The Shot Show
14th Jan – 6th Feb 2012,
By Roger James

Saturday 14 January
Picked my good old hunting mate Dave up from out south. Dropped the car at the Koru valet parking
ready for Victoria to pick up here on Sunday after returning from Hong Kong. The very helpful lady at
the Koru club check-in sorted us some seats in an exit row. At 1915hrs after a couple of beers and a
snack we were airborne on our way to Los Angeles.
Some 12 hours later after being finger printed and photographed by US customs we were picked up in
a rather large Ford Explorer SUV driven by Mike, the Surefire agent. Surefire is a very successful
company that makes lights, suppressors and accessories that go on and around guns. Mike has visited
us many times in NZ so finally we get to see him on his own patch. With him is Jono, another Auckland
gun nut mate.
From LAX we trucked on down to the Costa Mesa Hilton in Orange County. A quick check-in and
shower and we are on the move to Huntington Beach, one of Orange county's more affluent areas.
Mike had a favourite restaurant lined up - El Ranchito, a Mexican place with great food of the nacho
variety and Pacifica beer with a bit of lime in it making for a nice lunch.
Some odd folks drifted up and down the street including one guy with tattooed side boards.
After eating and drinking too much we wandered off down the street to the beach and pier, which
extend a couple of hundred meters out into the sea. There are lots of people lined up on their boards
waiting for the small infrequent waves. Out to sea, not to far away, are a couple of oil rigs and a little
further out to sea was a yellow ring of what could only be smog.
In reaching the end of the Pier was a place called Ruby’s Surf City diner. Almost picked up out of the
50's there it was with formica tables and all, packed out just waiting for the Fonz to turn up.

Back to the Hilton for a short rest and were on the move again, meeting Erik and Par, both from
Sweden, who work for Aim Point a very successful company who make optic sights for guns. We
headed to Morton's steak house just down the road. What a fantastic place. The menu arrived on a
trolley displaying a variety of steaks and a large lobster. Got to give this place full marks even though
it was packed you could hear the person across the table and the food was excellent as were the staff.

Sunday 15 January
At 0900 we hit the road heading northeast through the entwined concrete jungle of Los Angeles
motorways eventually getting to (interstate) I15 with 5 lanes taking us up into the scrubby, barren
hills. We curved northeast for couple of hours stopping at Peggy Sue's 50’s diner on Ghost Town Rd at
a town called Vermo.

Dave Jono Par Mike Erik
Looking across the fence in the distance is a fairly large military supply base with lots of vehicles
parked up. Got the binos out and had a look and got a ribbing from Mike and Dave warning me that
homeland security would be arresting me for spying.
We continued on through the dry, scrubby desert with tumble weed drifting town the busy road. The
second part of the trip I ride with Erik and Par and they are as intrigued as I am with the odd dwelling
situated a mile or two from the road in the middle of not very much. What do these people do out
there?

We hit Nevada about 2.30pm. A casino sits right on the border. Behind it there is a large solar power
station with thousands of mirrors covering a big area.
We hit Vegas Bass Pro Shop for a look at the gun department. It’s a big store orientated to fishing and
hunting. Dave’s face lit up and if it wasn’t for a time limit set by Mike he would still be in there. A
hunter’s paradise!
Mike eventually rounded us up and dropped us off at Treasure Island Hotel, which will be our home
for the next few days.

After checking in we wandered across the road to the Venetian to check out the indoor canal and
ceilings painted like the sky - all pretty amazing. The entrance is like something out of an Italian
chapel. Later we wandered down the road for a meal, witnessing the volcano outside the Mirage
Hotel, erupting.

After our meal we headed off to a bar for a chat and a few drinks and suddenly it was heading into
the early hours of the morning.

Monday 16 January
We headed out into the desert to a local shooting range to try out some Surefire rifle suppressors. We
arrived to find a few hundred people standing around waiting to shoot as someone had set the hills
behind on fire firing tracer.
We had a presentation from Barry and Mike from Surefire on the latest suppressors. Both these guys
were keen shooters - pistol and rifle. Mike had been a 10 times US 3 gun champion. After the
presentation we wandered around for a few hours looking at dozens of the latest guns on display.
Finally at about 3.30pm the range opened. Thousands of rounds went down range. I managed to try
out a .50 Bull Pup Desert Ordinance; quite an easy gun to fire. Also a .50 Browning machine gun, the
new LMT 7.62 and .30 whisper suppressed for quiet elimination of targets (a bit of info for my
shooting mates).
Even with the huge expanse of land around here we noticed heading back into town that even in the
new housing area at the end of town the houses had been stacked in like they are in LA.

Vegas pushing out into the desert.

Sure Fire Mike on the right

After the range we got cleaned up and headed for the V bar at the Venetian. It appears everyone
knows Surefire Mike. We were soon surrounded by people from all over the world: Husan a friendly
army Major from Saudi; Gary, owner of the gun shed in Auckland; an ex Aussi SAS guy called Justin,
who runs a US training company called Red Back One; and three Dutch Marines, JW, Ron and Rob. We
spent a fair bit of time with these guys over the next few days they were real good buggers.
At dinner later another 3 x Aussi commandos from an outfit called Sword joined us. A couple or 3
drinks after dinner and suddenly it was the early hours again.

Tuesday 17 January
The Shot Show kicked off at the Venetian. Jono, Dave and I rocked up after coffee with a plan to cover
every stand quickly and mark down what we wanted to go back and see. “Yea right!” Come the end of
the first day none of us had made it around the whole show.
The show is huge, situated in several halls - some over 200m long and over a 100m wide. There are
literally thousands of exhibitors. There are hundreds of companies making assault rifles. The place is
packed with people, guns and associated stuff.

Three good guys from Holland

I think I need one of these.

After a hard day looking at so much stuff it was back to the V Bar. We asked a guy behind the bar
clearing glasses for a drink to be told he wasn’t qualified to serve drinks; he was just the busser!! After
a bit of interrogation we found out how it works in Vegas. One starts as a busser, clearing tables and
washing glasses. The next step is a bar-bag. The bar-bag gets to stock the shelves and keep the
supplies up to the bar. Then if you are really lucky you make it to the status of barman/woman.
Apparently if you are a really good bar person in the right place you get to sell your job when you
leave.
Don’t worry we did get a well earned drink or three before heading out for another fantastic meal,
joined again by yet more people that Mike knew. Also joining us that night was Sabine the PR and
Communications Director from Aim Point who had also made the journey from Sweden.
After another great meal we wandered around checking out other parts of the Venetian. This place
goes day and night and is always immaculate. In the early hours there are workman about replacing
carpets that don’t even look worn. I had last visited in 2001 and the place looked just like it did then.
It is a real credit to these guys the way they keep everything looking brand new.

Wednesday 18 January
We made a real attempt to get around the rest of the show, finding more halls we had not discovered
the day before. We wandered down to the Dillon aero stand. Dillon make the famous mini gun which
is a 7.62/308 six barrel Gatling type gun that fires 50 rounds a second.
There we ran into a guy, Paul from Wellington, who supplies a lot of ammunition etc. to the NZ army.
We sat down at a table and Bryce and Nick from Dillon gave us a presentation on the gun. During the
presentation they said if you are ever in Phoenix come and shoot it. I mentioned to Paul that I was
heading that way next week. Paul told the Dillon guys I was heading their way.
I then realised Paul had me mixed up with an army officer from Washington. I explained the situation
and said I would understand if they withdrew the invitation. Being bloody nice guys the invitation still
stood.

Dillon aero Mini gun the box on the floor holds 1500 rds

Thursday 19 January
I made a concerted effort to look at electronic targets for the range we are trying to build in South
Auckland. The range of target equipment is amazing; some electronic targets using microphones that
can pin point a round hitting a target within a fraction of a millimetre. That day we suddenly realised
we had not seen daylight since Monday apart from crossing the overbridge between Treasure Island
and the Venetian. We jumped in a cab and went up the road a bit to check out Hooters Hotel for
lunch. The waitresses were all smiles and very friendly while serving the customers with huge meals.
We picked up some presents at the shop there and headed back to the show to continue our
research.

Light lunch at Hooters

The inside of the Limo on the way to a club.
After the show we wandered off to a bar up town a bar to meet up with an ex NZ army Captain called
Genghis, who had run a big night club in Vegas and was now branching out into training police and
military personal in the US.
After a few drinks a limo turned up and all twelve of us piled in for a trip to a local club. Genghis being
in the know got us in the back way free of charge for a rather entertaining night with lots of very
charming and friendly, pretty girls all wanting to entertain and extract as much cash as possible from
one’s back pocket.

Friday 20 January
After an even later night than usual Jono got organised to head for the airport while Dave and I
headed over for a last look at the show and to say our goodbyes to those that were departing that
day. We headed back to Treasure Island about 11 to bid Jono goodbye as he headed off to Mexico for
a few days for some well earned R&R before heading back to NZ via New York and London.

Dave and I were picked up by Genghis and taken to check out his new venture, a shooting range for
tourists. Apparently in Vegas shooting a gun is ahead of golf in the things tourists want to do. Still
under construction it is an old warehouse being fitted out with bullet traps for a 15-yard range where
people pay the bucks and go and fire everything from a pistol to a belt fed M60 machine gun. Called
the Compound there are various packages people can do including a Seal Team and SAS deal. There is
also a retail shop with staff walking around with pistol on hip and all the combat gear to sell the
various packages. (www.machinegunvegas.com for those wanting a blast in Vegas.) There is also a VIP
area where the local hotel presidents can keep their guns in a locker so they can trot down any time
for a shot or two.
Apparently about 39 million tourists visited Vegas last year. With the place rocking along 24 hours a
day one has to give credit to those that make it all happen. Keeping everything looking new when
some places must be 40 years plus old can’t be easy. Par was telling us that he had read on the net
that a 4,000 bed hotel, of which there are quite a few employs 10,000 people.
It has been one great week in Vegas. Meeting so many interesting people was tremendous. A big
thanks to Surefire Mike and the Aim point team.

Steel bullet catchers that drop the projectiles into a bucket

Saturday 21 January
After a longer than usual night’s sleep I said goodbye to Dave, who was heading back to NZ for work.
Then after long taxi ride to Avis I was on the road to the Hoover Dam. The weather had turned very
windy. I watched a bunch old Harley riders leaning into the wind to stay upright. Lucky they were all
big blokes so they didn’t have to lean too much.
I headed out through Boulder and arrived at the dam in under an hour. Formerly the biggest dam of
its type in the world, either it shrunk or someone in the east built a bigger one. It is now the biggest in
the western hemisphere.

After passing through a security checkpoint where all trucks and vans were being searched I took the
tour which took us by elevator deep down into the side of the canyon. A few minutes later we were
standing on one of the 4 penstocks in a 50ft tunnel with 32,000ltrs of water racing beneath us every
second. We wandered through a few more tunnels carved into the rock coming out on a mezzanine
floor overlooking the turbine room. The guys that designed this place had foresight as the visitor
thing was planned from the beginning. The floor we were standing on has 3 inches of polished
taratseo concrete on it designed never to wear out.
From there we wandered into the dam, the tunnels now nicely arched concrete, then into a lift
heading about 1/3 of the way up to some more tunnels taking us to a vent with a great view over the
two power houses and river below. There are penstocks drilled through the rock on each side of the
dam feeding the two power houses.
The main road used to cross over the dam. I understand after 9/11 and the terrorist threat today a
rather spectacular bridge has been constructed down stream to take the Interstate traffic.
We then continued to the lake side of the dam to look at some stairs that run from bottom to top;
they have just enough slope to be stairs and not quite a ladder. For the emergency exit the guide
explains that if the lift breaks down we will be waiting for it to be fixed as there is no way he is
walking up them. Be bloody good for fitness training. Being only 10 or so feet from the water there
was in places water seeping through the walls and running down drains.
The dam is over 700ft high over 600ft thick at the bottom. Designed to last 2,000 years it has no
reinforcing as this would apparently rust. It is built of interlocking concrete blocks poured in a
continuous process over the years it took to build the dam. To cool the concrete they ran coolant
pipes through the concrete as it was poured. Later they pumped grout into these. It is built curved so
the weight of the water pushes it into the rock on each side. We were assured that there were no
bodies left in the concrete as is rumoured as this would have down graded the quality of the
concrete.
Then it was into the lift as the next tour group arrived and back up to the top of the dam.
There is a one hour time difference from one side to the other as the Nevada Arizona state line runs
down the middle. It is well worth the visit.

Entering the Grand Canyon sky walk in the navigation device I headed southeast on I93 (interstate).
The wind had got stronger; the tumble weed had now become flying weed streaking across the road
form the desert.
An hour or so later I turned north up a side road, eventually arriving at a rough looking village called
Dolan Springs just off I93, formerly route 66. Having not pre-booked any accommodation I had a yarn
to the store people there who said if I was lucky I might get a bed at a ranch near the sky walk.
After driving for another hour or so and passing the odd cactus infested village I got to the turn off to
the sky walk. After a few miles the road turned to shingle. Eventually there in the middle of nowhere
was a sign saying cold beer, food and last accommodation.

After parking the car I walked into what looked like a ghost town. There was a stuffed guy hanging
around on a rope down the end by the jail. The only thing missing was the tumble weed, blown away
by the strong winds no doubt.
Wandering around, I eventually found an occupied building; 5 cowboys and a cowgirl. This was the
bar/ restaurant for the Grand Canyon ranch - all 1,000,000 acres of it running some 400 cattle a few
buffalo and 3 dozen horses. I paid $70 and checked in for the night. A young cowboy lead the way
down to a hut all decked out ranch style, saddle but no horse included.
Wandering back up to the bar for a beer and a feed I discovered the place was owned by the owner of
US helicopters and was used as part of the helicopter business with lots of people flying in from Vegas
and staying for a day or two riding horses and doing cowboy stuff.

Sunday 22 January
After the longest night’s sleep in a while I hit the track early for the Sky Walk . The storm had passed,
leaving behind a good frost. After de-icing the windows and heading up the road I hit the windscreen
washers to get the last bits of ice. Big mistake - the water froze as soon as it hit the windscreen!!
Arriving at the airport and starting point for the Sky Walk early had paid of. I was able to get in before
the crowds arrived and book a package deal including a flight down into the Canyon.
Grabbing a brew I had 60min wait for a bird (as they call them here) to turn up from Vegas. Then two
Czechs, two Poms and I were airborne on the way to the bottom of the canyon. The 8 seat EC130
euro copter handled the flight with ease.
I am not sure how deep it was as we got a different figure from everyone. But it was a long way down
and very spectacular. We landed a couple of hundred feet above the river where we wandered
around admiring the view for 2O mins. The river looked very green and there was a large volume of
silt drifting in the water. Apparently it is this movement of materials that formed the canyon on what
was a flat plain over a quite few thousand years. I wonder how long it will be before it fills the lake up
behind the dam.
Many birds buzzed past, only one with feathers though. On our return there was a line up of a dozen
or so helos on the tarmac. Apparently there are some 200 flights per day that come from Vegas.
While they are waiting for their people to return they fly the road visitors around.

We jumped on the bus and headed to the sky walk. I recall seeing some pictures of this being built
some years ago. The great thing about this place is you can walk right up to the edge of the cliff and
lean out and take a photo. No safety rails, no signs, just stroll on over.
The sky walk complex has yet to be finished. One enters through a temporary building and wanders
around some paths to the sky walk building, dons some paper shoe covers and strolls out onto the
glass deck. I was going to take the binos to measure how far down it was but no cameras, phones,
binoculars etc. allowed.
As we strolled out a guide with a camera said it was 2,000ft to the bit you would hit if you fell off and
the river out to the east was 4,000ft below. Quite a few people were getting their pictures taken lying
on the glass. Funny thing is it wasn’t as impressive as it looked on the internet stuff that came around
while it was being built. Still a great experience though.

From there it was back on the bus and of to Guano point.
Back in the 50s they had set up a bat shit mine here with a cable suspended 7500 feet across the
canyon to get the workers in and the bat shit out. The sign says this stuff was very Rich in nitrogen
and a good fertilizer. The bus driver said it was used in make up. It operated till 1980 when some top
gun type pilot hit the cable with the tail of his plane.

The bus dropped us back at the airport. There were hundreds of people queued up waiting for a
flight. Quite glad I got there early. The whole exercise cost $227.
I hit the road about noon and headed for the real Grand Canyon. A five hour drive down to Kingman
then east along I43 (the old route 66) along to William then north up to the Canyon. The odd town I
passed on this side looked a bit more affluent, arriving just in time to drive out to some vantage
points and admire the view before last light.
The canyon is much wider and more spectacular at this end. As dark approached I raced around the
rim taking a few photos, also checking out taking a stroll into it. They reckon 12 to 16 hours to go
down and back as far as you are allowed to go alone. Permits and guides are required to go down to
the bottom and camp.
I checked into a local lodge, well set up for the night for what started out to be a way too hot nice
room. It was 24F outside. Food was cheap - $14 for a fish dinner, large glass of wine included.

Monday 23 January
After yet another long sleep I awoke to heavy snow. After having a yarn with the people on reception
it was get out now or get snowed in. Had to bin the stroll to the bottom area.
Heading south to Flagstaff I heard on the radio about a meteor carter some 40 miles east of there.
Heading east on the old route 66 (now I40), the land flattened out into vast prairies with the only hills
being in the far distance.
5 or so miles off the interstate there is a mound a couple of hundred feet high with a building complex
at the bottom. Apparently about 50,000 years ago a meteorite about 50m in diameter whacked into
the ground at about 26,000 mph leaving a crater 1,200m in diameter. Years ago some bright spark
lost his and a few other people's money trying to mine the iron from the meteor which he believed
was buried under the hole.A cowboy found one of about 3 bits of the meteorite several miles away
weighting some 1,400lbs. It is on display there. The whole place is owned and operated by the local
rancher and well set up with museum as a tourist attraction.

After that I headed south on I17. Driving through rolling to hilly scrubby country the only thing that
really changed was the shape of the cactus. Dropping from 7,000ft at flag staff to 100 feet at Phoenix,
the temperature rose from 20F in the north to 64F in Phoenix.
I checked into the do-not-stay-at-again Lexington Hotel on North Central Ave. This place had no
curtains, a hole in the wall and help yourself to a continental breakfast in a room chalked up by some
bad artist.

Tuesday 24 January
I headed out to Dillon Aero at Scottsdale, 30-odd miles away from downtown. Phoenix, I discovered,
is a huge city, really spread out with an amazing number of 3,4 &5 lane motorways going in all
directions.
Arriving at Dillon I was met by Troy who took me for a tour of the factory. Troy, a helo gunner in the
Naval Reserve, really knew his stuff. Mike Dillon, the owner, started repairing and making parts for
the old general electric mini (rotary) guns when they stopped making them. From there he started
making his own.
In a hanger at the back of the factory are 4 different helo's including an Iroquois, a Hughs 500 little
bird and two old fighter planes. The helos are used to train people in using the mini gun. There is a
taxi way from the factory to the local airport
There were pallet loads of 7.62 ammunition lined up in one part of the ware house. The mini gun can
fire 3000rds a min so I guess they need a good supply.

I ran into Nick, another nice bloke we met at the shot show in Vegas and a former little bird pilot for
the army's Delta force who served in Iraq and Afghanistan and was involved in the capture of Saddam
Husain. He even has a picture of him in the room with him after his capture.
After Dillon I headed to a local gun shop with a 30 bay, 25 yard shooting range in the back where you
could see the people shooting through the glass.

I then headed 40 miles across town to Cabala’s to find out they didn't have the parts I was after "order them on line" was the answer. On
From Cabala’s I took a drive out to the Rio Salado Range about 60 miles back across town. This is a
large shooting complex catering for rifle, pistol and shot gun shooters. Tuesday night they have a club
action pistol shoot - 170 people turn up to shoot. A nice chap by the name of Ben showed me around
and I watched him and others take part in a few stages of the shooting.

That night I booked into the Fairfield Marriott Hotel before wandering down to the local sports bar
where the bar maid asked every customer their name and what's more remembered all 30 of them.
These people really know about service. I got talking to a guy called Brandon and his mate Will who
dragged me of to the Dirty Dog Saloon a mile or so down the road where a couple of athletic bar
maids danced on the bar and swung from the rafters with hula hoops. I ended up having quite an
entertaining evening.

Wednesday 25 January - The best day!!
Originally we were supposed to head out in the Iroquois helo and shoot from the air. However that
day Obama was flying into town and for some reason homeland security didn’t want us flying around
shooting a Mini Gun.
Instead a group of us went of to the big public range complex on the north side of Phoenix and parked
the Dillon truck (with 2 Mini Gun mounts) on one of the many ranges. We filled a feed box with 3,000
rounds of linked 7.62 ammunition and mounted the 6 barrel Mini Gun.
With a rate of fire of 50 rounds per second this thing is pretty amazing. As it fires there is shock wave
that comes back off the gun and the truck tilts slightly with a constant vibration coming through the
deck. You shoot it a bit like directing a water hose. Clouds of dust fly up at the target. The bursts are
kept to 3 to 5 seconds, saturating a target before moving on to the next one.
Between 6 of us we used about 12,000rds that's 3/4 of a 44 gallon drum filled with empty brass and
link.

The Japanese crew learning about the gun.

Lots of bins to catch the empty cases.

Loading the ammo box.

And lots of boxes of bullets.

As the Dillon motto goes “he who fires the most rounds fastest wins”!!!
Later that night while heading south to Hereford I was stopped by a police Sergeant for speeding. He
asked me where I had been and what I was doing here. I explained that I had been at Dillon in
Phoenix. He said one of his officers had just come back from the range in Phoenix where he had seen
the Dillon guys shooting a Mini gun which he was pretty impressed by. When I explained I was one of
the guys shooting it he let me of with a warning. Isn’t life good!!!

Thursday 26 January
Hereford is situated close to the Mexican border in Southern Arizona, home to my long-time friend
Murray and his wife Row. They both work for the local Freeport McMoran copper mining company’s
reclamation department. The mining company is spending millions here tidying up the damage done
to the area by 150 years of mining. This includes everything from digging up and replacing
contaminated soil in people's back yards, shaping and re-grassing huge tailings mounds so they fit in
with the local landscape to filling in huge open cast pits.
Just down the road there is a little old mining town called Bisbee. Lots of people migrate here from
the cold north during the winter. Here we take a journey underground at the Copper Queen Mine.
Operating from the late 1800’s to around the 1970’s. With 3 layers of tunnels and interconnecting
shafts this is now a tourist attraction.
We hop on a little train which takes us some 500m into the mountain where we witness how miners
drilled and blasted the solid rock to find the green copper seams. The tunnels opened up into huge
caverns in places where copper seams had been found. The old bloke showing us around had worked
there for 20 years and had some good stories to tell.

Murray at mine entrance.

Bisbee from up the hill.

When you got to go here’s the place.

The roof looked well propped up

We wandered up a hill behind the town where a cross had been erected and surrounded by lots of
little shrines. The local Mexicans come to this spot to worship.

Friday 27 January
We had breakfast at the local Palomina’s café - a sausage in the form of a burger patty, a hash brown
not stuck together, and a biscuit which looked like a scone; the scrambled eggs looked familiar
though. All tasted good and cost about $6.00 - food is cheap here.
From there we drove up to the Huachuca (Wachuka) hill. This place is famous for Coronado, a Spanish
general who led a bunch of his troops up here on his way north looking for a city lined with gold some
previous explorers had reported. Further north toward Colorado he ran into a fort full of Indians who
had a scrap with him and lost as their arrows couldn't penetrate the Spanish body armour. The
Indians in the end took them in for a while and told him the city of gold was further east and gave him
some guides to lead him on his way. Out in the plains to the east he finally realized they were pulling
his leg so he slaughtered the Indians and returned to Mexico the mission a failure.
We parked the car and walked to the top of the hill overlooking Mexico. With good views into Mexico
and the boarder just below us it gave us a good idea of how hard it must be to control the border.
When we got back to the car park there were 6 border patrol vehicles parked up with a bunch of
Mexican looking blokes in the back of one. They had a truck there with a tall mast fitted with radar
and thermo imaging gear on it. I had a yarn to one of the guys who wasn't giving much away but did
say he had spotted a good buck deer in the bush below earlier that day. There were lots of warnings
around the place to watch out for drug traffickers and illegal immigrants. Not a place to hang out at
after dark.

From there we drove just down the road (80 miles) to Tombstone, just in time to walk right into a
punch up in the street - some poor guy getting wacked in the guts with the butt of a sawn-off shot
gun. This continued on down the street for some time. The guys doing the pushing, shoving and
taking of guns were Wyatt, Virgil, and Morgan Earp, backed up by a rather drunk Doc Holliday. The
local bad boys were the Clantons and McLaurys. This continued down the street to the OK Coral. We
paid our 10 bucks and watched the final gun fight play out. The street is full of signs saying who shot
who and where. An exciting place to live for those who could shoot fast!!!!
After a couple of beers and a nice hamburger meal at one of the Earp’s former saloons we wondered
over to boot hill. The tombstones were interesting to say the least.

Saturday 28 January
Having realized there were still a couple of thousand miles to go on this journey and only 7 days left it
was time to hit the road. It had been great to catch up with Murray and Row. Murray I first met in
Reefton NZ in the 70’s. He moved to Montana in 1990 and has gradually migrated south; the
Encampment in Wyoming, Gunnison in Colorado and now southern Arizona. Visiting him over the

years in all those places and with his vast knowledge of the local history has enabled me to explore
large parts of the Wild West
Heading for El Paso east on highway 80, then on to highway 9 through Anison, the one-time home of
the Clanton’s Gang where they robbed and pillaged before meeting the match in tombstone.

The spot where Geronimo the last Apache Chief surrendered in 1886
Driving across the vast open plains at an altitude of around 4,000 to 5,000 feet I eventually saw the
odd bunch of cows. These dry plains are all surrounded by hills, some rising as high as 10,000 ft. The
road always seems to find its way through a low pass with long straights across the plains and
sweeping bends. Only on odd occasions does one come across a corner where slowing down is
required. In the middle of nowhere there will be an RV Park - dozens of flash caravans with pop out
partitions often parked in the middle of nothing. Apparently these are occupied by the “snow birds”.
These are people who leave the northern winters and heavy snow for the south. It is hard to believe it
is winter here with clear blue sky and 60 degree days.
There was a circle of green grass under an irrigation unit. I had passed several of these units but this
was the first green I had seen since leaving Phoenix and there it was - the golf course in the middle of
nothing.
Columbus was the next town of significance. Believe it or not the place was invaded by Mexico. On
March 9, 1916, on the orders of Mexican revolutionary leader Francisco "Pancho" Villa, (Colonel)
Francisco Beltrán, (Colonel) Candelario Cervantes, (General) Nicolás Fernández, (General) Pablo López
and others led five hundred men in an attack against the town, which was garrisoned by a
detachment of the US 13th Cavalry Regiment. Villa's army burned a part of the town and killed seven
or eight soldiers and 10 residents before retreating back into Mexico. According to the local museum
it was all a bit of a cock up as the US Cavalry blokes couldn’t get their guns out of the armoury for
quite a while. When they did their machine guns jammed. This turned out to be operator error. Once
they got that sorted they drove the Mexicans out.
United States President Woodrow Wilson responded to the Columbus raid by sending 10,000 troops
under Brigadier General John J. Pershing to Mexico to pursue Villa. This was known as the Punitive
Mexican Expedition or Pancho Villa Expedition. The expedition was eventually called off after failing
to find Villa, who had successfully escaped.
Later a Jeffery Quad Armoured truck was deployed to guard the boarder.

Nearing El Paso I noticed out to the south, down a dirt road, what looked like a line of landing craft
barriers from Normandy in World War ll. Driving down to investigate it became apparent this is the
border with Mexico.
While I was driving along the shingle road along came a border patrol woman who stopped for a yarn.
She explained how they drive the road day and night to try and pick up the many illegals who cross
the border. They also hunt down the backpackers who bring pack loads of drugs across and hide them
in the scrub for the US dealers to pick up. Most of this activity takes place at night.
Across the boarder from El Paso is the city of Cludad Juarez, population 1.5 million. They reckon 1
million of them are from all over South America just waiting for the opportunity to get across the
border.

Mexican Border
Checking in to the Holiday Inn downtown El Paso I was transported by shuttle to a local restaurant
area by a friendly former Mexican who told me he had got here legally years ago. "Nobody wants to
live in Mexico" he told me. I had a tasty salmon salad and a large glass of wine, all for $15. The locals
were really friendly introducing themselves when they sat at the bar alongside me.

Sunday 28th January
Hit the road at 0750 for the 532 mile drive to San Antonio. The first 70 miles the road runs southeast
parallel to the Mexican border before heading east. I10 is another great road, speed limit 80mph,
mainly trucks on the road. I came across a couple of cars who I stayed with most of the journey
cruising at 90mph. Once again the roads go straight through basins between the surrounding hills
with gentle bends meaning the traffic never needs to slow.
As the road began to head away from the border it is coned off and we are directed into a border
control check point, trucks to the right, cars to the left. A friendly chap checks my passport and has a
bit of a yarn as I am the only car at that point.

250 miles down the road the hills are no more, just flat scrubby land with the odd bit of cropping.
Another 100 miles and it changes again to rocky scrubby land. The smell of burning oil gets me a bit
worried that the Hyundai rental is not handling the pace too well then I spot the oil pumps. Oil pumps
to the right and wind turbines to the left; that rancher must be doing ok.
60 miles out of San Antonio there is more farming activity. There is even water in some of the creeks
below the odd bridge, something I had not seen before. Seven hours later I arrived at the Alamo in
San Antonio.
San Antonio is a nice city. They have dug a waterway of the river which runs below the streets behind
the main hotels. It is lined with bars and restaurants. Tour boats take people for rides and music plays
creating a great atmosphere. People in this town are really friendly - they even say hello as they pass
you by in the street.

The Alamo: Originally named Mission San Antonio de Valero, the Alamo served as home to
missionaries and their Indian converts for nearly seventy years. Construction began on the present site
in 1724. In 1793, Spanish officials secularized San Antonio's five missions and distributed their lands to
remaining Indian residents. These men and women continued to farm the fields, once the mission's but
now their own, and participated in the growing community of San Antonio.
The Battle of the Alamo (February 23 – March 6, 1836) was a pivotal event in the Texas Revolution.
Following a 13-day siege, Mexican troops under President General Antonio López de Santa Anna
launched an assault on the Alamo Mission near San Antonio de Béxar (modern-day San Antonio,
Texas, USA). All but two of the Texian defenders were killed. Santa Anna's perceived cruelty during the
battle inspired many Texians—both Texas settlers and adventurers from the United States—to join the
Texian Army. Buoyed by a desire for revenge, the Texians defeated the Mexican Army at the Battle of
San Jacinto, on April 21, 1836, ending the revolution.
Several months prior, Texians had driven all Mexican troops out of Mexican Texas. Approximately 100
Texians were then garrisoned at the Alamo. The Texian force grew slightly with the arrival of
reinforcements led by eventual Alamo co-commanders James Bowie and William B. Travis. On
February 23, approximately 1,500 Mexican troops marched into San Antonio de Béxar as the first step
in a campaign to re-take Texas. For the next 12 days the two armies engaged in several skirmishes
with minimal casualties. Aware that his garrison could not withstand an attack by such a large force,
Travis wrote multiple letters pleading for more men and supplies, but fewer than 100 reinforcements
arrived.
In the early morning hours of March 6, the Mexican Army advanced on the Alamo. After repulsing two
attacks, Texians were unable to fend off a third attack. As Mexican soldiers scaled the walls, most of
the Texian soldiers withdrew into interior buildings. Defenders unable to reach these points were slain
by the Mexican cavalry as they attempted to escape. Between five and seven Texians may have
surrendered; if so, they were quickly executed. Most eyewitness accounts reported between 182 and
257 Texians dead, while most historians of the Alamo agree that 400–600 Mexicans were killed or
wounded. Several noncombatants were sent to Gonzales to spread word of the Texian defeat. The

news sparked a panic, known as "The Runaway Scrape", in which the Texian army, most settlers, and
the new Republic of Texas government fled from the advancing Mexican Army.
Within Mexico, the battle has often been overshadowed by events from the Mexican–American War of
1846–48. In 19th-century Texas, the Alamo complex gradually became known as a battle site rather
than a former mission. The Texas Legislature purchased the land and buildings in the early part of the
20th century and designated the Alamo chapel as an official Texas State Shrine. The Alamo is now "the
most popular tourist site in Texas". The Alamo has been the subject of numerous non-fiction works
beginning in 1843. Most Americans, however, are more familiar with the myths spread by many of the
movie and television adaptations, including the 1950s Disney miniseries Davy Crockett and John
Wayne's 1960 film The Alamo.

Not much is left of the Alamo although the church and the long house still stand. No photos are
allowed to be taken inside. There is a great collection of old relics in the old long house.
I had a great night at the bar yarning to a couple of army people staying at the hotel.

Monday 30 January
I took a look for some shops; took a while to find as the CBD in San Antonio is mainly hotels. Then
headed south down I35 to Corpus Christi only just over 100 miles. More farming country down here
leading into cropping further south.
As one approaches the city the oil business is in full swing mile after mile of oil refineries. Corpus
Christi is a beach resort with a marina, white sandy beaches and lots of hotels. There is an aircraft
carrier tied up down the north end of the beach. Across the water in the cloud there are a few oil rigs.
In the mist one can just make out Mustang Island. This runs parallel with the coast forming a barrier
from heavy seas. I took a drive out there past lots of beach houses, RV parks and factories etc. The

road takes you there by causeway and bridge. At the other end you leave part of the island by car
ferry. These are no charge and are efficient with 8 or more of them running continually.

Checking into the Best Western hotel I took a stroll down the street ending up at Murphy's bar. I got
talking to a lady called Laura, who explained how difficult it is crossing the border to Mexico. Part of
her family live across the border and when she returns to the US from visiting them she and her
children are interrogated. She also went on to tell me how bad the drug cartels are down there. Her
uncle, a lawyer, was apparently doing some work for some of them; something didn't work out so
they shot him 14 times in the head.
Anyway back to Corpus Christie, the people are really friendly. Walking home from the bar I ran into a
group who had just come out of another bar. We chatted about stuff for about 20mins before I
moved on.

Tuesday 31 January
Headed down the coast to Port Isabel, a touristy place with a pirate theme. There is a huge amount of
industry in this area. Heading west alongside the Rio Grande River for about 50 miles is pretty much a
nonstop town. A couple of hundred miles up the road is the city of Laredo, population 1.7 million. This
place, which is spread out for miles, has a port on the Rio Grande River. Talking to a few locals it is
booming with many companies there fracture drilling for gas. Apparently a lot of the labour comes
across the border from Mexico.
Straw runners are also a big problem here. These are people who buy guns and take them across the
border to the drug cartels. The local paper reported on a case where a bloke had bought a gun from a
pawn shop, filed the serial number off and sold it on, resulting in the death of a border patrol guard.
Jailed for 8 years he obviously didn't realize serial numbers can still be read when filed off.
There are many shops selling metal flowers, cactus and ornaments. I stopped the night at the 12
storey Holiday Inn, by far the tallest building in town.

Wednesday 1 February
Carried on northwest on hwy 90, still along side the Rio Grande, passing through many little towns.
There is more farming up this way although the scenery was much the same as it had been since
leaving San Antonio some 500 miles ago. Finally reaching Del Rio and crossing the lake the scenery
turned into quite spectacular desert ranching country where you can see for miles. Oil and gas is
prominent; there must be some pretty happy ranchers up here. After crossing the Amistad reservoir I
hit another border control station.
The previous one some 100 miles down the road had been pretty friendly; the dog sniffed the car, the
guy said he had been to NZ and sent me on the way. Not this time! Examining my passport, the guy
wanted to an explanation for Zambia, Malaysia and Singapore etc. Was all this work? When I said “no,
just swanning around”, he said pull over as he couldn't find a stamp for the USA. Eventually he found
it at the back. I think he must have been a bit bored as I hadn't seen another car for the last 50 miles.

Texas gold pump

Trucks do funny things around Texas

From there the road dropped into a valley surrounded by hills, which I had not seen for the last 800
miles or so. Really nice country – a bit like a large version of the McKenzie Basin. After 602 miles and
9.5 hours I arrived back in El Paso. Since leaving there on Sunday and travelling over 1,500 miles I had
only seen a small part of Texas.

Thursday 2 February
Hit interstate 10 going west at 0815 for the 520 mile journey to Yuma. More great big country! The
road is straight for miles. A bit of intensive cattle farming with large numbers of cattle housed in open
sheds and yards.
I like driving through this country as the roads are long and straight and usually slightly raised allowing
one to take in the scenery. The road is at about 4500 ft above sea level.

I hear on the radio there is a big dust storm coming that will close the road. There are signs on the
road warning people not to stop in the driving lanes during such a storm. I can see a bit of dust in the
distance but nothing to slow us up.
250 miles down the road is Tucson which goes on for miles. Heading back up toward Phoenix I
eventually take the I8 south. This road heads up over a pass on to some large desert flats. Where they
have added water the green pastures look quite impressive amongst the brown with lots of
cultivating going on as well.
The country turns back to desert then about the 400 mile mark I smell cow shit coming up over a rise.
Not only has the desert turned green again but there is a huge cattle farm, pens and more pens. It has
got to be half a mile plus deep and 3/4 of a mile long. Thousands and thousands of cattle. Across the
road was a huge area being cultivated with hundreds of what look like container sized hay bales
wrapped in plastic spread around the paddocks.

A bit further down the road in the middle of what is desert is a huge RV park. What these snow birds
do all day sitting side by side I can't quite work out.
Arriving in Yuma about 1630 I booked into the Holiday Inn and got a lift in the shuttle later down to
Applebee's. I asked the driver what the population is here. “Right now 200,000; come the summer
100,000. Snow birds!” I asked what they do all day. "Spend money - good for the town"
Talking to the waitress at Applebee's she gets $4.50 per hour and tips which average $14 per hour.
You can buy a 3 bedroom house here for $40k.

Friday 3 February
Dropped into the local Wal-Mart to grab a suitcase for all the extras picked up along the way. They
must have been on a cost saving drive as 30% of the lights were out.
Heading back into the desert on I8 this time, the first part was just sand not a blade of growth
anywhere. There were however a bunch of RVs parked out there!!! Paralleling the road was a blue
water concrete canal. 20 kms down the road I came over a hill to see green fields on both sides of the
road with all sorts of crops. It is amazing what the old ‘just add water’ will do to such arid land. This
went on for at least 30 miles.

Not realising how much altitude we had dropped since Arizona I was surprised to see a sign stating
"This Is Sea Level". Not long after the land turned back into desert. Then it headed into the hills, rising
quite quickly to 4,000ft with water-points along the way for overheating vehicles.
Arriving in San Diego I dropped into the Hard Rock Café. On checking the confirmation for the hotel at
Universal Studios I suddenly realized I had ended up with the one in Orlando, Florida! Oops!! Should
wear my glasses when booking stuff on the iPhone. Rang the Hilton 1800 number and they sorted it
really well - didn't even bill me for the Florida stay even though I was past the cut off time. Well done
Hilton.
At about 1 pm I headed for Universal in LA - only 120 miles, a couple of hours. Heading up the
highway at 80mph with the rest of the traffic for 10 or so miles we then slowed to 8mph for 30 mins.
This was repeated several times, finally arriving just before 6pm. Apparently that is normal for a
Friday in spite of the 6 plus lane highway. I went for a wander up to Universal City - the place was
buzzing. Had a meal at the brewery and a good yarn with a couple of locals.

Saturday 4 February
Took the VIP tour of Universal Studios, this experience I can highly recommend. Limited to 12 people
one gets to see it all. Not going to go into details as not to spoil it for anyone.
Caught the plane home that night a little tired after 7,000km driving over the previous 14 days.

