay and all. Then on the train to the airport. Hong Kong is 

one efficient, clean, tidy and well run city. The people are polite and non-aggressive unlike some 

of ours, not one piece of graffiti in sight.  

 

Now flying over Lan Zhau in Northern China. I now see what they mean about a harsh winter - 

snow to the north and south as far as the eye can see. In places there is the odd town or city one 

can make out with the lines of the roads in the snow. It has been snowing non-stop for the last 

couple of hours. I watched a movie with Michael Clayton and George Clooney, not bad. 4 ½ 

hours into the flight we were still over China, not so much snow now, in the mountain country. 

Onto Russia and more snow, the outline of a large river is visible, frozen solid with the odd track 

across it where people have crossed over the ice. The flight continues over Moscow now. The 

ground is obscured by cloud. The cloud thins again as we head down the Baltic Sea with Sweden 



on our right and Europe on the left. No snow here - all is very picturesque with hundreds of 

islands dotted throughout the strait. Finally we are over London in the queue waiting to land. 

After three or four circles we had a good tour of London by air. We finally touched down. A long 

walk, then a bus ride that seems to weave its way through the bowels of Heathrow airport and we 

arrive at terminal two. A few hours later the Lufthansa flight is finally underway. Christina the 

young lady sitting next to me originally from Romania and now living in Canada is off to visit 

her father who is working in Luxemburg.  

 

 
 

At Frankfurt airport I am met by my nephew Tristin who I last saw in NZ some 12 years ago. 

Immigration was pretty much a non-event they didn’t even stamp my British passport. Customs, 

well there wasn’t any. A short walk and we are on the train to Weisbaden where we arrive at 

about 9pm. A short bus ride and we are at Tristin’s flat. We wander through Loom pub where the 

publican folds up the newspaper as his only two patrons walk in. It seems to take forever to pour 

a couple of beers, which when they finally arrive were well worth waiting for. I find out through 

Tristin that the pub has suffered a 25% drop in people with the introduction of the non-smoking 

policy implemented by the government. Suddenly I am feeling quite tired, a quick calculation and 

I have been up for 24 hours after only 4 hours sleep in Hong Kong.  

 

 
Wiesbaden was one of the few German city’s not bombed during WWII. 



Friday 8 February  

Wide awake at 6am I go for a quiet stroll through the town following the ring road for an hour or 

so watching the city come alive. By 7 there is a lot of free flowing traffic around. On the stroll 

back I managed, with some pointing to secure a cup of coffee. English is not spoken here. About 

nine, Tristin takes me for a tour of the city centre. This is a real pretty town with its cobbled 

streets and old buildings. Apparently it missed being bombed in WW11 as the Americans wanted 

it for a base. Even the modern buildings seem to be keeping with the old look and it is quite hard 

to distinguish between the apartments and offices as the facades seem to look the same above the 

shops. We meet Edward, my brother in law and head to a nice pub for lunch. All the tables are 

occupied so a chap on his own invites us to join him. Apparently this is the normal thing here. A 

nice meal accompanied with a few pitchers of very nice beer then it is on the train to Lorch, and 

then on to the bus (a train ticket can be used on the bus too). We wind our way up the hill through 

several quaint, very tidy little villages. Most of the countryside here is trees, pine and birch. Small 

as they are there seems to be a thriving logging industry. We pass a large tunnel dug into the hill 

reminiscent of the Cold War; this one is still guarded and fenced off. There are a few rolling 

fields with large plastic clad hay bales stacked alongside the buildings used to house stock for the 

winter.  

 

Rachel, Edward, Tristin and Killian live in a three storey house overlooking local fields and forest 

at the top of a hill on the edge of the small village of Wollmershied, the population is about 250.  

  

 
 

Saturday 9 February 

7:30 and we are at the village of Nastätten. Edward and Killian are off for a haircut. It is a neat 

little town where the streets and buildings are all clean and well kept. The local supermarket is 

tidy and well laid out with a tiled floor. A quick stop at the local electronic shop to get an adapter 

to charge my phone etc. Nothing is quite the right size to fit my kiwi plug, so I buy one that 

nearly fits and with the aid of a hacksaw and a bit of brute force it all works. Then it is off to 

Weisel to get some bread baked in a wood oven. Boy can these guys make nice bread.  

 

Later it is off down to Lorch to pick up yet more bread. Lorch is a wine producing town with 

vineyards on the hills alongside the Rheine River. Lorch is an old town with narrow streets all 



very neat and tidy. It’s Saturday so the locals are busy cleaning the front of their houses and 

footpaths. Saturday evening is Rachel’s birthday party and about 40 people show up at the house 

from as far away as Frankfurt. There was a range of people from professors to farmers, most of 

whom spoke English - a really interesting bunch of people to talk to.  

 

Sunday 10 February 

Took a quiet stroll through the forest to the village called Lipporn, about 5km north of here. Lots 

of pig rooting and deer sign. Many hunters hide along the way, sit and wait for the deer to appear. 

They are often driven by beaters. Logging is underway in parts of the forest. Lipporn is another 

tidy town with large barns attached to some of the houses where the stock is housed during the 

winter, which explains why there is not an animal to be seen on the many large fields around 

here.  

  
I begin walking across a field which has been recently cultivated and I discover what seems like 

slate in the dirt which is found in quarries. I find there used to be a number of slate mines in the 

area, ane of which was used as a bomb shelter for the village during the war.  

 

At 1pm Angie Lopin and Tim arrived. Angie I first met in NZ at Mt Cook in 2003 and again in 

2004 when she visited. We went to a local restaurant for lunch where the waitress wrote the order 

on a beer coaster, which she must have lost, as it took 2 hours before the meal arrived. In the 

evening we headed into a mall to a concert in a converted tank factory, still with the large gantry 

cranes in place, some 70 feet above us. We arrived late due to some slight navigation problems so 

we had to wait till half time to go in Handel’s Messiah. Not being much of a music man I slept 

through most of it anyway.  

  
 

 



Monday 11 February 

Rachel and her friend Heidi are off to Frankfurt to attend a trade show. I catch a lift with them 

and jump out as they turn into the car park at the convention centre with the intention of catching 

the train to Neheim-Hüston some four hours north. I asked a cop for directions to the main 

railway station; he asked if I was walking all the way. I thought it must be 20km the way he said 

it. It was only 2. Eventually I found the main railway station and got a ticket on the “ICE” to 

Neheim-Hüston. We roll out of the station slowly, change trains at the airport and soon are 

tracking north at 235kmph. These things are impressive. 1 hour 15 minutes later a train change at 

Köln. Out of the station back over the Rheine which seems just as big as it was at Lorch. 300km 

south lots of nice farming country and villages along the way. One hour later we hit Hagen Hbf 

and change trains for the final time. Each train is a bit slower as we get onto the branch lines, still 

a lot faster than NZ trains. Off the train and I spot what looks like a little pub beside the station - 

they haven’t heard about the non-smoking rule in this one.  

 

Anja picked me up at 4pm and we drove north to a picturesque dam which is the water supply for 

the local villages. At the foot of the dam there is a large pile of logs taken from the forest after a 

big storm. There are sprinklers keeping them moist; apparently timber prices are down and they 

could be there for some time. From there we head up to what would normally have been a ski 

field but there has been little snow this season and last season. We climbed up a large tower to a 

magnificent 360 degree view where we watched the sun set. A stroll down the hill took us to a 

small village called Wildenwese where we enjoyed a fantastic meal of local venison - apparently 

shot by the local hunters and sold to the restaurant. Another short drive to the village of Sundern 

where Anja lives. This whole area is very pretty and apparently quite wealthy with a large paper 

mill and electrical plant.  

 

 
 

Thursday 12 February 

8.38am I board a smaller two carriage train and head for Dortmund. It’s another perfect day with 

clear blue skies as we seem to pass through village after village. The countryside is neat and tidy 

with a mixture of fields and forests. The journey continued though Dortmund, Essen, Duisbury, 



Dusseldorf, Köln, Bonne, Kublona. A train change at Koblenz to Lorch passing by lots of castles 

along the way. The river as always is busy with cargo boats. Karo who stayed with us in NZ a 

couple of years ago was at the station to meet me. That night Rachel, Edward, Tristin, Killian, 

Karo and I went to Weisel to Hamnotts restaurant for a very nice meal. Karo had to leave to go 

and fly a chopper as someone had called in sick.  

 

Wednesday 13 February 

The intended trip to some local village was impractical as a heavy fog had come down over the 

hills and villages. We drove to St Goarshausan where we crossed the Rheine by car ferry to St 

Goar then took a trip up the hill to Burg Rheineels, a large old fort castle with many towers and 

defences. Unfortunately it was closed for the winter. From there we drove down the river to 

Koblenz. There we went for a walk down to the river to see Deutsches Eck, a large statue of a 

horse with William the Great on his back, situated where the Mosel River flows into the Rheine. 

Across the river was Fetung Ehrenbreitstein, another large fort also closed for the winter.  

We crossed the Rheine here heading up river to Kaub where we visited the Blűcher museum.  

Blűcher was a famous German who built a bridge across the Rheine using boats in the early 

1800’s. He crossed the river and gave the French and Napoleon a good thrashing at Mainz.  

 
 

We also had a look at a local gun shop where you could buy everything from a Luger to an AK 

47 but all were deactivated. Barrels had slots cut out of them, hammers were welded back and the 

firing pins were removed. Anyone over 18 could buy these. From here it was back to R&E for a 

quiet afternoon.  

 

Thursday 14 February 

930am we headed off in Rachel and Edward’s car east to Bamburg. After four hours of autobahn 

travel we arrive to be welcomed by Bobby, a long-time friend of our mothers. They met in 

Hamburg just after WWII. Bobby was a photography instructor and my mother was a student.  

 

 

 



She was really excited to see us, welcoming us with champagne. Karo was also there to welcome 

us. After the wine we went to Karo’s parent’s place to be greeted with coffee and cakes. We then 

took the short drive to Bamburg, a beautiful city with the townhall built in the middle of a river. 

The main church there is over 800 years old. This place in 1020 was believed to be the centre of 

the world. A visit to the pub that brews its own where we sampled a pint of this special 1710 

alcohol which was first brewed for the monks while fasting in the 1600’s. Back to Karo’s place 

where we enjoyed a fantastic meal of wild pork. The whole family was present.  

 

  
th 
           This marks the centre of earth.              Karo and her mum 

 
 

Friday 15 February 

At 10:45am it was time to say goodbye as Karo, Eike, Rachel and Edward dropped me at the 

Wurzburg Station to catch the ICE (Inter-city express) to Frankfurt and Paris. We hit France and 

the train speed increased to 321Km/ph. At 16:60 we arrived in Paris. I bought a map and was 



studying it when a well-dressed French business man offered to assist. He even rang the hotel to 

find out where it was. Within 30 minutes I was in Bastille and after a few blocks found the hotel. 

I went for a stroll through this quite a busy area with lots of bars and cafes. Found an Irish bar 

and a couple of kiwis, Matt and Scott, so I stayed for a few pints of Guinness.  

 

Saturday 16 February  

Went for a stroll along the river - lots of tourist boats not very full though. Lots of stunning 

buildings. I passed the famous Notre-Dame de Paris which was built over a few hundred years.  

Lots of people out walking dogs, dog shit everywhere along with cigarettes and rubbish. People 

just seem to drop stuff onto the ground. Eventually arrived at the Eiffel Tower, big queues. 

Women were going around asking if you spoke English, I took the bait to be handed a note by a 

scruffy dirty girl saying she needed money to get home to Serbia. I skipped the trip up the tower 

and found the Hotel Des Invalides (War Museum and tomb for Napoleon). This place was 

impressive - Napoleon or what’s left of him is encased in a 5m high tomb. Inside the stone casket 

there are another 5 caskets of various woods and lead. I’m sure he won’t escape. On the recording 

you listen to while walking around they talk of the battles he won. The many losses don’t seem to 

be mentioned. The rest of the place contains military history going back many centuries with an 

amazing section on early armour, this continues through the two world wars. There are also 

sections on war heroes and the Jews WWII internment. To get the full benefit you need to be able 

to read French as there is very little written in English.  

 

 

 

 



 
 

I took a trip to the Moulin Rouge in the evening to find it cost 145 Euro to watch the show, so I 

took some photos had a wander around the area and went back to Bastille for a Greek meal at the 

local restaurant.  

 

Sunday 17 February 

Went into the main railway station to pick up a ticket and recce my route to the main station. 

Then jumped on the train and headed for the end of the line. By sheer fluke I ended up at Fort de 

Vincennes and there discovered this amazing castle and fort built by Louis the 5th in the 1200s. 

The whole place is surrounded by a moat with drawbridges for access. The main tower is partially 

open and contains a maze of rooms, spiral stairs etc. Most of the many buildings are now used as 

military archives - the compound covers a large area and contains many large buildings including 

a cathedral and both a king’s and a queen’s palace. Looks like Louis must have needed a bit of 

peace and quiet.  

   

 

Back to the hotel and grab bags then off to the train station Paris North. A quick showing of 

passport and ticket at the gate and it’s on to the train to London. Another fast train, smooth and 

quiet. 3 hours later I am sitting having a drink with Cousin Molly in Clapham, London. Murray is 

up north visiting his sister. It was in 1984 was when I last visited them.  

 

Monday 18 February 

After another chat with Molly I headed to the Imperial War museum. This place is amazing with 

21.5 inch naval guns and shells at the front entrance, and a large display of tanks, planes and 

rockets in the foyer. This leads you down to the first and second war area covering every aspect 



of the wars. There is a big section on the secret wars, MI 5&6, the special operations executive 

SOE, the SAS and others who worked in the undercover world. There is a large section on the 

Victoria & George cross which unfortunately was closed. There is a huge section on the Jews and 

the Holocaust and a section on war art, which I ran out of time to see even with the 6 hours I 

spent there. 

 

  
 

In the evening Molly and I trotted off to visit Bill at the local pub. Bill is a writer friend of Molly 

and Murray who until recently owned a castle in Scotland.  

 

Tuesday 19 February 

A visit to the newly opened Churchill museum and war office situated under Whitehall behind 

Downing Street. This place was laid out as it was when Churchill and his high command ran the 

war from here. Even the room he used with a secret telephone line to the Whitehouse, disguised 

as a toilet, is still there. Most of the people working there thought this was the only flushing toilet 

in the building and only Churchill was allowed to use it, with its engaged sign on it. All the 

rooms are still set up as they were when the war ended in 1945. There is also a huge section 

devoted to Churchill’s life.  

 

Wednesday 20 February  

Heading for Ludlow, after some research I discovered the train left from Paddington station. 

Allowing 1.5 hours to get there, I got to Elephant Castle to find the Bakerloo line was closed due 

to some London fire department inspection so I had to go the long way around getting to 

Paddington just in time to see the train pull out from the station. Not to worry, another train will 

arrive in 30 minutes. London to Newport in Wales, then up to Ludlow via Hereford with tickets 

purchased in London. I am all set for a few days. The train is fast, quiet and comfortable going 

via Reading and Bristol. There is even a power point below the seat to plug laptops into. The 

weather is quite nasty and the visibility is poor as we roll through the country with a lot more 

hedgerows than in Europe. A stop at Bristol, then under the sea to Newport Wales, a rather 

scruffy looking town. There I changed trains and headed north. Got chatting to a policeman and 

women across the aisle on their way back from Cardiff. They told me how there had been quite a 

drop in crime in the last few years and also that tasers are now just an everyday tool here.  

 

We arrived in Ludlow bang on time at14:49 hours to be met by Alex Dickinson, the daughter of 

one of my grandfather’s brothers, Fredric Samuel Owen. Ludlow is a very tidy and picturesque 

town with the local pub built in 1620. Most of the houses are 3 storey brick with the odd older 

timber and plaster building still standing. From here we drove through a maze of one lane country 

roads, most with recently manicured hedges on both sides. I’m not sure what they would have 

done if someone was coming the other way. We arrived at Alex’s farm - 120 acres of very tidy 



land with two brick houses adjoining. The farm is leased out, wintering 120 cows indoors, with a 

few store sheep grazing on the paddocks.  

 

  

 

Thursday 21 February  

About 10am we headed into Ludlow where we picked up Barbara, an active 50-year old, and 

headed for Shrewsbury, in the county of Shropshire. There I discovered an old castle containing 

the museum for the Staffordshire display of regimental history right up to the present, including 

13 Victoria crosses, which have been awarded to members of this regiment. The town consisted 

of lots of old buildings dating back to pre-1600 with new buildings well integrated with the old 

cobbled streets. On the way home we called into see David and Diana Owen. David is the son of 

my grandfather’s brother, Charlie Owen. David has just won a cup for his nice garden on their 

semi-detached historic brick home.  

 

Friday 22 February  

Kim Hinwood and her father in-law Ken are here to put new straw in for the cattle in the shed. A 

large bale of straw is put into a big chopper which blows the straw into the shed. The cattle seem 

to move out of the way. This is done here every second day. Two times through the winter the old 

straw is removed and put in a heap outside and later spread on the surrounding paddocks as 

fertilizer.  

 

  
 

After a nice lunch it was time to head down the country lanes to Ludlow to catch the train to 

Swansea. The train trip took me back to Newport, then Cardiff stopping on time at Swansea at 

6:05pm. There I was met by my cousin Anne Price-Owen. I was taken to an art exhibition at 

Pontardawe, a small town 12 miles south east of Swansea. The exhibition was called Excavations 

(Carfoddion) an objection to the gas pipe line being laid through the Brecon Beacons.  

 

 



Saturday 23 February  

Anne takes me for a drive up to Brecon some 80 miles north of Swansea. The drive is through 

rolling farm land with many hedgerows dividing the land into small paddocks. Most of the farm 

houses are surrounded by large sheds used to winter the cows in. There are many sheep spread 

out over the hills. Brecon is a very picturesque town with lovely old buildings. We visit the 

Brecon cathedral. This place was established about 900 years ago and is now home to the colours 

of the family’s Welsh regiment. Their gallant soldiers were awarded 9 Victoria Crosses at the 

battle of Rorke’s Drift where 150 soldiers took on 4000 Zulus in South Africa in late 1800s.  

The floor is made up of large slate slabs with the inscriptions of those buried under them, some 

date back to the early 1700s. From there we checked out the old castle of which there is little 

remaining. We also visited the museum which has a great story of the local area. There was also 

an art gallery where I received some pointers on art from Anne.  

 

  
 

Sunday 24 February  

Anne and I took a stroll up the beach at Swansea to the viaduct, which has a large number of 

apartments built around an art gallery and a maritime museum, among other things. There is also 

a statue of Dylan Thomas. From there we walked back down the beach to visit Glenys Cour, a 

well-known Welsh artist and a friend of Anne’s. She made us very welcome and told us how her 

late husband went to school with Dylan Thomas and the antics they used to get up to.  

 
 

Monday 25 February  
This morning Anne lent me her car and I headed off down the M4 to Port Talbot. From there I headed 

north on a secondary road passing through Cwmavon, Duffryn, Cymmer, Abergwynfi, then up onto a 

large hill where deep down in the next valley I spotted a large town. On driving down to it I 

discovered Treorchy which led into Treherbert then Tynewydd. This I understood was the town my 

father (Alun James) was born in. Soon I found Scott St was just the next street over. I wandered up 

and found number 71 (the house father was born in), which had a for sale sign on it but no one home. 



Went for a stroll down the main street and picked up a couple of welsh cakes and a coffee. A stroll 

back to the post office to inquire if there were any records around the place and was told to try the 

library. On the way I stopped at the dairy and asked a few questions; they said try Miss Louise Eynon 

- she is 90 something and lives at 35 Scott St. Off I went and rang the doorbell and was told to come 

in. She, at 94, couldn’t remember the old man nor could her friend Mrs Elinor Jones who was there 

visiting. Then in came Herbert Hunt, 79, who said let’s go up the road and see Russ. Off we went to 

number 4, one door from the pub, The Bricks. Knocked on the door; Russell's wife Betty asked us in - 

Herbert said do you remember Alun James? "Alun James lived at the chapel house on the corner. He 

was one of my mates at school and then went of overseas." Herbert: "This is his son from NZ" Well 

that was it - I was welcomed like a lost friend. Herbert wandered off and I stayed for several hours. 

 

This is the story: 

Alun (my Dad) was the son of Mrs James at the chapel house, called that because they rented it off the 

chapel which was at the back of the house. He had a sister Ray. I explained what I knew about that! 

(Ray was really my father’s mother; he was adopted by her parents). He said we all knew but we 

didn’t ever talk about it in those days. Alun was ‘part of the gang’ as he called it. This was comprised 

of Russell Herbert, Alun James, Willie and Davie Davis (who both died of illness in their early 20s), 

Owen Thomas and Gwyn Jones. All except Russell, at 82, are now dead. Betty, Russell's wife, 

explained how Alun was always a very polite and well-mannered young man - very well-liked by all 

that new him. 

Russell went off to London at 14 to do an apprenticeship in 1940. He got bombed out twice and came 

back a couple of years later to finish it in the valley. Alun was at his wedding in 1948 - he thinks he 

came down from the farm he was working on in North Wales for the wedding. Russell and Gwyn 

went up to North Wales to visit Alun at some stage; he was on a farm but they can’t remember where 

it was and had a hard time finding the place as the people in the north couldn’t understand them “they 

spoke a different welsh up there”. 

 

Russell’s father had a shop at number four for many years and he can remember Alun helping his 

father take the meringues down to the hall in his father’s van, which apparently on those roads in 

those days was quite a mission. He also remembers when he visited North Wales he saw the biggest 

bull he had ever seen and was somewhat apprehensive about approaching it. Alun apparently ran up to 

the bull jumped up and kicked it with both feet the bull never moved!!! Russell went on to explain 

how Alun had grown into a strong man – “he was a six-footer”. I explained to Russell that he was a 

couple of inches shorter than me to which Russell responded “well to us he was a six-footer because 

we’re so short”. 

 

They had a lot of fun as children playing in the hills and doing things boys did. Apparently Alun was 

an excellent swimmer and diver. They used to dam the creeks to make swimming pools. Russell said 

that in those days the whole town was covered in coal dust and everything was black. At times from 

the hill you could only see the chimneys sticking out from the dust - the houses were totally covered. 

There were 5 big mines in the valleys around Tynewedd, all within a mile and many more further 

down the valley. Many people died as a result of the dust especially those that worked down the 

mines. Apparently some people had wet and some dry lungs those with wet ones got affected by the 

dust the worst as it stuck in their lungs. 

 

There are still two second cousins in the area from the Cook side (Alun’s grandmother’s brother). 

They are Beryl Cook and Margret Goodwyn. I ran out of time to track them down. Russell took me 

for a drive around the valley to show me the mine sites. You would never know now that there had 

ever been a mine there, they have done such a good job of restoring the land. 
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Tuesday 26 February  

Anne and I said goodbye at the Swansea railway station. I boarded the train for the 3-hour trip to 

London, arriving at 1:30pm. I spent a quiet evening with Molly.  

 

Wednesday 27 February  

Went for a stroll through the Clapham Common down Queen Street, across a park and over a 

bridge. Across the Thames up to Kensington Gardens. We went to the science and nature 

museum then stopped across Hyde Park to the south of Audley Street, the home of the Purdey 

Gun shop. Wow! There was not a gun there under 50,000 quid, the most expensive being a 

double barrel 470 nitro express rifle for 135,000 quid. The man there directed me to the other big 

gun shops including Holland and Holland, Boss, and AJ Williams, which were not quite as pricey 

but still very expensive. Needless to say I did not buy any guns.  

 

In the evening I caught up with Cham, a former Karate student going for her 4th Dan shortly.  

 

  



Thursday 28 February  

Took the tube to Covent Garden and had a wander around. There were lots of restaurants, pubs 

and nice old buildings. A steady flow of people in the evening. Went out to Turnham Green to 

meet Pat Fox an old friend from karate days in Auckland. Pat is off to Kilimanjaro in Africa later 

this year to try and beat the world altitude for push ups which he can’t beat as he isn’t going high 

enough. Later Matt Sherrat and Cham came and joined us after their black belt class. Matt also 

trained with us in the early 80s and 90s. He set off to Florida around 1991 and is now a successful 

barrister in London. He is also going for his 4th Dan at the end of March. Had a really good 

evening with these guys. Interesting to hear that Pat has taking up hunting and shooting. A long 

train and bus ride home.  

 

Friday 29 February 

Departing Clapham at 10am on the north line then the Victoria line followed by the Piccadilly 

line, arriving at Heathrow terminal 1.2.3 station at 1130am. Quite a walk to terminal 3. I must say 

Air NZ did themselves proud here with a lady directing me to the desk. There was a bit of a 

problem “Can you give me the street address where you are staying in the USA”. I didn’t have a 

clue so after a text and no reply I went to an internet café and found a site on google where I 

could put the phone number in and find the address. Lucky!!  

 

The flight headed out over Ireland with great views of the pack ice which I missed 

photographing. Then across Canada and down over the Great Lakes to LA. In spite of both index 

fingers being electronically printed and having a photo taken, the customs/immigration was 

surprisingly fast. A quick stroll across the airport to United and on to Denver. I had a look at the 

hotel ad boards and 30 minutes later was picked up and taken to Arohora, a small cluster of hotels 

in the middle of nowhere. It didn’t seem like 26 hours ago that I had got up in London.  

 

Saturday 1 March  

After a bit of time on the internet I found a deal on rental cars - $250 for a medium sized car for 

8-days. Back to the airport on the free shuttle and by 11am I was on the road south taking the toll 

A460 road around Denver. I had thought of spending the night in Colorado Springs but got there 

and found the town was very spread out and the forecast was for snow so I decided I had better 

push on to Gunnison in case the pass got closed. I drove down to Pueblo on the I25 then looking 

for highway 50, I ended up driving around a fair part of East Pueblo before I found it. Pueblo is 

also very spread out and I found myself driving on the wrong side of the road at one point. The 

drive up highway 50 through Canon City was really interesting.  

 

In Canon City there is a large prison. I stopped at Salida where I had the best long black coffee I 

have had since leaving NZ. The road eventually left the river, climbing up to the summit of the 

Monarch Pass at 11,312 feet. This pass divides the Rockies east and west, the west side descent is 

very steep. There was a large truck in front of me with so much smoke coming out of the brakes 

on the back axles I thought they were going to catch fire. The snow is a lot thicker over the pass. 

Deer were feeding on the road side often up to their shoulders in snow.  

 

Arriving at Gunnison, 7,703 feet above sea level, I checked into a motel and went for a wander 

down to a local bar. Got talking to a bloke called Carl who was studying at the local University. 

This is apparently a college town with about 3,000 students. It appears that apart from the college 

the town relies on recreational activities such as skiing, snowboarding and fishing in the winter, 

and river rafting, hunting, tramping etc. in the summer. Carl, a keen hunter, had spent last 

summer in Alaska helping out and guiding with the salmon fishing there.  



   
 

Sunday 2 March 

After breakfast I went for a walk around town with Samantha who I met at the hotel. She had 

lived in NZ near Christchurch for a while working as an adventure guide. She had been here 

sitting an exam at the college and headed back southeast after our walk. I took a drive out to 

Murray’s place out on Country road 17. I spotted a pile of dozers etc., mostly buried in snow, 

took a look at the drive and decided to leave the car at the gate and walk. Just as well - it was the 

wrong house and the car would have never made it out. Murray’s was the place next door so once 

again left car at gate and walked. Nobody was home so I headed back for a coffee in town.  

 

About 1pm Regina, a friend of Murray and Row’s arrived, picked me up and took me back to her 

place. Wow what a place! Brett, Regina’s husband, is a keen hunter and has an array of heads 

mounted in his lounge along with a pretty impressive gun collection. Spent the afternoon talking 

hunting. Brett guides in Quebec for the elk hunts. He has recently shot a mountain lion with a 

pistol. He also hunts with a bow and black powder guns.  

About 5pm I headed out to Murray and Row’s place. It had been snowing all day and visibility 

was down to less than 100m. “Maybe I should have got an SUV”. A quick test of the brakes tells 

me there is no ABS in the Ford as it goes into a slide, so back to pumping the brakes. I even made 

it down the drive. 

 

  
 

Monday 3 March 

Row took me for a drive up the valley behind Gunnison to Crested Butte, 9,375 feet above sea 

level. This is a ski resort town set under a mountain some 12,000 feet high. A real snow town – 

with the snow often higher than the first storey of the houses, with alleyways cut into the snow to 

the front doors.  

 



We stopped at Kochevar’s Saloon and gaming hall for lunch, built in 1890 as a brothel for the 

local miners and cowboys. But the owners mail-order bride arrived and put a stop to the brothel 

so it has been a bar ever since. The present owner was a bit of a hard case and has been there 

since 1972.  

 

We headed back to Gunnison and picked up Murray, then headed up to Salt Lake City, 60 miles 

to the south of Gunnison. This town is famous for Alfred Packer - the one who got stuck in the 

snow in 1874 with the party he was guiding from Salt Lake City to Los Pinos south of Gunnison. 

He was the only one to survive and when he got back to civilization he told how each member of 

the party died. The others ate them to survive, he being the only survivor. When the law went and 

found the bodies they all had fractured sculls and Packer was charged with murder and when 

caught after escaping to Wyoming, jailed for most of his life.  

 

 

 
Row and Murray 

 



We stopped at the only bar in town and had a drink with Row’s friend. The bar was themed 

around Packer. On the way back to Gunnison there were mobs of deer and elk grazing on the side 

of the road crossing Colorado’s largest natural lake which was frozen solid with people fishing 

through the holes in the ice.  

 

Tuesday 4 March  

Murray and I set off for the 300 mile drive to the Encampment in Wyoming. We headed back 

over Monarch Pass and up through Leadville where we stopped for a coffee to be given a bit of a 

stick from behind the counter. Apart from major ice coming down Monarch Pass the driving 

conditions hadn’t been too bad. As we headed north out of Leadville the road conditions 

worsened. The next 150 miles were quite bad with the car fish-tailing on quite a few occasions. 

Snow blowing across the road would often reduce the little visibility down to 10 metres at times 

hiding the ice or slippery slush on the road. Eventually Murray handed me his sunglasses so I 

could see. He realised he was better off keeping his eyes closed as the front wheel drive Ford 

fish-tailed its way through the obstacles. After 6 hours we arrived at the ranch near the 

Encampment where Murray picked up a tractor unit with a 550 horsepower motor. We then 

headed off to Laramie with me following and struggling to keep up, at times hitting 80-90 miles 

per hour. Fortunately by this time the snow on the road was frozen again making driving a little 

easier. We stopped the night at the Howard Johnson Motel where I had stayed in 2000. Beer in 

the bar there had gone from $1.75 to $2.75 over those years - still pretty cheap. Petrol is now 

$3.07 a gallon; it was about $0.90per gallon back then.  

 
 

Wednesday 5 March 

The $55 we paid for the motel included breakfast of eggs, hash browns and toast which was a 

good start to the day, after which we headed to the Rocky Mountain’s reclamations yard and 

workshop. We spent the day doing repairs on the big trailer to go behind Murray’s semi to get it 

ready to carry a big John Deer tractor, scraper, drill and a crimper 1000 miles south to Silver City 

in New Mexico where Murray is cultivating and re-grassing an old mine site to put it back the 

way it was. The afternoon was spent at the truck-stop getting wiring, tire repairs and an oil 

change. Boy could these guys move slowly. Finally about 7pm it was all done and it was back to 

the motel.  

 

Thursday 6 March  

Another day on truck repairs fitting new mud flaps and flag holders for the oversized load. After 

lunch I went and had a look at the gun department in Walmart. They no longer sell pistols. Ammo 

is real cheap - .22LR at $11.00 per 500, against $40 at home. Guns are mostly about half price 

after you convert the dollar. There is not much to Laramie with its 27,000 people. I didn’t even 

realise that Clinton and Obama were in town for their election campaign.  

 



Later in the afternoon we loaded all the gear and tied it down with chains onto the trailer ready 

for Murray to pick up in a couple of weeks.  

 

Friday 7 March  

After another substantial breakfast I hit the road to Denver (leaving Murray in Laramie) taking 

the 287 through Fort Collins 70 miles south. The drive was easy a bit lower down on the plains so 

no snow on the roads and only a little ice. Stopped at JAX hyper-mart in Fort Collins still looking 

for a laser sight for my sig pistol. Big gun department with lots of military semi-automatics for 

sale, new M14s for $799. I still couldn’t find what I wanted so went to Loveland, 10miles down 

the road. Jensen Arms Inc had a great range of guns including fully automatic stuff. All the staff 

were carrying. I had a yarn to Dave, the boss, who said they used to get gang members coming in 

and sussing the place out -once the staff started wearing guns they stopped.  

 

I cut across on highway 34 to the (interstate) I25. An hour later I was driving around down-town 

Denver. Not much to see here - mainly business conference and art centres. Headed east onto I70 

to Aroma and booked into the hotel I stayed in last Friday. Shopping time for Shanis and the 

girls!! Got directions to a shopping centre with women’s clothing shops.  

 

Back west on the I70 I found a large Bass store with hunting, fishing, clothing, furniture - the 

works. Got talking to a guy called Dick (US Ex-marine Recon.). Soon I had the laser sight for my 

Sig pistol. This place had a really great range of everything with really friendly and helpful staff.  

 

After an hour there I headed across to the women’s clothing shops including Victoria’s Secret. 

The staff were friendly and really helpful and pretty soon they had lightened my wallet even 

more.  

 

Back on the I70 heading east at 70 miles per hour the traffic slowed suddenly so I braked with a 

good distance from the car in front then “crash” a women rammed into the back of me. It hit hard, 

throwing my head back on the headrest and throwing the driver mirror from the windscreen to the 

backseat. I pulled over to the side of the road, got out and checked the driver of the other car 

behind. She was okay but she was quite shaken. I suggested we pull off at the next off ramp and 

sort out the details. She explained that we had to call the police, which she did. A few minutes 

later a fire engine turned up with a medic on board who proceeded to check me out instantly. An 

ambulance was on the way and I had to go to hospital. I managed to persuade him I didn’t need 

an ambulance and the car was still drivable. I promised to drive myself to hospital. A policeman 

turned up 20 minutes later and blocked off the lane with his car and extended his flasher. He did 

the paper work, gave me and the other driver details and I drove to the hospital. After getting rid 

of the brace on my neck (because that’s the rules of X-rays etc.) I was on my way. 

 

Later that night I was invited to Lulu’s bar, some 20 miles east. I had to find my way there along 

the back roads as there was a major accident on the I70 involving several cars and trucks blocking 

the road both ways. Had a good evening with Tim (ex-marine), James, Jacob, Ginny, Brandy and 

Courtney. Apparently this bar still has tunnels running under it from the prohibition days.  

 

Saturday 8 March  
Went for a drive out west until the bumper fell off and I was left sitting in the middle of the I70. 

Drove to the next off ramp and came back the other way, stopped, waited for a gap in the traffic, 

grabbed it and stuffed it in the boot. Went back to the Bass store for another look around, then 

dropped the rental car off filling out a fair few forms. The woman behind the counter wasn’t very 

interested and didn’t even bother to look at the car. Just have to wait and see what happens!! 

The trip home was uneventful.  


