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Introduction

Since time began, man has struggled with many aspects of life that confronted him. None have struggled more than Pusser Hills.

The following accounts of the travels of Pusser are based on fact. Some details may have been changed, to protect the innocent, protect the guilty, or protect the fact that Pusser’s memory isn’t quite as it used to be.

They detail the adventures of one Pusser Hills, a gentleman motorhomer who seems to have a knack of getting things wrong. He also seems to have a rather unhealthy attraction to toilets, their functions, and contents.

I hope you enjoy reading them.

Maiden Voyage

Two hours prior to departure, I had a final check of our motorhome. After checking the huge waste tank underneath, which I assumed catered for the waste water and marine loo waste as well, I decided to unscrew the only black cap I could find. This I did, and the cap unscrewed without any problems. But then again, nothing else happened either. I eyed one of the two shiny chrome rods right next to it, curious to know what it did.

A few seconds later I knew, I looked like an embalmed Smurf, covered from head to foot in blue formaldehyde and tissue and excrement; a legacy from our West Wittering trip with three grandchildren.

In my life I have, from time to time been dumped on by the odd person but never five people simultaneously. This delayed our departure somewhat as I had to hose down the road knowing full well I had polluted our local water supply system and dilution appeared to be the only practical solution. The final indignity was when my wife insisted I had another shower even though I had already had one that morning. That’s a woman for you.

And so we evacuated my hometown, now having the same appeal as Chernobyl after my efforts. We waved goodbye to our kids who were still rolling around the lawn in hysterics (unlike our neighbour), and headed off on our maiden foreign voyage.

One hundred yards down our road my wife asked if I had remembered to get a new gas cylinder as the tiny one we had was nearly empty. Half an hour later we found a supplier who helpfully informed us that although his gas would work, we would not easily be able to exchange empty bottles in UK and not at all abroad.

I was not too concerned as I knew that it would be impossible to not find a gas supplier on our journey to the tunnel. We arrived at the tunnel, still with no gas. But I knew it would be impossible to not find a gas supplier between the tunnel and the South of France.

We had pre booked our return ticket to France the day before – cost £126 provided we travelled after 17:00 and arrived back anytime before 11:00 French time. They slapped a hazardous sticker on our windscreen and informed us that security would check to ensure our gas was off. This they did and to make this interruption worthwhile, they checked the whole of our van for explosives and possible immigrants trying desperately to flee back to their own countries after realising what the British have to put up with.

Our motorhome fuel gauge was reading empty arriving in France, a deliberate ploy to maximise the savings on French diesel. This costs around €0.98 / €0.99 per litre, in all filling stations except supermarkets where additional savings of €0.07 could be made. We filled up at the very first filling station and then lost our way getting out. After several ups and downs and complete circuits of roundabouts we realised that to get back on the motorway we need to follow the sign to Calais. Odd, as this seems to be in the opposite direction but then the sign to Reims came up and we were finally off with only the gas situation to sort out the next day.

To be honest I got sick and tired of waving at motorhomes, mainly because most were from foreign climes and looked puzzled at this familiarity and trying to suss out British number plates was distracting my attention from matters in hand. So I gave up.

There were only the two of us on this trip, my wife and myself, Pusser which is a non de plume, incognito as well and useful with pending law suits and death threats which happen from time to time.

We decided to split tasks equally and so she ended up as the navigator, cook, washer up, laundry lady, reversing aid, left wing mirror authenticator, sweeper of the floor and ash tray emptier, financier, customs negotiator, tour organiser, victualler, menu maker, fridge switch operator, roof vent winder upper and downer, fresh water hose holder, medical advisor, Health and Safety representative, highway code enforcer, speed trap, profanity censor, bed maker, blind and fly screens operator, lights operator, ‘bog full’-announcer, empty water tank alarm, dietary advisor, disc jockey (If I hear Queen once more I swear…), site booker-inner, site analyser, meteorologist, and approximately three nightly conjugal event co-ordinator. (Surely, this is meant to be a holiday?)

Of course everything else as usual was down to me and rather than bore you with a long list, suffice to say I drove the van. I was also put in charge of anything that was effluent-related. This was fair enough because she always prefers public loo facilities and, as you will read later on, I wish I had taken his advice too.

Our first night was spent the other side of Reims in a Motorway Aire de Service, the type which has a garage and restaurant. Conscious of gas attacks, we parked in a group of motorhomes in a well-lit and busy area. Every thing we had was checked for security and then double-checked. We survived the night without any problems and I found the keys to the van hanging outside in the external “Odds and Sods” locker in the morning. I thought it best not to mention this to the wife; partly not to worry her unduly and partly because I cannot handle physical pain as well as I used to.

The first thing we needed was gas (see, I hadn’t forgotten) and so we stopped at a Chaumont Supermarket when I saw a huge lorry actually delivering gas cylinders to the Supermarket. He is the man I need to speak to I thought as I stood there filling up with diesel.

Alas, before I had finished refuelling the gas lorry started to move off, his delivery over. As luck would have it, I had parked in such an untidy manner I had blocked him in and in consequence, everyone else, so they all had to wait until the refuelling was finished. (I call this a RAS – Replenishment at Supermarket).

The French lorry driver spoke no English whatsoever and I wondered why the French educational system is so lacking in this respect bearing in mind how good they are on other things like baguette making.

“Pardon,” I said to him, feeling I had done something rude and owed an apology. At this point I had exhausted my entire repertoire of French so I pointed to the pile of gas cylinders on his lorry. Within twenty minutes he had got me a tank of Butagaz with contract from the garage and gave me an adaptor. I offered to pay him for the adapter but he refused. What a nice helpful and kind Frenchman his was. “Grazie,” I said with a huge smile then realised that perhaps Spanish (or was it Italian?) would not achieve the desired effect so I picked another word out of my French repertoire. “Pardon”. I could tell from his glazed expression that he was in awe of my multilingual abilities and he shuffled back to his lorry wondering I suspect, whether it really was a good idea for the UK to play a major role in the Common Market.

At our first stop for a cup of tea and a sticky bun, I disconnected our UK small gas cylinder, unscrewed the jubilee clip on the hose and then found the connector the French lorry driver had given us did not fit the gas cylinder. The nice helpful and kind French gas delivery man, hitherto referred to as the French twat had given us the new type adaptor for the old and more common gas tank.

♦

Late afternoon, we arrived at Le Sourgey on Lac d'Aiguebelette gasless. It was a truly magical lake. I explained our gas difficulties to the site owner who kindly telephoned a shop in Novalise, a mere 5kms away and asked them to put aside the correct adaptor. When we found the shop, the owner had no recollection of the phone call but luckily a very nice French lady stepped in as interpreter and in no time at all we were presented with a gas barbeque on wheels.

Once again I dug deep into my French vocabulary and uttered, “Pardon” whilst simultaneously dragging out the grumbling old shopkeeper to the motorhome to show him the gas tank and point to the UK adaptor already fixed on our UK cylinder.

He grumbled in French all the way back to his shop. Then grumbled upstairs and eventually grumbled his way back down again with the correct device.

The shopkeeper had an attitude. Whether it was because he is inundated with bizarre requests from the British on an hourly basis or he had, at one time or another, bought some British beef. I don’t know. He refused to sell us the adaptor until we had produced the gas contract and then charged us 12 euros and grumbled throughout the entire transaction.

“Au revoir,” he finally grumbled and I grumbled “b*&^%cks” back as I shut the door behind me. I have always had the ability for the quick and witty retort when required. On the way back we passed the shop we should have gone to.

Within an hour we had gas. Glorious butane flowed freely from our nozzles bringing us joy and happiness, indeed wonderment for my wife, standing some several hundred yards away, camera at the ready for insurance purposes, who was convinced I would blow us up in the fitting process.

Two days were spent enjoying the lake, enjoying the motorhome that was working to perfection, enjoying glorious weather, swimming in the warm lake and sun bathing under the majesty of an Alp; all totally oblivious to the inconveniences to come.

♦

I must say a quick word about the Fiat 1.9TD engine. It is a plucky creature and performed well above expectations, but in my next motorhome, I will be looking for 2.5TD maybe even 2.8TD. My original estimate of doing 27mpg was dashed by my spreadsheet as this reported at best 24mpg although I am convinced this is due to my other half bringing so much stuff – the lawnmower being the only thing that springs to mind that she left at home. The engine happily bowls along the motorway between 60 and 65mph and drops down to anywhere between 40 and 0mph depending on gradients.

And so two happy campers set off for the sunny south of France using the Route National so we could see a bit more of France and get more miles to the gallon – which we didn’t.

It was while passing the Ardèche area that our motorhome nearly fell over. We were half way around an S bend when it happened. The Navigator has never been impressed with stunt driving particularly as a passenger, and doing wheelies in a motorhome was no exception. A steward’s enquiry was convened while we changed into clean underwear and it was my submission that the French were to blame. My wife’s submission was that it was I that was to blame. As everything is always my fault it came as no surprise but I fought my corner vigorously. I pointed out that there were only two signs warning of an S bend not counting the 10kph sign or the black and white chevron fence and it was quite obvious to anyone that this was woefully inadequate. So we agreed to disagree and both felt that a sign saying, “We are not joking. This really is an S bend, Pusser”, would be more helpful.

♦

Soon after this event we went back on to the motorway for the final leg to Sète or near there. At some time, I am not sure exactly where, we went into a large aire that had facilities for motorhomes to dump everything. I was really impressed. It was a large concrete pad, with all sides sloping into to a large and long drain with eight ground level water sprays that engaged when you drove off out and broke a sensor beam. It was fool proof.

I joined the small queue of motorhomes and then it came to my turn. I had to make a couple of attempts to get my waste pipes roughly over the drain hole. I don’t know why but I have always fancied myself as a long distance lorry driver and watch them jump out of their cabs, stretch, look at their front tyres and kick them and then wander around and check their headlights. So I do this too, but when I bent down to examine my headlights my backside broke the sensor beam and eight high-pressure sprays burst into action. These sprays would not have looked out of place as the climax to the closing ceremony at the Olympic games.

I was soaked. I was humiliated. I had lost the will to live. But on the plus side, I was a lot cleaner.

I couldn’t get any wetter had I jumped into the Atlantic (which I would have done had it been there) and then quite happily sunk to the bottom. But the Dunkirk spirit came through and I fought, nay swam my way through the sprays and groped around until I found the waste tank puller thing. I yanked it and as expected all our wastewater fell out and was whisked away in seconds by the eight-spray water feature. Then I pulled the shiny rod on the marine loo that had given me so much grief at home and…nothing. I pushed it in and pulled it out – still nothing. My marine loo was nearly full and it was determined to stay that way.

Fed up, and my wife looking straight ahead, knowing it would be a bad time to say anything, I drove off, the sensor beam ignoring me as I passed through. Obviously you only get one shot and to be honest, one shot was enough for me. A meeting was called with Top Brass and it was decided that we find a quiet place where we would not cause an ecological disaster and examine the problem.

Off the motorway and on some gorse covered mountain slope we found such a place. We had some concerns about a local vineyard close by, but we made a note of the name so we did not buy that vintage in the future. 2004 would not be their best year, assuming I had some success with the drain cock. Perhaps fortunately or not, I had no success and as I sit here typing, half way through our holiday, we still have a full to bursting marine loo and worse, I still have a full to bursting tummy.

♦

That night we booked into a campsite at Valras Plage advertised as being on the beach. “On the beach” was in fact a 300 metre walk though gorse bushes with kamikaze flies attacking you every inch of the way. The camping emplacements were very jumbled and very close and my worst nightmare unfolded. They had unisex loos and showers. I’m sorry, but I cannot live with that. I cannot use public loos because my bottom seals up as soon as I sit down in them. I have a phobia. A phobia that I believe was caused by a traumatic incident whilst in potty training when I was about thirteen. What was I going to do? What could I do? I couldn’t use our loo anymore as it was full; partly because I had this great idea that pouring a load of fresh water in it would help free the drain cock and partly because I had enjoyed using it liberally. Things were getting out of hand. I already looked seven months pregnant.

There was nothing for it but to buy a Porta Potty at the earliest opportunity.

That opportunity came the very next day when we left this site and headed towards L’Estartit in Spain. We had to park some way from the supermarket because the car park was full and we had to use an overflow car park. They had only two porta-potties in stock, both with their boxes already opened. When we paid for them, I asked them to check that everything was there that should be and then suffered the indignity of carrying this thing back through the crowds to the motorhome. Why do the words “PORTA POTTIE” need to be in such BIG letters on the box? Surely it could be put in a plain brown box without any words at all and just to ensure there is no confusion, there is a large picture of it on all six sides. I’m sure passers-by must have thought I was incontinent and carried this around all day in case of an accident.

The Porta Potty arrived back at the motorhome without incident although my self-esteem had reached an all time low. I began to assemble it with some desperation as I was, to use a midwifery term, already 3 centimetres dilated. The parts check made at the supermarket was flawed, in as much as the swivelling empty tube thing was missing. So I had to make a return trip, my walking somewhat impaired as I had got to 4 centimetres, to get the replacement and suffer yet another humiliating return trip.

♦

On the way back I thought at one stage I would have to assemble it in the road and use it as contractions were coming thick and fast. I think I may hold the world record for the assembly of a Porta Potty and using it. My wife estimated 1 minute 10 seconds as she stood by, mobile phone at the ready just in case emergency services were required. Having experimented, this Porta Potty is so much a better idea and, so easy to use. I feel like a new man now. I have visibly lost weight and it is all thanks to Thetford.

The marine loo is going when we get home but how, I have no idea but it’s going. At the moment the Porta Potty resides in the shower area and in a way has helped us to name our motorhome. We wanted something artistic in nature as our road where we live is named after a famous artist and our first thought was Pottiesmelly but settled on Two Loos La Trek. Pottiesmelly was only under consideration because the marine loo had begun to smell but later on, it actually turned out to be a benefit.

♦

Sometime later, we arrived at the Spanish border. If there is a queue of cars, start off by following the lorries and then change course for the caravan lane. Nobody showed any interest in us mainly because there was no one to be seen and soon after the crossing, we arrived in La Jonquera to stock up on tobacco and buy a couple of bottles of spirits for presents. What I immediately noticed was diesel for €0.81 per litre. “I’ll have some of that,” I thought. Diesel prices seem very much the same whether in supermarkets or tiny filling stations. At one point I noticed there was a choice of diesel. I am not sure what the other one is and no one I spoke to later knew either. One was creatively entitled SR and the other SC (I think).

El Delfin Verde was a campsite we used last year with the car, where we rented a mobile home, so we knew the site would be top quality. The pitches range from mere borders to a free for all under the trees. The beach is actually right next door. The left side of the beach is absolutely ideal for parents with kids as it gently slopes into the sea. The right hand side of beach is reserved for parents whose kids have persistently tortured them for the entire journey down and who wish to have a tranquil return trip because here, just a mere three feet into the water there is a drop to an unknown depth. Many's the time I saw a solitary water wing float past, now redundant.

That evening we met up with my sister in law, her son and her elderly parents. She had flown out with Easy Jet without problems, and had hired a car.

Her son’s face was different since we last saw him in as much as it was almost football shaped. This was due to a multitude of bites he had received and had reacted to.

It soon became obvious that everyone on the site was bitten – and we too suffered from them that night, just by walking around. This appears to be a new type of mosquito if indeed it is a mosquito at all. It is a tiny fly that in my view looks nothing like a mossie and seems capable of keeping a haemophiliac going for a week. If you squash one on the wall, it looks like a chain saw massacre has taken place. No known mossie repellent has any effect of these little sods, although a tip I read on a motorhome website i.e. rubbing the bites with soap, does work and itching stops within ten minutes and the swelling seems to go down much quicker. I used more soap on my body in those two days than I generally use in a month. I believe we need further information on this fly. I know the campsite is looking into it because of complaints. Incidentally, Italy and some other parts of Europe now have the Tiger mosquito to contend with, so-called because of its striped body. They came over in new car tyres from the Far East. My daughter and son-in-law were bitten in Venice and my daughter still has the scars. My son-in-law was ill for two days due to a reaction.

♦

The evening entertainment was superb. A Spanish rendition of Saturday Night Fever and a couple of pints of San Miguel, went down very well indeed. None of these horrible little flies turned up and maybe music keeps them away.

Early in the morning, it is peacefully quiet. Then at sunrise the only noises that can be heard are not made by cockerels but by smokers trying to clear the previous day’s tar and morning dew from their lungs. Some multitask and, whilst hacking away, lay the table for breakfast and utilise the energy required to cough to clear unwanted gases from their bellies. A true example of energy conservation.

This site has good facilities for the disabled, spotless and piping hot water in the shower block, a restaurant of good quality and reasonable prices.

Unfortunately, the weather was not good and neither was the forecast so we bid farewell to our relatives and headed back towards France in search of some sun.

As we passed through L’Escala, I decided to demonstrate to the Spanish the merits of driving on the left. What a commotion? So over the top. Flashing headlights, arms and legs waving out of windows and sun roofs and one big fat man decided to get out of his ridiculously small car, if indeed it was a car, and practice semaphore. I’m sorry but it has to be said. I believe the Spanish are still smarting over the thrashing that Sir Francis Drake gave their fleet. Maybe time will heal.

This time we passed La Jonquera and on the motorway went through Spanish border guards and was pulled in by French police. We were put to one side, just by a coach load of bemused tourists. He went through all our paperwork and then systematically went through our motorhome from the front to the back. By now, some of his friends had joined the search for drugs. All the police curiously come from the same family. The John Darme family. A tad incestuous I thought.

I am sure we were only one step removed from having our tyres off, x-rayed and worse when the chief policeman opened the door of our loo. I think it was at that point, having smelt our inoperative marine toilet that he decided he couldn’t give a monkey’s whether we had any drugs onboard or not and was almost trampled to death by his mates following behind as he attempted to launch himself out of our doorway to fresh air and French soil.

It appears I have unwittingly perfected a drug smuggling machine which I am willing to swap with any Drug Barons for an A class motorhome with a Porta Pottie in.

As we drove off, I saw the four policemen in my mirror comforting and reassuring each other back to their offices, oblivious to streams of possible drug runners whistling pass them, two fingers raised. “You don’t mess with Pusser and get away with it,” I thought. I suspect that I had also given all British motorhomes free passage for a week through that checkpoint.

♦

On Wednesday the 1st of September 2004 we arrived at the nicest campsite we have ever been to – Le Soleil, Argeles-sur-mer. We have been to many as mobile homers rather than motorhomers.

It is truly geared for the disabled, including those who are either blind or have poor vision. The roads have ridged lines so the blind and partially blind can move about unaided. They are painted bright so people do not trip over them. I fell over one of these ridges while on a baguette mission. However, none of the other four hundred holidaymakers had a problem so it could have been just me. When I picked myself up, the baguette was in three separate sections so I skilfully arranged the wrapping paper so my wife would not realise that I had wiped the floor with it. Much to my amazement she did realise and I was sent back for another.

Special wheelchairs are available to go in to the sea and each shower block has a disabled section and only disabled people are given the key to it. Oh how I envied their privacy.

The beach is superb with beach bar, a good restaurant that will also do Cordon Bleu takeaways, a too-small grocery and baguette shop for the campsite’s size, and a paper and tabac shop with toys and sweets and current English newspapers etc. The swimming complex is extraordinarily nice and well laid-out with poolside bar and ice cream facilities.

It also has a small pond where black swans with their babies paddle about – but no beach for them.

A special aire section for motorhomes is here and the place is eco-minded. Their catch phrase is, “We do not inherit this earth from our ancestors – we borrow it from our children”. I thought this was quite thought-provoking, even though my own opinion is that it belongs to all forms of life equally and was certainly not built for the Americans.

Plots are well laid-out with bushes and flowers with electric hookup. On the beach side, the plots are a little untidy as many campers try and squeeze in to be as near to the sea as possible. It is odd that the fit and healthy campers do not want to walk more than a few yards away, whilst the elderly, infirm and unfit, have no problem walking an extra hundred yards. I have noticed too that the fittest of young families come from Scandinavian regions and in particular Denmark and the Netherlands. There seems to be a marked increase in obese children from other European counties including the UK. Parents really should sort this out as a matter of urgency – it’s not the kids fault, neither can they be responsible for health matters.

The beach is of a high standard but no lifeguards here or, incidentally, in the pools. I have to say that I was disappointed in this year’s topless numbers. Certainly down on last year so I may have to make representation to my MEP to get Brussels to make topless sunbathing compulsory. Obviously there would be have to be some exceptions – John Prescott would be top of my exceptions list.

It’s not a big thing for me as you will appreciate but out of 327 women, only 23 were topless. This is a poor showing indeed and something has to be done about it. I am absolutely useless in remembering names but I am not so bad at remembering measurements so in reverse order may I congratulate in third place for the 2004 Topless Awards, Miss 32A (and I am giving the benefit of the doubt here), for losing her towel completely in the wind and rather than cowering in terror, marched a hundred yards nude to retrieve it. Well done Miss 32A – a first timer. In second place, Ms. 36B who ignored the forces of gravity throughout the entire day and managed to maintain shape irrespective of position. She has been put into the free draw for a week’s holiday in Silicone Valley. But in first place is Mrs. 44HH who not only won her game of beach tennis but managed to do this without killing anybody. Well done Mrs. 44HH – Ms. Topless 2004.

♦

Today, Sunday, we reluctantly left Le Soleil because of uncertain sun and made our way up through the Pyrenees (I think) towards Millau, reaching heights of nearly 1000 meters and more once passed. I, and I am sure others, have problems in visualising just how high this is. Well, to make it easier for you, imagine 333 C class moterhomes stacked one on top of the other. This motorway is free as it is under construction, opening next year and I presume they will then charge. It has to be the most picturesque motorway in Europe. We stopped at le Lac du Salagou, signposted at least twice from the motorway. The lake was lovely but the part we arrived in was barred to high vehicles and in some ways spoilt my enjoyment. I suspect if one has the time, there will be other places dotted about where moterhomes can pull up close to the waters edge.

There was a campsite a mere stones’ throw away that may be worth considering for an overnight stop. I also had problems closing two of our windows for some reason and one bit popped out when I stuck a screwdriver in it. That’s another job and questions for the motorhome forum when I get back.

♦

We arrived mid-afternoon at a lovely campsite aside the River Tarn in the Tarn Gorge. Our site Le Peyrelade is right next to the river, and costs €9 per night with electric hook-up. Once again I had the wrong adaptor. The one I got in Spain is apparently for Germany and Spain so the site owner kindly loaned us one. They have a small pool complex with a Jacuzzi type pool, a larger pool big enough to swim in and a couple of tiny ones for kids. A restaurant is here and tomorrow, if I survive, I am hoping to relate how I got on with a canoe trip. These gorges are huge and make you feel quite insignificant – slightly more so than I normally feel at home.

The motorway leading up to Millau from the South is still under construction and bails out just as you get to Millau. No charges have to be paid so it is a good road to use either on the way up or down. There are some bits of this road, and the ordinary road it joins coming into Millau that gives you the impression you are going down hill when really you are going up hill. It’s the same feeling as driving along with your handbrake on and it makes your rear brakes smell and go very hot. But after a brief stop for a cup of tea, this all seemed to go away. Magic.

♦

Over the course of the two weeks away, we did see several accidents but all of them were immediately behind me. Obviously some idiot not paying attention.

It is worth pointing out I think if only for first timers as old hands will know, that Sundays in France really is Sunday and no supermarkets are open. You may, if you are lucky, find a baguette shop open in the morning but that’s about it. Many garages also stay shut on Sunday, particularly in towns and villages so in an emergency, head for the 24/7 Service Stations on the motorway where incidentally you can buy loads of other stuff, albeit at a premium.

Monday 6th Sep. Porta Potty’s full, and I mean really full. Wifey has been nagging me to empty it which I will as soon as there is a lull in shower block activity and I will report the success / failure when job’s done. The smell from the marine loo has subsided somewhat due mainly to lashings of blue stuff and two inches of disinfectant in the bowl. It may have even gone altogether but those smells seem to adhere to the inside of your nose and you can smell it for weeks. I also managed to get rid of a load of ants that were sunbathing on our awning by winding it in and flattening them and then banging the underneath to make them fall off.

♦

The canoe trip has taken place – €7 for an hour or more if we wanted, the campsite lady told us. But today there is a very strong wind coming down the gorge in the same direction as the stream and with my wife sitting in the front doing bugger all except giving unwanted advice I had difficulty going up stream more than about 500 yards. She paddled back down stream with the wind behind us and remarked how easy it is to do and wanted to go back and do it all again. “Off you go then,” I said as I got out.

There are quite a few flies around during the day and at first light, a walk by the river will invoke a cloud of Scottish midges (you can tell from their accent), which fly around and around in circles for no apparent reason. Surely there must be something else they can do for entertainment.

All day, flotillas of assorted ducks patrol their domain and while there are huge numbers of fish dinners to be had with no effort, they do prefer baguette. High above the gorge vultures soared effortlessly in the thermals. Did I say vultures? Yes indeedy, I did. They were introduced in 2002. Griffins, Egyptian and another make which I have forgotten. Tourists sunbathing on river beaches have been advised to wriggle about a bit now and then. Truly a place you should at least stop over for a nights worth but keep moving.

♦

We have decided to head back tomorrow Tuesday, timing it to go through Paris at midnight and then getting to the tunnel hopefully for about 05:00 in an effort to get someway home and off the M25 before rush hour.

I thought this was the end of this rubbish but no. We decided to have a meal in the campsite restaurant and to be fair, they were closing down for the season and the menu was a tad limited. Pizza, roast chicken and chips, burger and chips or burger, chips and egg. I chose burger, chips and egg with a glass of Jupiler beer and at best, the meal was mediocre – I suppose because I really wanted taggytelly bolly naze.

After the meal, I hovered outside while my wife paid the bill. She came out beaming all over her face. They must have undercharged her a cent I thought. But no. She could scarcely contain herself and blurted out that the bloody minced meat burger I had just eaten was horse. My God…I was horrified, neigh, devastated. I really need to know whether my poo will now have straw in it, whether I can get mad nags disease and which part of the horse would have been likely minced for my consumption? Actually, don’t bother with the last question.

Incidentally, with this tunnel ticket I bought you must come back on the day stated. We had to pay another £30 as we arrived two days early.

So that’s it. I have a few bits, mainly advanced technicalities for us engineer types to add to the correct sections later. I’m now back in my stable safe and sound and feel quite refreshed if not a little queasy from my wicked holiday.

Toilets

In the early eighties when I was a proud owner of a Mercedes Pioneer, and having the same phobias with any loo related equipment as I still have now I ended up in a car park with a public toilet in Shaldon Devon.

The missus had been nagging me to empty the Porta Pottie and it was now as full as it could get.

I sat there waiting until I was sure there was no one left in the Gents and lugged this heavy monstrosity across the car park and into the public loos.

To my horror, there were only two sit-down lavatories, one of which had someone in. So I went for it.

I unscrewed the cap and tipped it in and for a full 10 minutes this thing spluttered and plopped and gurgled and splashed and there was nothing I could do about it than wait for it to empty.

When most of these horrific and embarrassing noises had stopped, a tiny voice piped up from the next cubicle, “Would you like me to call an ambulance?”

I shot out of there like a cat out of hell, threw the porta pottie in through the door and drove off like the clappers before this person emerged from the loo and saw me.

It wasn't one of my best days.

Part 1 – Two Loos La Trek Goes To the South of France

T’was 22:00 on the 30th September 2005 that we slipped our moorings and headed for the Channel Tunnel where, for sixty one quid we could get to France if we left at the ridiculous hour of 05:38. The plan was to book in and get some decent sleep, as we would have 6 hours in hand thus leaving us fresh as a daisy for tomorrow’s epic journey.

This all went to plan until we got there and they said they would put us on an earlier train at 03.30 thus leaving us no time to sleep properly. However, getting us into France that bit earlier seemed attractive.

We had our gas sticker stuck on the front and as usual we were pulled over for a gas check by customs who last time searched us for bombs and stuff.

“That’s a 13K one that is,” said the customs man as he tapped my gas tank.

“Oh. Really,” I said, amazed that this highly trained man who probably sees a thousand gas cylinders a day can recognise a 13K one without reading the label on the top.

“Gas cylinders are either big ones or small ones to me,” I informed him helpfully, “and I call the one I have a big one whereas the smaller ones that are half the size of this one I tend to call small ones. It’s just my funny way of handling things”.

He peered into the depths of my gas storage and then triumphantly pointed to the Braille like writing on the gas bottle.

“There you are,” he said, “It’s a 13K – I told you it was a 13K didn’t I?” This had obviously made his day and I looked at him trying to look amazed at this man’s powers of perception. I had this deep yearning to pay out to a blacksmith to change the 13 to a 12 so I could catch the little sod out next time I was going to France. The customs man was so in awe of his almost mystical powers that he did not even check the tap to see whether it was on or off, thus negating I would have thought the whole bleedin’ point of the exercise.

So be warned. Customs are trained to be able to recognise a 13K gas cylinder without reading the label.

We bumbled onto the train and listened to the safety announcements basically informing us that if our compartment should burst into flames, we should wait until we hear a signal and then be advised to move to the next compartment. Personally, I will not be moving to any compartment. I shall be out one of the side doors in seconds and running down the centre tunnel as fast as my little legs will carry me. Then they make the same announcement in French and presumably do not give a toss about Germans, Italians and Spanish who may also be using the train.

Our first stop was to fill up with diesel at €0.97 per litre. All the pumps were either being used or roped off so I decided to fill up in the lorry section. I did notice the pipe and nozzle were bigger than usual, (much bigger actually) but nevertheless the nozzle fitted perfectly and so I pulled the trigger.

Well – the fuel shot in like a tsunami on steroids and I turned around to grin smugly at others less fortunate than I who where taking ages to fill their tanks up.

Seconds later the nozzle clicked and I was full. I whipped out the nozzle with the dexterity of a professional artic driver and just as I pushed the nozzle back into its holder I heard a noise that is best described as a Hippopotamus farting. It was shortly after that noise, if not immediately, that I found myself covered from head to foot in diesel oil looking like a primed Buddhist Monk set for glory.

“Do you do this deliberately,” my wife queried as she walked with head held high to the pay desk, I suspect, trying to make it look that she was the dutiful wife taking her husband out on day release from an asylum.

Time and miles passed; the air rich with the smell of diesel and it was midday when we arrived at Lac D’Orient and the heat was very hot and a bathe in the lake seemed a good idea to cool off and cause an oil slick.

I parked in a municipal park for homeless motorhomes, with coin-operated hook-up and fresh water available. There were not many spaces left so I had to park in the middle row and not at an edge. No British were to be seen so I was on my best behaviour, setting an example that misguided lovers of England would be proud of.

I walked through our moterhome, opening door, windows and vents and decided a visit to my Porta Pottie would be a good idea, not just for me, but everyone in the vicinity.

I sat down and made myself comfy having first lined my Porta Pottie with paper and was in the process when I decided to open the bathroom window a bit as it was so hot. Not too much of course, as I would have died if I had come face to face with a European cousin. It was at this point that I noticed the world outside was moving.

My brain is like a computer; a Sinclair comes to most of my family’s minds. It delivered three options to me in seconds.


	Rush out with a dirty bottom and apply handbrake.

	Rush out after I had cleaned my bottom and then explain to the Hymer owner opposite why Two Loos La Trek was embedded in his lounge.

	Go for the credit card swipe and run technique I once used successfully in the jungles of Malaysia when a snake wriggled in under the door of the lavatory I was using.



I chose option three and burst out of the loo, falling over as my shorts were still around my ankles, and when I got up, only around one ankle. I lunged in the direction of the drivers cab aware that other moterhomers were watching bemused as my moterhome slowly but surely rolled towards the sparkling, fully-loaded, A-class Hymer. I sat down on the chair hoping that the cleaning job had been successful and yanked the hand brake up with only about 1 metre to spare.

I looked about me and the bemused motorhomers whose excitement I thought had been brought to an end were now staring in disbelief that an Englishman was sitting at the steering wheel naked from the waist down with both cab doors fully opened from when we first arrived.

I had this really funny thought of the cliché being “glued to the seat,” but rather than suffer any further indignity I reached out to pull the drivers door closed and fell out the cab. That is twice I have done this although the first time I was wearing jeans and my bottom was as clean as a whistle.

I am leaving the story there because I was so shocked I am not really sure how I got back in and the reason I have no pictures of the wild camping place is simply because I had not the courage to leave the van.

With that little hiccup out of the way we then headed on down towards the South of France, the weather absolutely baking.

Part 2 – L'Argentière Camp Site – Cogolin Near St. Tropez

We finally arrived at our destination – L'Argentière camp site.

We have been here before in a car with friends and stayed in a mobile chalet. We love this site as it is not inundated with Keycampers, Eurocampers or any other company campers and therefore is quiet, peaceful and always spotlessly clean. The moterhome pitches are my favourite type, which is absolutely flat grass with loads of different types of trees for shade, and up to 10 amp hook-ups. Also, we are merely 50 metres from a truly excellent pool. You camp in a position of your own choosing and, of course, in season there are the usual facilities of a small shop, restaurant and bar, public telephone boxes, table tennis, tennis courts and a few parky things for small children.

The Campsite Boss has impressed me as he is the type of boss that actually works hard all day rather than the type that rolls up in a Mercedes, gives a couple of instructions and then buggers off. The Senior Administrator (I think) whose name is Cathy is indeed most helpful and speaks excellent French and in all months except July and August discounts will be given to MotorhomeFacts members with stickers or pennants. Phillip is the man to see if you have a technical issue and although he swears he cannot speak English, he somehow nearly always understands what you say to him and in most cases his assistance is instant.

And so we parked Two Loos La Trek and I went to do the electrical hook-up only to find I had brought the Spanish adaptor and not the French adaptor. Phillip resolved this instantly by loaning me one.

Out came our awning, a ground sheet was laid and outside table and chairs sited. We were ready for the major part of our holiday.




First thing was down to the pool and I was heartened to see two topless women there. I was hoping for more as Peter Mandelson who I cannot stand at all has done one thing useful in his miserable, deceitful and dishonest life and that is to prohibit bras into the EEC. Therefore I shall probably vote for him next time round the weedy little toe rag.




I watch people. I like watching people rather than talking to them mainly because by watching them you then do not need to know anymore about them as everything has been said in their mannerisms.

I have divided men into sections.


	Walrus Man.

	Steroid Man

	Mr. Muscle Man.



These are further sub divided as follows. Please note I am not dividing women into sections because I shall get moderated.

Walrus Man


	A Class – Fit and Fat

	B Class – Fit, Fat and Thick

	C Class – Fat and Thick



Steroid Man


	A Class – Fit and Muscular

	B Class – Fit, Muscular and Thick

	C Class – Thinks he is fit, thinks he is muscular and thinks he is intelligent.



Mr. Muscle


	A Class – Fit and Thin

	B Class – Fit, Thin and Thick

	C Class – Thin and Thick



But today we had Walrus Man Class B and I am not really sure whether he was French or East European but he laughed at everything he did, laughed at every thing he said and had pinched Tommy Coopers method of laughing.

He was huge, and so was his wife and they had two children; a newborn baby constantly hanging off one of her enormous boobs and a little boy of no more than 3 years of age whose face was continually in happy mode. Even when he got told off his expression did not change. He stayed happy. When he fell over he still stayed happy. It got to the point where I was seriously wondering whether he might have some medical problem. I do hope not as he was adorable.

This little boy ran around the pool with arm rings on and fearlessly leapt into any depth of water even though he was unable to swim a stroke. Tommy Cooper would then go and rescue him, laughing as he did so. But Tommy Cooper’s party piece was to get hold of this little boy, push him under the water and then suddenly launch him twelve feet in the air, watch him somersault and disappear into the depths of the pool and then shoot out like a cork courtesy of his arm bands. This always provoked a fully blown Tommy Cooper laugh and the little boys face never changed. He still had his smiley face. Each time this happened of course, Tommy Cooper would look around at everyone in the pool to ensure they too had enjoyed the spectacle of this 3 year-old human cannonball, and each of us around the pool smiled slightly as we didn’t want to get beaten up.

♦

Later on that day and still around the glorious pool in glorious weather I was privileged to watch the mating ritual of the British Teenager. He was, I presume, around 15 years old and had not taken his eyes off a flock of 4 French girls – all from one family I think. Three of them were very pretty while the fourth was probably the runt but in retrospect seemed to ooze charisma and was definitely the one with the brain.

Our boy I hoped was going to do Britain proud as I watched him get off his sun lounger, put down his iPod and sunglasses and stroll over to the side of the pool where this bevy of beauties were bathing.

It appeared that he thought merely standing at the side of the pool examining his arms and chest for zits would be sufficient for these girls to throw themselves at him but they bathed on, oblivious to this Greek God standing before them – except possibly the runt.

I could see his brain working, almost reading his mind and I just knew what his next method of attack would be. The Bomb.

He stepped back a few feet and then ran and launched himself at the French girl with the largest breasts and bombed into the water virtually sinking all four girls and the two year-old smiley-faced boy, who was miles away. They had certainly noticed him now.

Three girls were outraged at this immature behaviour and babbled to each other in French as they swam to the ladder and left the pool but the runt stayed there, her hair now plastered all over her face making her look like something out of Sesame Street.

It was now any port in a storm and it appeared that the ugly duckling had a more than satisfactory command of English and they started talking. For the rest of the time we where there, these two became inseparable and she absolutely shone with some inner beauty previously untapped.

The next day we went off to the Supermarket where I purchased two halogen bulbs for €3.5 each, to replace two dead ones. I don’t know how this price stacks up against prices in UK. We also came a bit unstuck at the supermarket. They will not accept credit cards without a pin number. Signatures are not acceptable anymore. My wife’s pin number was God-knows-where so after creating a queue a mile long behind us at the checkout we reluctantly paid for all our purchases with cash.

We stuck all our newly-purchased foodstuffs into the fridge and found out when we went to cook something that the fridge was no longer cold. Panic. But after some thought it was obvious that this phenomenon was caused by putting too much uncooled stuff in, thus making all the other stuff warmer. Remedy, only put already chilled products in the fridge and non-chilled products stick in one at a time to give the fridge a chance. Diesel prices where now above €1 euro a litre @ €1.09.

Here is a little test for those with a command of French. I went into a bakers shop to buy a baguette and insisted that I do the French bit. My wife tells me the conversation went something like this. See if you can pick out any tiny grammatical errors.

The conversation was directed to the young lady behind the counter, in the early evening.

♦

Pusser: “Bonjour monsieur. Deux restaurants s'il vous plait”.

Young Girl: “Bon soir monsieur. Nous avons non restaurants. Seulement les flutes”.

Pusser: “Non flutes – they are too thin.”

Young Girl: “Pardon?”

I pointed to a loaf I had not seen before…

Pusser: “Sod it. I’ll have one of them then.”

Young Girl: “Deux?”

Pusser: “Non – just the un’ll do.”

♦

We made our pilgrimage to St. Maxime but the traffic was very heavy in and out so we missed visiting our favourite restaurant. Incidentally, there is a municipal car park for motorhomes that can be seen to the left, as you drive over the semi circular steel bridge coming from a Westerly direction. Not my cup of tea though.

That is it for this section. Next section is the drive home via Lac Du Der near St. Dizier and anything else I have forgotten. Sorry nothing stupid happened to me in this bit but from my point of view it is something of a relief.

Part 3 – Two Loos La Trek Heads North To Uk

Violent storms were forecast in France so we decided to head back home using Routes Nationale where possible and the first leg was from Cogolin to St. Maximin-la-Sainte-Baune next to the A8 via Collobrieres on the D14. I have to say that this D14 that has just been newly resurfaced runs through the mountains with glorious valley views. This is a must run if you are in the area. Some of the trees are still blackened from a forest fire and I would imagine this is why the road has been resurfaced. Virtually at the top of this mountain pass is an area of remembrance for three firemen that died in the fire. Here you can safely park and take in the views and wonder at the sacrifice these firemen and their families made. Two Loos La Trek has only a 1.9TD engine but it leaps up and down mountains like a goat, eating U bends and S bends with ease. I am really impressed, unlike my wife who holds on to the grab handle and sticks her feet on the dashboard and offers a constant flow of advice on speed, handling and possible hazards ahead. E.g. “Slow down – you are doing more than 50 Rappels”.

There was some info I searched in vain for in the forums about lightening striking a motorhome and the affects one can expect. As memory serves (which it rarely does), the safest place to be is in the cab area because of some physics law. And…apparently if lighting struck the plastic body of a motorhome, this would simply cause a large hole in the bodywork if indeed, any bodywork is left. So I am wondering where I stand in my motorhome, which I think is aluminium clad. Am I a travelling lightening conductor? Should you not park under a tree in a storm? Knowing my luck, I will be the first member of the website to find out and I also know exactly where I will be sitting if lightening does strike.

Diesel now is 1.20 euro per litre and Cathy from camping L'Argentière advised us before departure that petrol depots were being blocked by protesters in Northern France. So we made sure we filled up at every opportunity until I knew that the tank full I had would get us to UK without further top-ups.

At some point we joined the auto route and stayed on it to get to the other side of Lyon in a reasonable time, because on the way down there was a diversion which, to us, seemed to be a conducted tour of every street in the city other than the main roads and tunnels. With 50 miles or so safety margin on the other side we pulled into an aire de service to sleep.

Just before I turned in, I went outside to check everything although I am not too sure what I am supposed to be checking and watched as a C-Class motorhome from Belgium docked in front of us. I assume the letter B stands for Belgium and if not it was from either Bulgaria or Bognor Regis. This was a mighty machine and I cannot remember the make but not one of the common ones. Two couples piled out with some sort of white woolly sausage, which I believe, was a dog but it was too difficult to tell. If it was a dog I would be surprised if even it knew which end its backside was attached too.

The four inhabitants consisted of a middle aged couple, forty-somethings, and a younger couple in their mid-twenties. They disappeared into the restaurant area and I didn’t see them again until the morning and boy did I see them again.

Because I am obese in a fat sort of way and at least 6 feet tall when I am lying down, (5’ 6” when standing up as my stomach pulls my neck down) I sleep on my own in the over cab bed. The bed downstairs that converts into a dining table for four is not really big enough for wife and I to share simultaneously. So that is her pit. Occasionally I am called down there under a servicing agreement but it would not be tonight.

It was peeing down with rain so the vents were barely open but the temperature remained high and I opened the front window of my overhead cab for a most welcome breeze of slightly chilled air. I lay there for sometime admiring the coach-built motorhome in front of me and the huge rear lounge I could see from my elevated position, and drifted off to sleep dreaming that someone would buy Two Loos La Trek so I, too, can get a rear lounge job.

I awoke just as dawn dawned and there was not a cloud in the sky in complete contrast to the weather forecast predictions. The Belgium Bus was still there, all blinded and curtained up and I thought I could smell fresh bread, but it may have been my feet.

I do not normally lay in bed in the morning, partly due to an unforgiving bladder, partly due to my weight making it uncomfortable to lay in one position, partly because I need a cigarette (although I am down to about 5 per day now from 60), partly because I need a cup of tea, but this morning I needed nowt. I opened the vent fully and just watched and smelt the morning air. It was going to be a good day.

I then turned on my side to look out the front over cab window and noticed that the C class had now been uncurtained and unblinded, and I watched them potter about inside for a few moments and then got out of bed to put the kettle on. I opened our front door to let some clean fresh air in and saw the older of the Belgium men going off to the restaurant area and the younger of the women taking the white woolly dog for a stroll among the trees.

I felt a bit chilly so poured myself a glass of apple juice and jumped (well sort of crawled and levered) back into my bed and…

“Oh my God”.

Mr. Young Belgian was humping Mrs. Old Belgian on a king size rear lounge the type I so desperately need – and now even more so, seeing further advantages.

I watched totally mesmerized and did question whether it was morally correct to do so. I decided it was not morally correct to do so but still decided to carry on watching.

Well, I learned a few things I can tell you. For one, I never realised the man had to move until now so the missus is going to be in for a big surprise on Friday night; and curiously, two – he was laying on top bringing my total of known Kama Sutra positions to three.

Then I saw the woolly sausage dragging the young woman back to the motorhome, and it was like being part of a TV thriller. She got to the door and I thought they have had it. The two at the back must be caught in flagrante delicto.

Mrs. Young Belgian opened the door and lifted the woolly sausage in because it was too spoilt to be made to climb up the one step. The humping continued. By now my fingernails had been bitten down to the second knuckle. And then…absolutely nothing. The humping continued and Mrs. Young Belgian filled a bowl with something and gave it to the woolly sausage.

Mr. Old Belgian arrived back with a carrier bag full of stuff and he simply went to the kitchen area and started, I presume, making breakfast.

I was so confused it was quite difficult for me to gather my wits when suddenly Mr. Young Belgian got off Mrs. Old Belgian, looked up and saw me. I knew what to do instinctively. I have read it so many times on various websites. I waved to him as one moterhomer to another but the miserable sod did not wave back.

By this time, I really needed a fag and a cup of tea and I dropped into the kitchen area trying to work out precisely what was going on but gave up just as I heard a Mercedes diesel fire up and the mighty coach-built drove off into the sunrise.

♦

About an hour later we left the aire and also left the autoroute for the Route National to save péage fees (which, in that area, are class 2) and also to see a bit more of the real France.

The morning’s drive was magical, going through neat, tidy and clean villages which seemed almost deserted and where even architectural blunders seem to fit in perfectly.

We will never again use the autoroute unless we have to. It was the very best road journey we have ever had, with absolutely loads of interesting stuff to see. Rivers, churches, fields, animals, flowers – the lot. The next time we are over there we will spend much more time getting to our destination to take in the variety of culture that France has to offer.

The route we followed was pretty much adjacent to the autoroute, through Chaumont and up to St. Dizier, to a campsite found on Lac Du Der. Camping de la Presqu’ile de Champaubert – four stars. It’s a nice clean site with disposal facilities, hot showers, and it’s right by the side of the lake. A hundred yards up the road is a huge municipal sandy beach with café, which is really the place to swim from. I thought that, price-wise, it was a bit high at €21 with hook-up. The pitches were small and hedged for privacy.

The lake is awesome; on the other side of the long walkway that runs through the middle of the lake, several motorhomes were not only wild camping but wild boating from the same place.

Diesel is now at €1.21 and rising.

This is a lovely part of France, and I think it’s well worth doing at least a couple of days rummaging around, before heading South, and there’s more than enough things to see to fill a complete holiday.

The trip back to Calais was uneventful and a boring bit of France in my view. We stopped at the Booze Cruise shops, and to be honest had trouble finding anything that was cheap enough to buy as a bargain. In the end we bought one bottle of Grand Marnier and a bottle of red wine for my Mother who dilutes it with water and has a daily tipple.

Finally, at about 22:30 we bumped and lurched along the good old English roads, their surfaces not much changed since the Romans built them. All along the northern part of the M25, workmen were preparing to cause rush hour traffic jams using cones and lights and any other obstacles they could lay their hands on – and we got home around midnight.

West Mersea

Good Friday and we took Two Loos up to West Mersea with our good friends, the husband of which has had several heart attacks and strokes and thus cannot walk properly or talk etc.

First stop was to get diesel and after queuing for about 10 minutes I realised they had run out of diesel. Off we went again and found another garage, which was Tesco, and spent about 45 minutes trying to get in, filling up and then trying to get out. We had a disabled sticker from our friends and decided to stop to get a couple of things from the supermarket. We found all disabled parking spaces full, with only one car displaying a disabled sticker. So I parked behind 4 of them without stickers and refused to move until our friends got back from their shop.

We arrived at West Mersea in rain despite a forecast of sun, although later on the sun came out and it was T-shirt weather. When a cloud came it was overcoat weather.

We first went to West Mersea hoping to park by the sea, but there is no place to do that. So we parked on a yellow line and went for fish and chips at the Oyster Bar. We sat down and ordered and then were told they had run out of chips. Fish and sod-all is not that appealing to me so we went to a pub across the road and there had Haddock and chips with a very nice salad and a pint of John Smiths. This turned out to be the highlight of the day for me.

We then scoured East Mersea, still trying to park by the sea but it was worse here and we couldn't even get to the sea to park near. In desperation we drove down to Burnham-on-Crouch and found somewhere to park behind a huge dyke. We then walked up to the top to enjoy the several miles of rich black mud. Magic.

On the way out of Burnham-on-Crouch we passed a place where about 20 motorhomes were having a meet, but I was more interested in getting home having not had a great time and to cap it all, toothache started and is still with me this morning.

We came back on relatively empty motorways, A12, M25, A41 and got back home at 21:00 knackered and went to bed.

Two Loos performed as usual faultlessly and was chugging down the motorway at a steady 65. Not bad for 4 up with a 1.9TD. I started with no fuel, got home with no fuel and had put in 40 quids-worth. I would imagine Two Loos is still returning about 24mpg having done 238 miles all round.

It may be unfair but I have scratched this island off my list. There was some terrific countryside and some lovely houses en route but without sea my day is spoilt.

In summary, this trip did nothing more than reinforce my desire to get to France as soon as possible.

Cornwall

Sunday morning and I stood on my driveway staring at the Pussbus wondering if we would get down to Cornwall without mishap.

There is always this mystical last twenty minutes when women who were ready half an hour earlier, disappear. I have never found out what it is they do that takes twenty minutes after they have declared their readiness. I have asked, of course, on previous waits and have always been made to feel that there are jobs to be done which, had I offered to help, would have reduced our regular departure delays. Then I ask “What jobs?” and get the answer, “You haven’t a clue, have you, what has to be done?”

Well, I don’t have a clue, so if anyone has, please advise. I did ask my daughter one year and she suggested that her Mum may be using this time for meditation, perhaps prayer prior to our major journeys. God knows why this would be necessary.

I carried on staring on the Pussbus and almost on cue a sudden gush of water shot out of the rear end. Bearing in mind the water tank is in the middle of the bus, this was a big surprise. I am sure I sensed the Pussbus saying, “I’ll just have a quick wee and I’m ready for the off.”

Down I went to deck level in my nice clean jeans and stuck my head under Pussbus’s rear end and the water was pouring out faster than it ever manages out of the waste pipe. Immediately above this hole and inside the van under the bed is the Trumatic water heater and hot air heater.

This piece of machinery is a bloody mystery to me and a quick search revealed a plunger type switch that was in the down position and could be pulled to the up position causing the water flow to cease. The trouble I had was when I let it go it dropped down to the bottom position again.

The neighbour appeared and advised me that I had water running out of the bottom of the van – this despite the fact I was actually standing in the flow of the escaped torrent. He peered at this water intently and was clearly relieved that this time it was not blue coloured and no bits of tissue floating around in it and worse.

“Yes,” I said, “I noticed that too, Well spotted Any idea how to stop it?”

“No,” he said.

“Well then. Why don’t you bugger off back in your house then”, I thought, irritation rising in my breast.

As luck would have it, a memory cell burst into life, a truly rare occurrence, and I remembered that if the temperature drops to below a certain figure, it is designed to expel all water content automatically. But of course, the temperature was nowhere near that low to provoke this action. Utilising lateral thinking, this procedure I thought, must be electrical and just prior to this happening I had turned on the 12v system and switched the fridge to 12 volt ready for our departure. I rushed back inside the van and found I had actually turned it off because it had already been on 12volt. I turned it on and rushed back, pulled up the plunger switch and this time it stayed there and the water leak ceased – my fresh water now reduced to only two thirds full.

Whilst it did sort out the problem, I am puzzled because I presume any time I turn off the 12v system, all my water will pour out. Surely this cannot be right?

Ten minutes later we were running down the A41 towards Bicester, the engine humming along quite happily, the noise gone from our duff wheel bearing having been replaced with a nice new one and all seemed to be A OK.

The traffic was reasonable all the way down to Teignmouth in Devon, where we popped in to see my parents. We passed many motorhomes, none of which waved, even those I waved to. I did provoke a wave by flashing my headlights first on two occasions, but I realised I was not that desperate for a cheery wave with that amount of effort to encourage it, so I gave up. In fact for our entire break, not one motorhome waved to us and it has confirmed my previous thoughts that a panel van does not look sufficiently like a moterhome to warrant a wave. So be it.

I found my mother a little upset and a little angry, (good for her) as a district nurse had called her a “Lazy Bitch”. I do find it unbelievable that someone can say this to a 94 year-old woman who is now totally immobile due to a NHS cock-up, who has worked all her life not only for money but also for charities.

We said our goodbyes and headed South West for Padstow, may have been West of course, or maybe North but certainly not East.

As we drove, the missus phoned up a selection of sites found on the MotorhomeFacts website, but they were all chock-a-block. Luckily, I had printed off some spares and one of these, the Padstow Touring Park, had vacancies and we parked up there for two nights. It’s a very nice site, with very clean loos, and very friendly staff. No hard standing pitches were available but the grass one we ended up with was more than adequate with electric hook-up and fresh water tap on bollards, serving four pitches each. It has a small shop selling essentials and lovely surrounding countryside, and the 20-minute walk to Padstow town through fields was a joy, with startling views over the River Camel. The path leads down to the new small Tesco supermarket, and then down a steep hill to the Camel trail absolutely brimming with hired bike riders.

If I had to fault this site at all, I found the shower arrangement rather odd. The showerhead was fixed to the wall, untrainable and at my neck height. So showers had to be taken bending down being careful not to bang your head on the control mechanism. On full heat the water was hot enough but I am not sure it would be hot enough on a cold day. £16 per night was very reasonable on a Bank Holiday and included electric hook-up and a map of the site and footpaths.

Padstow was full, indeed as Cornwall was. Had we taken the Pussbus down to Padstow we would have joined a queue of cars spending hours circling the Padstow town centre, trying to find somewhere to park.

Padstow seems to change each time we go there, and we have been going there regularly for over 30 years. One thing that caught my attention – and I saw this happening everywhere we went – is the profusion of the black flags with a white cross, indicating to me that the Independence brigade is gathering force.

On the harbour wall was a huge Spanish articulated lorry waiting, I think, for the Spanish trawlers to come back with their catch of now European fish for the profusion of fish and chip shops in Spain.

I also noticed that the seagull population was much diminished, either through culling and / or the bylaw forbidding the feeding of seagulls. I only really saw a few one year-olds floating about.

All the pubs around the harbour were full of fish and chip and pasty eating families and I sought out, as usual, a pub off the tourist trail. I sat down and had a very nice pint of beer served unusually now by a Cornish bar man surrounded by a few Cornish locals.

The Rick Stein fish and chips shop looked good and we decided to drive down that evening to get some, but it was shut. At £8 a throw they should be good but we did get some Cornish clotted cream and two scones from his bakery shop at 80p each. These scones did not look like any scones I had ever seen before, being very large and looked liked buns. Unfortunately, as we discovered when we got back to the Pussbus they were ‘not to our taste’, so that was £1.60 down the drain and we made do with some Tesco ones.

It is a sad day when Tesco’s scones taste better and look better than Rick Stein’s. You can also buy Christmas puddings there – starting at £17, to Rick Stein’s special recipe – but I deduced that if he doesn’t know how to cook scones, then he wouldn’t have a clue about cooking an Xmas Pud. They also sell crab pasties, which I gave a miss.

Because of smoking and being overweight I was not looking forward to climbing back up the mammoth hill out of Padstow and back across the fields, so we phoned up a couple of taxi companies only to find there would be a 5 hour wait. We thought we would try a bus. The 13:40 from Padstow to Bodmin was on time according to the electronic LED box but failed to appear. We phoned up the bus company and they told us that the 13:40 service did not run on Sundays and Bank holidays and the next one would be 14:40. So fatty had to walk back up the hill, which I did in stages, and it was not as bad as I thought – possibly because I have lost a bit of weight and my bra size has noticeably diminished.

Because Rick Stein’s fish and chip shop was closed we drove to St. Merrin fish and chip shop – where I have always got reasonable fish and chips – but the queue was enormous so we decided to go to our favourite pub in St. Mawgan for a proper meal. This too was full up so we drove back home and I had a cheese and pickle sandwich instead.

The next day we had a early start, shortly after two boiled eggs on toast. We headed for Mevagissey and parked in our usual spot for vans, only buying a 4 hour ticket. Once again, there was a profusion of black, white crossed flags and a shortage of seagulls.

We walked around visiting each tat shop in turn, and looking at the same tat in each shop. There is some tat I find interesting and had I been paid my pocket money in advance I may well have bought…well, some tat.

The weather held out on both days and it was warm and sunny, and lovely to be out walking about. I found another pub off the beaten track which was empty apart from the barman and an old soak who prattled on about football to the barman. Even when the barman had gone into the kitchen was he still prattling on.

When the barman came out again, he ordered another drink. “I’ll have a steadier this time”, he dribbled, and I felt he was very proud that he had managed to get so blotto so early on in the day. Credit where credit is due.

Lunch for me was fish and chips sitting at the harbour’s edge, absolutely teeming with tourists. For my wife, it was a fresh hot pasty straight out the oven. This was most surprising as she never ever eats fast food and relies on bits off mine if the fancy takes her.

As I sat there munching away, watching the world and his mate pass by, an old lady towing a small hairy dog picked her way through the thronging mass of people. From the opposite direction came two youths in the full flush of acne, one of whom was tugging two identical dogs to the old lady’s.

When these dogs saw each other, the two held by the youth were jumping up all over each other in a desperate attempt to get to the old lady’s dog. Meanwhile the old lady’s dog held its ground and traded yap for yap.

Suddenly the old lady tugged her dog and said in a shaky voice, “Come on Rambo, you naughty boy. You’ve already had lunch”.

This made my day.

The missus knew she would never ever finish a whole pasty and despite various warnings about feeding the seagulls decided to do just that – on the basis that the seagulls have more right to be there than Mevagissey does.

I asked her to sign a cheque and give it to me just in case she needed bail.

We went from there to Polzeath. What was there were millions of cars trying to find a place to park, so we decided to call it a day and head back home, calling in once again to my parents to give Dad some clotted cream. Apart from beef and duck dripping and duck eggs, cream is the only other vice that my father has, God bless him. I nearly forgot the odd glass o’whiskey, the odd fag or cigar.

Somewhere in Devon we passed a sign advertising what we considered to be a marketing joke but it is genuine. It was the address and telephone number of the company called “The Well Hung Meat Company”. Make of that what you will but no chance of me buying any of their stuff.

Got back home very late with both legs crippled from the two days walking, but this morning I am up and running.

Spain – Part 1

It was a cold, wet and windy night, and only one cloud in the sky, stretching from Northern Island across the Midlands and into Scandinavia.

The time had come and I eased the Pussbus off our driveway and onto the road: a journey of two nerve-wracking yards. I stopped and looked around. No sign of damage, no bangs, nothing fell out, so I triumphantly engaged first gear and drove the second leg of our journey stopping just over five yards away to allow my son to run back home to get something for his mobile phone.

While he was gone, I reflected on a frantic afternoon when I found that my new 7kg Blue Calor Butane Gas – together with the all singing and dancing new type of clip on adaptor – could only light one quarter of the smallest gas ring, and even that spluttered out in just a few seconds.

I tried everything I knew – which wasn’t very much – and the only conclusion I could come to was that the new adaptor was defective. I telephoned Bicester Caravans and spoke to the engineer – who was extremely helpful – and even though he was booked solid for two months kindly offered to take a look for me.

This was about 30 minutes drive for me up the A41, and when I arrived he was already walking over to see me. He checked everything and also tried another adaptor – with no success. Finally, he walked off to get another gas cylinder which he knew was OK, connected that up and gas once again flowed freely with all the little blue flames dancing on all burners. He said that he had never come across a duff gas cylinder before and nor had I, although he had used hundreds and I had used a mere handful.

The gas I had purchased was from Hunters Farm – also on the A41 – and very near my home, so I thanked him as best I could and was amazed that he wanted no payment for what must have been an irritating hour’s work. I insisted I give him something for his trouble and bounded back to Hunters Farm, where they replaced the gas cylinder without question or receipt – as that was at home. I quickly installed and tested it, and the little burner burst into flames as it should and I was a happy bunny.

Eventually my son dawdled back, unaware that he had ruined my meticulous spreadsheet ‘travel and departure times’, and I drove off hoping to make at least one hundred yards before the next interruption.

Still on the A41 but heading in totally the opposite direction to the earlier journey, my wife suddenly demanded to know what had happened to her seat.

“What’s wrong with your seat,” I asked, fighting back sarcasm and irritation.

“It’s too high”, she complained.

“Well, I think you can adjust most things, but I don’t think height is one of them”, knowing full well that was not going to be the end of the conversation.

“I am NOT travelling half way across Europe sitting in front of a pane of glass,” and stared straight ahead with her arms folded across her chest – a body language position I fully understood – and knew I was in for a difficult time.

“Fine,” I said, “I will stop in the next lay-by and take out the windscreen,” realising I had already lost the battle to contain sarcasm and irritation, and we had only been driving for half an hour. Before I had a chance to stop though, she found a position apparently satisfactory by randomly pulling and pushing levers. That was the last I heard of seat issues, but not unfortunately other previously unheard-of issues still to be raised once in France.

We hurried down the motorway towards the Tunnel, always a longer journey than I think – even though I had done this journey many times before.

On arrival, there was only one ticket kiosk open, heavily fortified to protect the new apprentice and her presumably experienced manager from vehicles that cannot be bothered to slow down or have difficulty negotiating the passage through.

Whether we were the apprentice’s very first customers, I do not know, but she had to immediately call for help from her highly qualified tutor.

“There are four of you going?” queried the highly experienced manager, staring at the three of us.

“Nope,” I said. “Just the three of us. Me, my wife sitting next to me and my son behind me.”

“Oh”, she said, “I thought there were four of you”, her voice barely concealing her irritation that we had somehow deliberately left one person behind just to ruin her day.

“Hold on a second”, I said. I turned round and did a head count.

“One. Two. Three and…nope. Sorry, we only have three. I don’t think we have enough time to organise another one”. She smirked, totally bowled over by my sense of humour.

“…and you have a Ford Focus” she said disdainfully eyeing the Pussbus with suspicion.

“Sorry, no again. We have a motor-home,” and I wondered why on earth they gave jobs like this to the blind or possibly in this case, the insane.

I could sense that the young lady learner was wishing she had never left Tesco’s checkout and we waited patiently for their computer to respond.

Respond it did.

“You have no return booked?” the experienced lady asked.

“Yes we have,” was the answer and there was another delay while the computer was asked again for the information producing an “Oh, yes, here we are”, and it was at that point I realised that they had found the correct booking, so God knows what booking they were originally looking at.

Finally: “Are you carrying any guns or explosives?”

This I knew was a ploy to weed out the very honest terrorist leaving the dishonest terrorists to be caught by the tough guys in customs. I had the feeling that if I had said we have 2 kilos of Semtex and a couple of Uzi's she would have merely appended this information to our booking form. With a flourish she stuck a gas sticker on the back of our driving mirror and I was relieved to see the barrier lift and we headed for the sign saying “France”.

The first booth was empty, as was the second booth and then we were called over by two blue suited customs officials, one man and one woman.

They were both very polite, checked my gas was off and then seemed genuinely interested in our holiday asking all sorts of questions and saying that they wished they were going. Of course, I am too long in the tooth to believe they are genuinely interested in my holiday or anyone else’s. They use these questions to determine whether it is worth sticking a finger up your backside when you return, and, as I write this, I have yet to find out – but if I were unlucky I would ask them to check my prostate while they were at it.

They waved goodbye to us with the enthusiasm and almost the sadness of relatives emigrating to Australia, knowing it would be years before they see each other again, and we trundled off to the next booth.

A middle-aged lady poked her head out and told us to go to lane 14 and chuckled as she told us she had nearly forgot which lane we should go down. Half way down lane 14, it became apparent that she had indeed forgotten, and a man in a yellow security jacket flagged us down.

“She’s given you the wrong lane she has, Sir. Vera’s always doing that”, he chortled. “You’ll have to wait here until they are all loaded on,” and waved me to a small place to park especially designated for Vera’s mistakes and oversights. Although this was an inconvenience, it was at least comforting to know that Vera had sensibly chosen this profession rather than one as an Air Traffic Controller. Even so, I felt she had set her sights too high and would be better suited for a less demanding roll gathering trolleys for one of the main supermarket stores.

When all were safely gathered in aboard the shuttle except us, the yellow coat walked over, still grinning at yet another one of Vera’s mistakes. This must have, in some ways, helped to relieve the monotony of his job, and gave him a chance to interact with Joe Public; he could also exercise his social skills ready for his next advancement – which I suspect was Vera’s position in the much sought-after nice warm kiosk.

The train drew out of the station with no sense of movement – or indeed the usual warning announcements on obvious things to do in an emergency. We had a whole carriage to ourselves, except for visitors to use our carriage loo – which we did not have and they had to return to their respective carriages, eyes watering. Having departed late we arrived late. Another spreadsheet disaster.

Our first port of call was to the customary very first garage you come across after leaving the tunnel and again, in customary fashion once again, got lost exiting the garage. Diesel was €1.09 a throw; €0.09 more than last September.

As the Pussbus is LHD (left hand drive) my wife was looking forward to me handling the péage fees and in the past she had suffered some criticism mainly from me on the queues we invoke when paying. These queues are caused mainly when the missus decides to get rid of loose change and if she is 10 cents short she empties her handbag in search of the illusive coin, refusing to break open a new note. I don’t use cash and so she reluctantly gave me the credit card to carry out these simple transactions and so with the first péage coming up near Reims, I was fully confident of a swift entry, exit and away with minimum fuss.

This would have happened had I not tried to give the lady in the kiosk the credit card with the window still shut and the card deliberately left my hand and plummeted into the door well, a position I cannot bend down to while sitting in the chair.

So I had to open the door to get out only finding the door would not open far enough because I was so close to the kiosk. I had to get up, open the sliding side door on the other side of the van, walk around and open fractionally the driver’s door and just got my arm through and retrieved the card. I took the opportunity to give her the card while I was there and noticed the queue of cars piling up to the only open kiosk as it was three o’clock in the morning.

I walked around the van again, through the sliding door and refused to look in the direction of my wife – who I just knew was shaking with mirth. I could feel the motorhome vibrating. As I sat down the lady gave me the card back with the resigned look reserved for “Twits that come across the La Manche”.

We headed off, the missus saying nothing, which was really worse for me than saying something.

After some hours we pulled over to a big aire de service and parked by the lorries, dying for a nice cup of tea. We had to carry on dying. We lit the gas and lo and behold, only one quarter of the gas ring lit and then spluttered out. We had no gas and therefore no life giving tea. The problem I thought I had sorted earlier was not sorted.

Never mind. We had a coke and got ready for bed and my wife locked all the doors internally and when she did the last door, the Cobra Cat 2 – 1 burglar alarm burst into life, ensuring all lorry drivers in the vicinity knew we had arrived. Where was the key fob? A frantic search ensued; the Cobra enjoying every minute of this unexpected opportunity to perform, screaming its heart out. Cab lights were popping on in lorries all over the place as far as the eye could see and I would not have been surprised if I had woken up my mother in Devon.

I found the key fob, pressed the button and stopped the Cobra in full flight. As I lent over to unlock one of the doors, I squashed the other button that is labelled “Panic” button. Again the Cobra burst into action. More lights popped on.

This time I got out of the van and pressed the button to lock and unlock all the doors and realised that the problem was the movement sensors and I discussed this issue with my wife.

“Did your bother to read the instructions before we came away?” she asked, not unreasonably, but that was just a disguise.

“Of course I did”.

“What did it say then?” she asked.

“I don’t know”, said I, “I couldn’t understand it”.

“Was the manual in German then?”

“No…in English.”

I tried the buttons to allow the doors to be locked and the movement sensor to be off. This only provoked another screaming session from the Cobra and now all lorries were lit up.

I decided that having woken up an entire fleet of lorries both with the Cobra alarm and our door slamming again and again, we may have overstayed our welcome. In fact I was pretty sure of it. So we drove off to pastures new to avoid being lynched by a mixed bag of our European brothers and oddly one sister, perhaps a hitchhiker.

At the next big aire, we parked up and I dug out the manual and found the answer to my problem. We turned in for about 3 hours sleep getting up and walking over to the café for coffee and baguette at eight in the morning.

Spain – Part 2

For reasons now I cannot remember we were bombing down the road from Reims, in the direction of Lyon, deliberately the wrong motorway to Spain. It was very windy indeed and if we still had Two Loos, (sadly missed but not forgotten), I think we would have either to have driven very slowly or stopped altogether somewhere.

The Pussbus was a dream to drive with the benefit of power steering, less noise than Two Loos, plenty of power, electric windows and door mirrors with panoramic lower mirrors to cover blind spots and a very well thought out cab with lots of places to stow things. Changing gear was a doddle although I can see now that these add on engine chips could well be the answer to perfection and I think I may get one when I have sufficient funds.

The Pussbus interior is well thought out, cramming in a lot into a small space including a rear bed / dinette, shower and cassette swivel loo, 2 burner hob, fridge, wardrobe, two belted seats behind the driver with a table that collapses to enable a makeshift bed if used with the swivel drivers seat. The 100 litre water tank is under the belted seats. All habitation windows and the roof vent have blinds and fly screens, although the rear windows have simple curtains. I think I will get a couple of cassette blind / flyscreen thingies to replace the curtains.

Around the cab is a set of blue curtains, which do a good job for privacy but a poor job for stopping heat, and I would imagine a poor job at stopping cold. So I may get rid of these for the silver screens.

The Truma boiler does hot water and blown air heating, gas only but can be used while driving along and you can buy an add on electric wrap as an alternative to using your gas.

I think everyone knows, particularly the entire population of Reims, that it has a Cobra alarm and reversing sensors, and a manual slide out step which I prefer over electric anyway as it is unlikely to go wrong.

I opted to have the Blaupunkt cassette steering wheel remote control, with a 10 cd changer rather than the more modern MP3 player one. This works very well with the remote attached to the steering wheel – just where you need it.

I should say that with the size I am, space is limited in the bathroom – to flush the loo I have to bend down, but bending down is out of the question without opening the loo door. The loo has the electric flush taking water direct from the tank so I do miss the option of the using the pink stuff. I did try a test poo and because the loo swivels I can just get into postion with my knees almost pressing against the door. The shower has yet to be tried due to the gas problem I have. Or should I say the van has.

There are also two pieces of floor that come out for extra or secure stowage, one of them holding the cd changer and all my vehicle documents and the larger other one is at present empty.

Underneath one of the back seats is the Truma boiler and also space for two 7kg gas bottles or one big one laid down but I don’t know if laying them down is advisable. Certainly I have seen them horizontal on forklift trucks. Under the other is total storage, and under the floor where the table support goes is more storage – ideal for hook-up leads, tools and hosepipe. We also have a bike rack that is not fitted at present due to lack of bikes.

Finally we have a awning that is as long as the vehicle, and it stands proud vertically – I have to bear this in mind when driving under trees. In one village, the balconies of the town houses were certainly low enough to rip it off the roof.

Even more finally, it is LHD – which was a preference for me – and took me longer to get used to it than I thought it would, even abroad where it would be in its natural environment. I tried many times to change gear with the door mirror – with no success. As my experience grew, I began to try changing gear with the indicator stalk. But I think this trip has sorted me out and I feel reasonably confident.

With regards to beam benders and stuff, I really could not get my head around what to do. The lights I have were English ones, replaced by the previous owner at no small cost. So as normal, when I am in doubt I do nothing and so I drove in the dark in France using position 3 on the little headlamp adjuster wheel. Never once did I get flashed, but of course there is a sacrifice to be made in how far ahead you can see. It’s not really satisfactory. I may get some driving lights fitted to remedy this.

I digress from the trip in hand. Anyway, we bowled down the motorway without incident until we decided to look for a campsite around Nimes. This was a big mistake as we chose rush hour to do this and it was a continuous queue into Nimes and the same going out. Eventually, we found a small site near Montpelier but we needed to get something to eat first – it was nearly 20:00. We could find no suitable eatery in the immediate area and so I am ashamed to say we parked in McDonalds and sent my son with money to get us a meal.

He arrived back shortly with a large bag and gave me my beef burger and chips and gave his Mum her beef burger and chips and then pulled out the biggest triple burger for himself.

I looked at my beef burger and then looked at his.

“Excuse me,” I said, “Just a small point, but why have you got a three burger one and your Mum and me a small one?”

“You didn’t give me enough money to buy three big ones so I had to get two small ones and one big one. But don’t forget, you get a free toy with yours. I didn’t get a free toy with mine”. He spoke as though he had made some great big sacrifice for his parents and I must admit I almost felt guilty for asking. Until that is I opened my free toy. It was a squashy world cup ball.

“I’ve got one too,” said the missus, delicately picking out and eating each chip individually. She is unaccustomed to eating fast food and obviously felt that fast food was no excuse for forgetting one’s etiquette.

“Oh. For a minute I thought I had been given a bum deal”. I stared once again at my lonely burger and then glanced up at my son who was having great difficulty getting any part of the triple burger in his mouth.

I finished my burger off in seconds and spent a further 15 minutes watching my son trying to finish off his monstrosity of a meal.

“If you don’t want your free toy can I have it?” my son asked between mouthfuls, and I managed to overcome the urge to throw the ball at his Monster Mac.

“You can have mine,” the missus said, already on her tenth chip and handed him her world cup ball having first cleaned her two fingers with the serviette provided.

Sulking, I drove to the campsite we saw nearby and booked in. Nothing much to write home about other than it served its purpose for an overnight stop, and the French lady at reception was helpful and polite. We did get electric hook-up so was able to use our electric kettle option and have a decent cup of tea.

“I’m still hungry,” wailed the son.

“Are you really dear?” said his Mum, concern showing on her face.

“I think I have a packet of crisps in the locker above your head which I put in for emergencies,” she added.

Son opened the packet of crisps and started munching.

“I’m still hungry too,” I said in a squeaky and hurt voice.

“Well, you don’t need anything else tonight, especially before you go to bed. You’ll only get heart burn,” she advised and I knew that was the end of the conversation.

I went to bed, still sulking and my tummy was rumbling either through hunger or the shock of eating something entirely indigestible. I lay there dreaming of breakfast.

Breakfast didn’t happen. Son had an upset tummy, and whereas my remedy is feed it some more, the missus believes only water is the answer – so as she and son did not require food, breakfast was cancelled.

“Would you like a biscuit to keep you going?” the missus asked with what I considered was pretend concern.

“No I bl**dy wouldn’t”, and I had decided then and there to die of hunger so that she would then be sorry for failing to meet her husbands needs.

At around 11:00 and much nearer to Spain the missus could not cope with any more of my sulking and we pulled in for what she announced as a Brunch.

“This will have to do until we get to our campsite in Spain,” she said and added, “I’m not made of money”.

My son and I had the same. Two eggs, sausage and chips and I cannot remember what the missus had, probably salad. I love runny eggs and was dismayed to see both my eggs had been broken and were to all intents and purposes hard. I walked back to the table and there was my son eating his Brunch with two perfectly cooked runny eggs. I watched him dip his bits of baguette into the runny yolk with some envy and wondered if this was in part an act of God that my breakfast should be spoilt. I had nothing to dip my bread into.

It was then that tummy informed me that the previous nights burger meal needed to come out immediately. I hate public lavatories, but very few people were here so I wandered into the Gents to find absolutely no one there. I had just sat down when I hear the door open and what must be a whole coach full of men walk in. Doors slammed as they shut themselves in the cubicles, and I sat there listening to some horrendous noises – my bum having sealed itself up in terror. No point me sitting there any longer, and I left just as the smell was becoming overpowering. I was going to have to use the cassette, which I did successfully, in peace and privacy and in comfort. I could even wash my hands while still sitting down.

I flushed the loo and stepped out of the shower compartment.

“Have you washed your hands?” my wife queried who has a phobia about hygiene as I do public loos.

“Nope,” said I, “I thought I would wash my feet for a change.”

“That’s alright then. You can’t be too careful”.

We bumbled on and into Spain via the little road where the two customs men could not give a monkey’s who came in and who came out, and stopped to buy tobacco and a bottle of brandy for my Dad.

We arrived at the campsite Cypsela after some difficulty finding it, and met up with my daughter and her husband and 3 grandchildren.

We had booked a mobile home with aircon through Keycamp – now bought out by Eurocamp – and it was indeed luxurious: with a double bedroom en-suite at one end and a twin room and a two bunk bed room at the other with another bathroom.

After some discussion with everyone we decided to eat that night at the restaurant on site and tonight was “Texan Night”. When we got there, Texan night consisted of one large Spaniard wearing a 10 gallon (45.4609 litre) hat and wearing a bullet belt with a plastic pistol. He insisted that each child should draw and fire at him with a finger and he would crumple to the floor and pretend he was dead. I thought how much more entertaining it would be if he really did die. That is a far as Texan night went and I assume this was the part of the entertainments that were advertised in the Keycamp brochure.

We had a nice meal from the point of view of chatting, although the food was at best mediocre – the draught San Miguel beer however was excellent as usual.

We learned that while travelling down to Spain in their 3-seat people carrier, my daughter had popped a back window – as one of the bikes from the bike rack was pressing on it – and it would not be able to be replaced until the day before they left to go back to UK.

I spent the next three days in the mobile home (apart from a beach visit and a trip to Estartit) because my back problem from the week before we left re- emerged, and I couldn’t walk or do anything without severe pain. As such I made friends with a sparrow who showed no fear, and would hop between my legs waiting for another piece of baguette. He looked quite fat and he was shaped like a feather ball with two legs and a beak sticking out. I named him Fatty. At one point I saw him getting amorous with a tasty looking bird, but he was spurned probably because she felt a fat father would not be the best role model for her eggs.

Estartit was interesting and well worth a visit as was L’Escala. There were some interesting shops and many types of boats to see, and in Estartit they had a selection of glass-bottomed boats for reef viewing. It appeared to be a haven for scuba divers and we saw many of all ages, sizes and presumably, experience.

I cannot use flippers because of some sort of birth defect where my feet will not bend out straight, and this has the effect when doing the crawl of making me go backwards. So the breast stroke is really my only option.

This reminds me that on our first visit, I was heartened to see a reasonable sprinkling of topless ladies and tried to analyse why it was that the ones I would really like to see topless were the ones that were not topless.

Once again we saw “Pamplemouse”, a name we gave last year to a very old man who walked around the nearby coves with two buckets selling pineapples and coconuts. He would cry out “pineapple” in about 5 different languages, and the same for coconuts. When he had got a customer, he deftly sliced the skin off the pineapple and quartered it. With coconuts, he tapped them with a hammer and split them in half, retaining most of the milk for those that wanted it. He would then chisel out the coconut into pieces, but as he had a cough that would appear normal to someone who has TB I declined any purchase from him.

On the day before the French Autoglass company arrived to put in the new rear window, my daughter took her family and my son to an Aquapark for the day, while we chilled out at the campsite. When they came out, they found the front passenger window has been smashed and I would imagine they were after the satnav as the bracket was visible on the window – although luckily they had taken the satnav in with them.

The French Autoglass company put in a Perspex temporary window for their return and while they were playing tennis, I got some duck tape and secured the Perspex for their return journey to UK the next day. I am proud to announce that they had no trouble from this temporary arrangement either through it falling out or draughts.

So that’s it. On balance I don’t really feel like I have been on holiday mostly spoilt by my own stupidity; my back of course played a part – although it’s better now – and my next chance to do a proper moterhome holiday will not be until late August. I still have to sort out the gas problem, which I will do tomorrow.

Spain – Part 3




So this is our journey back home from Spain, where we had experienced the most unusual weather conditions . The temperature was 33°C and yet with the cold wind, you needed a coat in the shade and shivered in the glaring sun in a cloudless blue sky. I cannot work out how it can be that temperature and still feel chilly. The sea was so cold I couldn’t even stand in it. The pool at the campsite Cypsela was the same.

And so we left Cypsela near Pals and headed for the main drag out of Spain, losing ourselves almost immediately. My wife has a natural ability to find her way when this happens, but on this day this ability had deserted her, and she directed me off a main road into the village of Ultramort. I am not sure what this translates too but I was thinking Megadeath. We entered this most unattractive concrete village where no one would live through choice and encountered roads that appeared exactly the same width as the Pussbus. This meant any right or left turns were impossible. So unless I reversed all the way back to the main road, I had no choice but to soldier on and the only choice available was a dirt track, which I went down.

There followed a pleasant sixty minutes touring fields of corn, maize and stuff I have no idea about, past small farm buildings and it was a full 45 minutes later that we stumbled on our first sighting of another human being. He was black and I would imagine imported from Africa and he gazed at us in disbelief as we thundered by in clouds of dust with bits and pieces of his crops attached to our bodywork. I waved cheerfully, trying to look as normal as possible and an expression that tried to convey that we often do this for sheer pleasure and a have more than a passing interest in farming. From the look on his face, I don’t believe I was very successful. Some crops were so high and dense I thought at one time we might have to camp there until harvest time so we could see our way out more clearly. Of course, eventually we found our way back on the road and after driving for thirty minutes came across the village of Ultramort. Day Jar Voo or what?

Finally we found the road we needed to take us to the A something or other and we were doing quite well until we found the road entirely blocked off with red and white thingies and had no option but to turn right and drive on. This we did, and after a very long time and an in-depth understanding of Spanish villages unused to seeing Northern Europeans, we finally arrived at the motorway at Girona. Further south than when we first started out. I did spend quite a long time dreaming of a satnav but I doubt whether that does fields and therefore would be of no use to us.

From the pin cushions on French camp sites downloaded from the Motorhomefacts website I found a campsite near Montlucon – which I think was in the grounds of a French Château – on the banks of either a river or lake or both.

We headed for La Chatere, but we made a mistake somehow, leaving it too late to find the campsite, so instead we found an ETAP hotel. Opposite the hotel was a Buffalo Grill, a franchise throughout France. It was interestingly-decorated, spotless, and beef burgers with beef and nothing else in. Highly recommended in an emergency.

One little hiccup was me opening my big mouth again in the Buffalo Grill to the waitress who spoke, I thought, excellent English. I made a mistake with something and asked her if they get many idiots coming in for food. She didn’t understand so I pointed a finger at my brain (at least where it should be), and made a circling movement, which I thought would explain what I had said. She went off in a huff because it must have seemed to her that I had just told her she was an idiot.

So rather a disappointing day turned out all right on the night and ETAP, although basic, was clean and comfortable. If anyone is wondering what we are doing in a hotel – it is because we took our son down and the Pussbus was not really ideal for three people, and we only took it at the last minute for what should have been a car and mobile home holiday.

The next morning, all nicely showered and full of the Continental Breakfast that comes with the room, we decided to go back home rather than go to other sites, as it was too cramped for sleeping with three although ideal for ferrying three people and perhaps four on a day trip.

We took the road from Beziers, direction Clermont Ferrand so we could go over the bridge at Millau. No toll charges until you get to this awesome structure. You really do have to go over it to appreciate its size and height and beauty. This cost €7.5 and that was the only charge we had that day. Had we stayed on that motorway I think I am right in saying there would have been no charges until Vierzon or something similar sounding. This has to be the cheapest and most beautiful route to either the South of France or en-route to Spain. I did not see any sign of the viewpoint that I’d read about, but that doesn’t mean it’s not there.

After a board meeting we decided to head for home, and the Pussbus cruised quite happily, without obtrusive noise between 75 and 80mph effortlessly and so it took no longer than the average car to arrive at the Tunnel.

Here we were grilled by French security and then again by UK security, all asking the same questions. Just as I drove off having been waved on by the last interrogator, I heard her say as an afterthought, “Do you have any tobacco?” This was a neat piece of observation as all three of us were smoking when we spoke to her as this was our last chance before getting off the train in UK.

“Yes thank you”, I yelled and drove off unwilling to suffer anymore Abu Ghraib style interrogations. No car was spared this interrogation.

Once again, because gas carriers are discriminated against, we were last on board.

This time the safety announcements were made and the alarm sounds were rung so we would know what to do in case of fire. Seconds after this there was a fire as the train engine burst into flames. Instead of the promised alarm we got a hysterical French lady announcer whose French I think was above average but sadly her English left a lot to be desired so we could not make out what on earth she was talking about.

We watched out of the tiny windows the fire engines arriving, klaxons wailing and we all sat there like lemons waiting for someone with a brain to tell us what to do. They must have found one because we were slowly let off the train; Pussbus of course the last to go even though we carried a gas bomb. We were then led up and down ramps, around the platforms onto another train. The engine, by the time we saw it, was just smoking so I assumed the firemen had done their job and I saw the driver chatting away furiously to the head fireman and by his gestures he appeared to be taking no responsibility whatever for the inferno he had just caused.

The day was turning into a bit of a nightmare – but there was more to come. We arrived in the UK 3 hours after booking in on the tunnel in France – just in time to hear of a major pile up on the M25 with both carriages blocked as a result. Also, our alternative means of escape was denied us as the Dartford tunnel was also blocked.

So we decided to visit our daughters in Lingfield – knowing that they had arrived from France earlier than us – for a cup of tea and chat and wait for the road conditions to improve. So up the motorway we drove, turning of on the M26 to join the M25 West and broke down in the middle of it. The symptoms I experienced were similar to running out of fuel but the engine light was glowing red and I guessed this was a terminal thing.

I have never ever broken down before, at least in recent history, and I can say it is quite terrifying standing on the hard shoulder with the extreme noise, the extreme wind caused by lorries and the uncertainty that rescue services will find you. I felt very guilty about this episode inflicting these dangers on my family and wondered if I had been a bit selfish getting the moterhome, possibly disregarding others ideas such as a mobile home down in Spain which we could visit by car.

The AA were very busy because of the M25 problems so they sent out a recovery vehicle from Ontime, and Ontime arrived an hour later than promised – leaving us on the hard shoulder for two hours.

The man from Ontime knew his onions – so he told me – and very quickly established that he didn’t know what was wrong with it. He reported back to Mr. Big in charge of Ontime and was instructed to tow us to safety to the nearest motorway services, and leave us there for a real AA lorry to pick us up and take us home.

By 21:00 no real AA lorry had been seen, so I telephoned them up partly to see what was happening and partly to give them my son’s mobile number, as my wife’s mobile was running out of battery.

“Where are you?” asked the lady at the other end.

I had a sinking feeling – if she did not know where I was, how will they pick us up?

We went through all our details again and she apologised profusely as Ontime had not logged in the new instructions, and they were unaware that we were still in some difficulty (to say the bloody least). A promise was made for a truck to arrive within another 60 minutes and it duly arrived, actually in much less time than that. In fact two arrived, not from the AA but from a company I think called Reliant.

The man stepped out – with a Bluetooth in his ear complete with flashing light – and said the AA had asked him to have another look at our problem – and then launched into a very long explanation about something with the new engines having one per cylinder and sometimes one goes and it fires on just 3.5 cylinders. He finally finished by saying, “Oh – you have a diesel engine so that’s not the same”.

He opened the bonnet and asked me to turn the engine over, called over to his mate for a can of Sniff (I wondered that too whether this was a stressful job) and squirted some in the air intake and the engine turned over and fired.

“You’ve run out of fuel you have”.

I had just spent 2 hours only 50 yards away from a diesel pump and this news came to me as a shock.

“But,” I spluttered, “My spreadsheet told me we can do 700kms on a tank full and I have only done 612kms”, and then I realised what a totally stupid thing I was saying. I thought about it, and I think because I was bombing back home and it was a very windy day, that my mpg would have dropped significantly and I had been a very silly Pusser.

He sucked half a can of diesel out of his own tank which was a heroic gesture as he had then to wash his mouth out with some bottled water we gave him, poured it into the tank and the PussBuss burst into life as normal. We were ready to roll the fifty yards to the garage.

I thanked him and gave him too small amount of cash as a reward for his help – as that was all the UK currency we had – and drove off, now being extremely unpopular with my wife and son.

We arrived home at just gone midnight – six hours after running out of fuel – and I think it fair to say that I was tired, depressed, guilt-ridden and seriously wondered whether it was really safe to let me out of the house for any reason. The missus, bless her, could not have been more supportive in my hours of despair from self-inflicted stupidity. Even my son, who missed a conjugal visit from his girlfriend as a result of my doing, laughed off the problem.
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