First day of travel and Day 1 in Auckland and Happy Thanksgiving

It seems that almost every trip I take starts out the same way with stress stress stress in meeting one deadline or another.   This trip was no different.  I was working for a week straight on one client in an effort to get him is tax returns.  This is a big client as he has four corporations his own personal and his two kids. 

The pressure was on me because if I didn’t meet the deadline by Monday night then it would be three weeks before he would get his returns.  Well at 1:00 am on Monday night I finished and then went home to start packing for the trip.  Reesa did most of the work but I still had to pack the electronics and the odds and ends..  

By 9:00 am I was beat to say the least.  I was so tired that while sitting in the car going to the airport which is a short 20 minute ride well, I fell asleep.   So far as this writing   I’ve found that I left a password at home that I need to run a major program on the computer and the Internet Service provider can’t set me up for access out of the United States.  I’m disappointed to say the least as I put a lot of time into getting this laptop computer ready for the trip and now its nothing more than a video picture grabber and a word processor.  

When we got off the plane everything had gone smooth as our luggage came off of the plane in one piece and we were met by the tour guide who took us to our hotel called the Carlton.   It’s a fancy place and the doormen look like the guys on a pack of Pall Mall Cigarettes.  At check in the clerks couldn’t do enough for us.  The level of service would make just about anyone feel uncomfortable.

Today we were on our own. Reesa and I got on an Explorer Tour.  Fare was a reasonable $ 10.00 each. Its one of those do it yourself type tours where they provide the transportation to all the sights and you get on and off at each of the bus stops as often as you like.  We took one like this one in Canada once.   

The bus makes a total of 16 stops of which we got off and back on at 4 of them however we did ride the bus full circle to see the city.

Our first stop was at Kelly Tarltons.  Its an Antarctica seaquariam.   The seaquariam breeds it own penguins and has a tram ride that takes you thru the peguin area along with some MGM type special effects.   They also have underwater tank but unlike most seaquarims in this one you walk thru a tube on a people mover while the fish swim all around and above you.  I’ve gone thru a bunch of these but this tube tank is the best so far.

Next we went to the Auckland Museam.  It’s thier Museam of Natural History seen from a New Zealand view point.  We also had lunch here.  The prices were very reasonable.   I had a pepper steak dish and Reesa had a mini hero type sandwich. (Thanksgiving in New Zealand I’ll have the left over turkey when we get back.)  I think the bill for both of us complete with beverage and my desert was under $ 7.00.   Food seems very reasonable while other things they take advantage of like a electrical plug adapter.  In order to plug in my camera to recharge the batteries,   I need the adapter.  I feel $ 7.50 is a bit on the expensive side.   I also stopped in at a camera store to price the film for my new video camera.  $ 20.00 for a one hour tape as opposed to 9.00 back home.

Our next shop was Parnell Village.  It’s a shopping district filled with small little mom and pop type stores each one in a separate building.  It’s a mall but without the mall building and the commerical atmosphere Well almost.  One thing spoiling this atmosphere was the presents of McDonald’s and Burger Kings.  It seems like the U.S. invaded the place.  There are about as many Micky D’s and BK’s in Auckland as there are ABC stores (All Blocks Covered) in Hawai.

Our last and final stop for the day turned out to be the American Express NZ Cup Village.  This was a fast stop as all but one boat was out to sea.  As we walked around the Village it was apparent that they were setting up for some big event as an outdoor theather was being constructed at the time.  

Reesa and I were both very tired.  It was only 4:30 in the afternoon but 10:00 PM for us.  Jet lag was taking its toll.  We decided to head back to the hotel for some rest and come back to the restaurant area for dinner in about 3 hours.  Well, so much for plans....  I just woke up a short while ago,  according to my watch it’s 4:30 AM New Zealand time.  Much too late for dinner so instead we will have a large buffet Breakfast at the hotel as today starts our guided tour and we will be picked up at 8:00 am.

Day 2 Friday November 26, 1999

This morning was an easy wake up even if we had to be up and out of the hotel by 8:15 luggage and all.

I think that I got up by 4:00 am and started writing up my notes.  I found out last night that the hotel had a business center complete with the Internet.    By 7:00 am both Reesa and I were downstairs having breakfast when the tour company called our room changing the pick up plans.  This was the tour company that was going to transport us and our luggage to Rotorura.  Well needless to say we were not contacted and they arrived by 7:30 in the lobby anyway.  Since we were not there,  well they took off without us.  It was by shear luck that we happened to go to the front desk after breakfast to find out where the pick up point would be when we were told that they were there and left already.   

Want to see panic?  I was mad as hell!  The driver changed plans and if we weren’t there he has the nerve to take off without us?   The hotel did a wonderful job in helping us with our dilemma.  While we ran upstairs to get the suite cases packed they called a cab to come pick us up.  I think that was the fastest we had ever checked out of any hotel.  Its an uneasy feeling not being able to double check that you had taken everything with you when your rushing as we did.  When we caught up with the bus believe it or not they didn’t seem concerned about what they had done to us.  All the driver said was don’t worry.  I wanted to get violent but he was so stupid that he wouldn’t have any idea why I would of punched his lights out.

Our first stop of the day was the Waitomo Glow Worm Caves.   Reesa and I have been in caves in Israel and Barbados but this one was 100 times better then any I have seen. The one in Israel was only about 150 deep and the one in Barbados looked like something from Disney land.  This cave  looked like something out of the movies. Like journey to the center of the earth.   I was able to get some film of it but at the risk of a $ 1,000 New Zealand fine.  We were told several times no video of any type, inferred included. I felt that I could get away with it.   I held my camera at waist height until it was spotted.  The little red light on the front of my camera gave it away.   I still got some good shots till I was caught but unfortunately I didn’t get any of the glow worms.   The best was to describe the glow worms on the ceiling of this cave is to compare it to looking up at the night time sky.   They look like stars in the night time sky.  Oh I had later found out (Of course after it was way too late that I had the option to turn off the little red light at the front of the camera.

Next we had a short rest stop at a rabbit shearing place.  These were angora rabbits.  Every 3 months these rabbits have their coats sheared off.  You should see the size of these bunnies.  Well you will as I took pictures of them.   Later in this trip I guess we will see some bigger animals get sheared.

We had a BBQ lunch at Southridge.  What a beautiful view we had while we ate and we made friends with the people at our table. . For lunch we had salad BBQ steak and potatoes and muffins for desert.  It appeared that the manager enjoyed golf as he had a driving range in the back of the establishment.  I just wondered how he ever got his balls back.   The restaurant was located at the top of mountain and anything he would tee off to would go to never never land.

Back to the bus and an hour later we were at Wait Dam.  We didn’t go into the dam but we could see the workings of it.  Back in May we did some river rafting that started at the base of Hover Dam.  So the memories of what the dam looked like were still in my minds eye.  This one was about 100th of the size but the workings looked the same but on a smaller scale.  

We arrived at our final destination of Rotorua around 4:00 in the afternoon.  Rotorua is known for its geothermal conditions.  As we drove thru the town we could see steam coming out of the ground all over the place.   We even passed a cemetery that was behind a church and between the graves the steam was coming out.   At dusk it would of made a great photograph.  Tonight we will be staying at the millennium.  I think the hotel was just renamed this year.   Anyway New Zealand is making a big deal over the Millennium as they are about a day and half ahead of Eastern United States.  In fact for us yesterday was Thanksgiving.  If I could of had my timing right I could of had two Turkey Dinners.

Tonight we went to the Tamaki Maori Village.  It’s a cultural Indian Village.  The Maori are warrior Indians.  I got some great shots of the culture when we were in Hawaii at the PCC.  Tonight was more of the same but instead of a 45 minute show like we saw in Hawaii tonight was the full seven course meal including the Thanksgiving feast.   Today’s highlights were  the Glow Worm Caves and the Maori Village.

Final note for the day.  The E-mall that you got today came by way of the Millennium Hotels Business Center.   I don’t know how many more hotels will have Internet access but as long as they do I will be able to continue sending my by daily notes.

Day 3 Saturday November 27, 1999

This morning I went down to the business center of the hotel to send my notes back via the internet while Reesa had breakfast.  It took a while to log onto some sort of outgoing mail service as I could not configure the hotels computer system and I couldn’t log onto the internet using my own laptop but eventually I found a mail service that I could use.   As you can see from the header its mytalk.com

Today’s first stop was at Paradise Springs.  Its a beautiful privately owned park which raises Fresh Trout. 

If you want trout in New Zealand you have to catch it yourself.   It can’t be ordered in the restaurants nor can you buy it in the markets.  If you bring trout any place to be cooked for you then you also have to show your fishing license as well.  I found it odd that the fish is protected this way.   A guide was assigned to the tour group which explained what was going on in each of the trout fish pools that we viewed and I took some video of each pool along the way.  This wasn’t a fish farm but more of a nature farm. 

Next we were off to the Agrodome.  The Agrodome is a sheep shearing barn set up to teach the public the sheep business.   They had all 19 different varieties of sheep out on display and as each one was brought on a stage so that we could be shown the different qualities of each.   Some of the sheep are known for the amount of wool they produce some sheep for the softness and some for the meat.   They also showed how an auction for sheep works and Reesa even placed a $ 40.00 bid on a lot of 5 sheep.  I was glad when she was outbided.  After all how the heck would we ship 5 sheep back to the states?  Then like all tours, when the show was over you pass thru the gift shop to buy trinkets.   However I went out side where some sheep dogs were rounding up the sheep for the next show.

From there we went to “Whakarewarewa Thermal Reserve and Maori Arts & Crafts Institute”

Here we got to see Mother Nature showing off her natural art work.  We saw a hot springs just shooting its head off.  It was amazing as the water and steam just kept going and going and had been doing so since the early 1800’s.  I filmed a few minutes of the spring and of the mud hot pots that was boiling in the immediate area.  The reserve was very nicely done with a tram that takes you all around the park and a personal tour guide who explains what is happening and what your looking at  every step of the way.   If you had never see Mother Nature at her finest then don’t miss this stop.  However if you have already been to Yellowstone National Park or Volcano National Park in Hawaii then this is just more of the same with a flavor of a Disney World type of ride.

Our tour was to end back at the hotel once again but we noticed a Sizzler Restaurant only a few blocks away from the Hotel and asked to be dropped off there instead so that we could get a bite to eat.   The prices here are so very reasonable.  The Sizzler had a lunch special of $ 10.00 per person and with the exchange rate it came out to $ 5.00 a person.  We still had some time after lunch before being picked up for our farm stay so we walked across the street to the local supermarket to pick up some snacks.   The food was priced about the same as at home but then take a 50% discount and you have a real steal!  We walked about every isle and noticed a few things that you can’t buy at home but for the most part a supermarket is a supermarket.

We walked back to the hotel just in time to get picked up for our Farm Stay at the Mortenson’s Dairy Farm.  The owners Michelle and Midge have lived on the farm for the past 8 years and operated it for the past two years.  They have 250 head of cow, 4 bulls, 3 dogs, 1 sheep and 1 house cat named Mary Anne.  We got to the farm at milking time and were asked if we wanted to take part in the herding and milking process.  Well,  its like asking a kid do you want to push the fire alarm button and then showing him this big red alarm box button.  Reesa and I were fitted with overalls and Mud Boots.  I rode on a 4 wheel motor bike with Midge to herd up the cows while Reesa and Michelle walked over to the Milking Barn or as they refer to it as a “Cow Shed”.   I was given the” tough” job to watch the cows leave the fence area as they  walk down the road to the Cow Shed which was about a city block away.  The cows knew the routine as they immediately started to head for the gate the moment Midge and I arrived.  Just the same Midge made a big circle sweep of the pasture to make sure all had left the compound and where on the way to the milking station.   We learned that these type of cows need to be milked twice a day or they run the risk of infection.  The first milking takes place at 5:30 in the morning the second 12 hours later.

I rode with Midge on his motor bike back to the milking station following the cows.  These animals sure must eat and drink alot.  As when 250 head of cow are in front of you well some need to relieve themselves.  Well when that tail goes up, you should see the volume of brown liquid that comes out the back end and the distance it can travel away from the cows end..  Its like a 7 second blast of a water hose at full pressure and the brown liquid  goes just about as far also.  Just about every cow and a bit of the stuff on them.  One poor sole that I took a picture of I nicked named “Brown Nose” for the day and you can guess why.

When I arrived at the station with Midge, Reesa was already learning how to use the milking equipment and was in the process of attaching it to the first cow.  I got some great video of her and the facial expressions (Reesa’s) was a Kodak moment.  Next it was my turn.  I hooked up 4 cow in total but standing so close to the tail end I didn’t want to push my luck milking much more as I had seen what could happen if the tail goes up and your not quick enough to move away.   Reesa and I let the Mortenson’s finish what they started and we took a short walk around part of the farm in our milking gear.   

From what we saw the whole process to milk 250 head takes about 2 hours to complete with 3 people working.  However I’m sure there is a lot more to it then what we saw.  Next time we buy milk at the supermarket both of us will have a better appreciation for the labor that goes into getting the milk from the cows to the container.

Michelle cooked dinner for us and it was very nice to sit down for a family style meal.  We laughed and had a good time talking with them.   We shared some of our Vacation experiences with them like the time I almost drove off the side of a mountain or the time I was hanging by one hand about 1,000 feet above the water fall in an attempt to get my contact lens.  They shared the experiences of being very close to the tail end of a cow at the wrong time.  We laughed and really had a very good time tonight.  About the only sad fact was that the Roast beef we had tonight was from one of the cows that had lived on the farm not too long ago.  It’s a sad fact that the cows have a 5 year life span 3 of those are the milking stage after that well the Dairy Cow is sold for hamburger as they have very little fat.  So the next hamburger we eat at Mickey D’s might have come from one of these cows. Our brief one night stay on the farm was an experience that both of us will carry for our lifetime.

We hit the sack very early tonight.  I didn’t even write up my notes and feel asleep immediately.  All this travel and touring knocks the heck out of you.

Day 4 Sunday November 28, 1999

This morning we woke up at 5:30 am. Normally I’m a light sleeper but I had gotten to bed early last night and I heard the sound of the front door close as Midge and Michelle left to milk the cows.  About 7:30 Midge arrived back at the home and made Breakfast for all of use.  We had scrambled eggs and toast.  Reesa just had toast with a lemon honey topping.  Its a topping like Grape Nuts cereal which doesn’t have any Grapes or Nuts in it.  Well Honey Lemon spread does not have any honey in it.   Sometimes I wonder who gives the names to these products.  After breakfast they took us to the bus station where we boarded a bus for Taupo.  It was about a two and a half hour ride to Taupo and the sky’s couldn’t of picked a better time to open up.  It was a rain like we get in Miami but it just kept on coming down for two and a half hours.  I was hoping that the rain would stop by time we arrived but we weren’t so lucky.

In Taupo we where met by a Mini Van.  At this point in the tour there was only 4 of us counting the Driver.  The tour was very personalized and the driver came very well prepared with umbrellas for each of us. 

The first stop was the Boat Harbor,  we didn’t want to get out of the bus due to the weather and neither Reesa nor I could get excited about walking the docks at a boat harbor.  Next we went to Huka Falls.  The falls are not known for the height which is only about 75 feet at the most but more for the color of the water and the amount of water that passes thru the final opening after the falls.  It was still raining but we got out of the van for a look see.  From there we went to Craters of the Moon which was more of the steam stuff coming from out of the ground and more of the boiling mud pots.  I did not get out to see the creators but I’m sure the boiling mud pots must make the place look like the creators of the moon hence the name.  Once again due to the weather we stayed on the bus rather then get soaked by Mother nature.as we had seen this type natural phenomena before.  Our driver then took us to the Wairakei Geothermal Power Project where this steam is converted to Electrical Power.  I found this interesting but then I like to see how things work and then take them apart.  ( I didn’t get the chance to take anything apart.)   We drove thru the steam field where insulated collection tubes run along the ground.  These tubes start 600 meters down into the ground.  I think a meter is about 3 feet so count on 1,800 feet. These tubes then snake over the road ways in the form of arches  so that cars can pass under them and so that the water which has condensed from the steam can drain off in these arches prior to entering the power plant.   We saw a video that went into great detail explaining the whole process.   Our last stop of the tour was to Honey Hive.   Like the name implies they make and sell honey there. But is more like a Baskin and Robins with 48 flavors of Honey.  Aside from the normal clover honey We had samples of Ginger Honey, Peanut Butter Honey, Kiwi, Boisenberry, Manuka, but no Lemon Honey.  Unlike the spread we had on the farm these products had real honey in them.   So if the honey is real what about the other  ingredients?  I still remember the names of  Grape Nuts and Honey Lemon spread.    

We saw how the bees live inside of the hives as the honey combs were enclosed in see thru glass boxes. 

These bees are given the freedom to leave the hive which is on display inside the store and exit thru a tube which leads to the outside of the building to food gathering purposes.   Our tour guide pointed out the Queen Bee to us and how to spot the Queen bee in the Hive.  The Queen Bee has a tough job.  Besides laying up to 200 eggs a day she also Queens and you may of guessed  Vacuums.   ( I just had to throw that one in.) 

So much for the morning tour.  We were dropped off at the bus station once again and had about an hour to kill. We looked around for a coffee shop and was lucky to find one not more then a block away.  We chose to have lunch at this coffee shop.  The hour passed very fast and the weather seemed to be cooperating once again allowing us to walk back to the bus depot without getting soaked.

I was glad that I wasn’t going to due the driving to Napier.  The road was full of S turns and the rain was coming down in buckets once again.  Reesa and I had the very front two seats of the motor coach and had a birds eye view of everything.   Along the way thru the mountains we saw an 18 wheeler that had flipped over at one of the S Turns in the road.  He must of seen an American driving on the wrong side of the road and tried to avoid him?  It wasn’t me.   When we got to Napier it was still pouring but just the same our Art Deco City Tour guide Tony meet us at the hotel for the walkabout.  I thought that he would be bringing two umbrellas like the other tour guide with him but he didn’t.  Tony our tour guide spoke with us for about an hour in the Hotel’s library  telling us about his city and its history.  We could tell that he loves what he is doing. The man eat sleeps and drinks Napier.  However, I think the main reason he spent so much time with us inside the Hotels library prior to the walk was a stalling tactic.  Hoping  that the rain outside would stop.  Deep inside the hotel we could hear the rain outside.   Well the rain eased up a bit but it didn’t stop coming down.  Fortunately,  most of the businesses buildings we went to view  along the walk have an overhang to walk under so about the only time we got rained on was crossing the streets.  At the end of the walk we were taken to the headquarters of the Art Deco Trust for a slide show summary.  Both Reesa and I are now Art Deco “Experts” and can tell the difference between Art Deco and Art Newvo.  

It was time for dinner.  The cab driver who dropped us off at the hotel told us that there is a very good Indonesian Restaurant was only TWO blocks away from our hotel and that we could walk it.  Tony also said that this restaurant was only TWO blocks away from where we were when the tour ended. (Perhaps I had heard wrong as Tony walked us about 4 blocks from the hotel.  Well,  don’t ever ask a New Zealander for distance directions when it’s raining cats and dogs.  Either the restaurant moved or New Zealanders have a very poor concept of how far TWO blocks are.  We crossed 4 intersections (Now 8 blocks from the hotel but who’s counting ) when I stopped to ask for directions.  I thought we walked past it in the pouring  rain.  Once again I was told only 2 blocks further to go.  We stopped again two blocks later and once again was told only TWO blocks further.  Once again out into the rain we went and by this time we were both soaked to the bone. About the only thing I managed to keep dry was the camera.  There were no cabs in sight to hail.  No telephones to call a cab from and I didn’t even know how to use these phones.  With a lack of choices we marched further on.  Just as I was about to give up and suggest eating at the next restaurant that we came too,  I spotted the sign about TWO blocks into the distance.  We finally had found the restaurant.   The food was very good.  All ten courses and we had a nice dinner wine which helped make us feel better but Reesa couldn’t enjoy the meal as she looked as if she went swimming with her clothes on and was uncomfortable.   If ever either one of us were going to catch a cold tonight would be it.  (I sure hope not)

The restaurant called a cab for us that got us back to our hotel in no time flat after all it was only two blocks away.  I’m sure glad that I have a second set of dry sneakers to walk the town in tomorrow.

Day 5 Monday November 29, 1999

I think that I’ve gotten over my jet lag as I’m starting to get up at more normal times.  Today we got up around 7:00 and by 8:00 had learned how to flood a hotel bath room.  While I was enjoying a good shower when the door to the shower behind me opened just a small tad.  All the water that was hitting the door was running out onto this Art Deco Varnished Floor.  I think its odd that they didn’t have drains in the bath room?  I used the bath towel as a Cuban Mop and was lucky the water had not made its way out the door and onto the carpet.

Today is a beautiful day its sunny and we went for a walk on the very same Marine Parade board walk that we  were on last night however things sure look different in bright sun light.  We had a quick breakfast in one of the Art Deco Hotels and learned a new way to make scrambled eggs.   I’ve seen people add milk to the eggs but never cream.   You have got to try scrambled eggs with cream mixed in.  Its just delicious.  

A mini Van picked us up back at our hotel around 10:30 for our Winery Tour.   We went to three Vineyards in total this morning for wine tasting.  For the most part it appears  all the grapes are the same as each of the farms are very close to one another and each will get the same amount of rain.  The soil must be the same but because of the different wine masters was of making a wine each batch has its own different flavor.  Reesa and I found a wine that we liked while sampling.  In fact so much so  that we choose to purchase a bottle to shelp with us the rest of our travels to bring back with us.  Unfortunately, this company does not export out of New Zealand so when the bottle is empty we will not be able to by more of it at home.  In fact this Winery is so small that the only place that you can purchase the wine is at the winery itself.

At the end of the tour we were taken to the train station to so that we may catch the train to Wellington.  We had to say good-bye to the friends we had made today.  These were very nice people,  infact when it came to unloading our bags one got out of the van to help me move them into the station.

We are traveling in a first class car and if Joey is wondering yes this car has a bathroom on it and yes it is in working order.  No there isn’t a women standing at the door waiting to use it and no she does not have 5 layers of clothing on her.  Right now I’m sitting very comfortable typing up my notes from yesterday and today on the train.  We have about a 5 hour trip.  Every once in a while the conductor makes an announcement about the things we are passing so that we would have an appreciation of what we are passing.  As I’m typing this there is an overflowing  gorge along side of us where the water is higher then usual as marked by the submerged trees where only the tops are sticking out of the water.   I took a little video of it because of the white rapids and the speed at which the water in the gorge appears to be traveling..  The train must be going about 30 miles an hour and I can see a tree limb running along side of our train going thru the rapids at about the same speed as us.   I’m expecting to see a white water rafting tour any moment now.

We arrived at our destination about an hour late due to the flooding at one point on the tracks.  We stopped a few stations away while the train people did something which allowed us to pass.  Well most of the day was over and about the only thing we did once we arrived at the hotel was unpack and decide where we were going to eat.  Tonight it was pizza but in New Zealand they don’t make it anything like what I’m used to at home.  A large pizza is about the size of a medium at pizza hut and the toppings are more like the kind you would find at California Pizza or in Turkey.  It was good but again not like I was expecting.

Day 6  November 30, 1999

OK,  no books today I’ll keep it short.

We are starting to sleep later and later.   This morning I think we got up about 8:30 and I still remember it was not more then 3 days ago that I was getting up at 4:30 AM.   Today we headed for Te Papa Museum.  This is a fairly modern museum and only about a 15 minute walk from the hotel.  Upstairs on the 4th floor of the place they had a nice coffee shop where we had breakfast.   The museum inside is filled with many multimedia presentations which I enjoyed watching.  I think we did a good job of covering the highlights of the museum in about 4 hours.   From there we caught a city bus which took us to Parliament.   We saw both the new and the old building and I did a scene from  Rocky 1 running up the stairs to the front of this building.  We were in the heart of the shopping district so Reesa went into some shops looking for bargains.  I also had my eyes open but neither she nor I saw anything that we couldn’t do without.  For dinner we had Malaysian food.  If you have never tried it I guess you could say that its a  lot like Thai only much sweeter.   It’s a sweet spicy hot food but not Chile hot such as I would describe Mexican.  Its more like a spicy hot.  Himmm... how can I make this clearer.   If someone was to put too much salt on something you would say it’s salty.  Same thing for Malaysian only I call it spicy but not spicy hot. 

I started to run into frustration today with the Internet.  For the past two days I was not able to transmit as there just wasn’t facilities.  The hotel rooms have a funny telephone jack which looks nothing like the standard RJ11.  In Barcelona I ran into a problem like that but was able to overcome it with some wire I happened to of had.  This time I was well prepared with a female RJ11 jack and alligator clips and even a screwdriver but when I removed the plate from the wall I found 7 wires.  There was a set of red and green wires but I was afraid to clip onto them having seen so much non standard stuff from the plugs that the phones use and the electrical plugs the appliances use as well.  The phone jack had 7 wires running into it. 

I went to the hotels business center and they had internet service but when they connected me using Netscape 3.1 I found that www. mytalk.com needed version 3.2 or better.  Back upstairs to the room I went.  It was time to take a gamble on some colored wires.  Well I was lucky the green and red standard was the same in New Zealand.  However my address book was still inside of www.mytalk.com and unless I could connect I would not know everyone’s E-mail addresses.   I could access the internet using AOL but since I didn’t have the most current version of AOL once again I could not get to surf the internet unless I allowed them to download a really big file.   My laptop only has a 14,400 modem and I’m paying 10 cents a minute.   I tried using AOL to gain access to my local ISP in Miami which I was able to do but I could not send out mail that way since I was not logged in thru my ISP.

I came to realize that there was nothing I could do other then use AOL’s mail server  to send my mail out.  I guess you just have to get use to new things and like either you use it or leave it.   Having had to bite the bullet and using both I like the feel of Netscape better for sending E-Mail.  Well a little more then 

$ 5.00 later the mail for the past two days went out.  In the future I think I’ll be able to do it in much less time however I don’t know if it will be a local phone call for me to call AOL from where we will be tomorrow.  Only time will tell. 

Day 7 Wednesday December 1, 1999

I got up very early this morning but not by choice as the Hotel  “Knocked Us Up”  which is Kiwi for knocked on our door 6:00 am (NZ time)  to bring us our morning coffee.  

We had to get up early anyway if we wanted breakfast this morning as we are taking a Ferry over to South Island.  On the nose at 8:30 am exactly our ride showed up to take us to the dock.   The Ferry itself happens to be very large.  Almost equal in size to a Sea Escape type ship back home.   We found seats at the front of the ship in the lounge area and met two very nice people.  One Carmel is from Montana who has been here for three months teaching in an elementary school the other Barbara a micro biologist who works in a Hospital here.   We became good friends aboard the Ferry.

The trip was very enjoyable and scenic and we enjoyed talking to Barbara and Carmel about their experiences in New Zealand.   It’s funny but on every trip that we have taken we have found some people that we keep bumping into.  From the original people that we  the tour started out with,  we each had gone our own separate ways yet one man we keep running into (So far 4 times).  Right now its happening again.   One of those is Barbara.  She happened to sit next to us in the Ferry Terminal.  She had made the voyage before and she took us to just about the best place on the Ferry.  It was there that we ran into Carmel.   Believe it or not out of hundreds of people that must of been on the Ferry boat each of which traveled to South Island the three of us just united again when we got to  the Train.  We were ticketed  only 1 seat apart from each other.  I wonder what the odds are of that happening.

Our seats were in the dinning car which is nice as I have a table right now to work on with my laptop.  The scenery as I I’m typing is passing by and its just a beautiful day compared to the rainy one not too long ago. The weather is warm right now and the sun is shining. There are green mountains on either side of the train, wide open spaces and scattered farms of animals.  Up close to the tracks you can see horses,  cows, sheep, and Reesa spotted the giant Ostrich  when I had my eyes focused on the keyboard.

Today appears to be mainly a traveling day but we are scheduled to arrive in Kaikoura at 4:00 PM.   Carmela teamed up with us when we got off of the train going to our hotel.  Kaikoura is a small town in fact so small they only have one taxi driver.  Tonight the three of us will be having dinner together later on at a restaurant that is next door to our hotel.  

Our hotel room looks like a two story apartment.  We have a kitchen, bath and living area downstairs and the bedrooms are upstairs.    After dinner Reesa was beat and went straight to the room.  I walked around a bit and fround a small grocery store nearby where I picked up some crackers soda and cheese for snacking later on.   Tomorrow we go on a whaling boat.  If it weren’t for whaling sightseeing tours oneone would stop in this small town.

Day 8 Thursday  December 2, 1999

I had a hard time getting up this morning and was running late.  Reesa go up way before me and went next door to the restaurant we dined at last night for dinner for breakfast while I caught up with the packing of my stuff.

The only taxi driver in town was at the door exactly on schedule to bring us over to the sightseeing Whaling boat.  This sure is a really small town as the taxi driver made a comment that he had dropped our friend Caremel off at the boat just before he came to pick us up.  Imagine having the ability to make a mental note as to whom is traveling who who.   

Although the weather was very nice the captain was on the radio deciding if the boat that we were scheduled for would leave port.  Apparently the whales were heading further away from shore and he was concerned about the time frame involved getting to the whales and then back again in time for us to meet the train that would take us further to Christchurch.   Well it was not in the stars for us to see the whales.  Reesa was at the front of the counter talking to the lady when the captain radioed back that all further sightseeing boats was canceled till 3:00 PM.   Although we had been on a whale watching boat in Maine was still disappointed.   The whole group including us had just gone thru the information video presentation and I really wanted to go.  

 Well we had 3 hours to kill now so we walked back into the town and did some shopping.   The snow capped green and blue mountains are in the background of this little town and its just some of the most beautiful sceaneary imagineable.  I snapped a few pictures.  We walked into different shops for a while.  Each of the shops had something to do with either peguins, whales, seals or wool products.  I was starting to become very sleepy and was fighting to keep my eyes open.  Aside from being just plain tired from the running around I had also taken some medicine for sea sickness.  The pill was starting to take effect and gosh darn we didn’t even go on the boat.   As we walked around town we stumbled into the library.  The library offers the internet at $ 2.00 NZ per 10 minutes which is about the same that AOL charges   

For lunch we stopped at a grocery store where I got a small container of Curry Chicken from the deli counter with some crumpets.  Reesa didn’t feel like eathing at the time.  We stolled to the waters edge and sat down on the pebbles.  I was very comfortable but in a short time some seagulls noticed what I was eating and they all wanted a taste.  They were very hungry as they would take the food right out of your hands.   I got some nice footage of them just hoovering over Reesa’s head.   There was a nice breaze which kept them aloft about 2 feet above us yet ground speed was zero for these birds.  They fly very effectently.    We were fortuneate that they didn’t have any accidents on us or our stuff. 

We walked back to the whaling boat slip from there where we to once again meet the only taxi in town who picked us up there for a city tour.  Carmel’s group was just coming back from the warf at the time and she came along When we were in Maine the Whale was swimming along side of our boat and we got some real close up views.  Carmel told us that her boat did get to see a whale but it was far away from the boat.  I felt bad for Carmel, as it wasn’t a cheap tour.  Even in with the exchange rate this was a 50.00 deal.   Then not to see the whale up close is a real rip.   We had paid for the tour in advance back home and didn’t get to see anything but I believe we will be reimbursed when we get back.     

The city tour took us to a few sights but all that I can remember right now is a seal colony that was by the side of the road  and look out point.  When we got to the seal colony one pup was just sun bathing on the sand or gravel.   I could of walked right up to the seal however I stayed about 5 feet from him.  I didn’t want to chase him away as there were others who also came to view the coloney as well and it wouldn’t of been unfair if I scared them all off.  Thru the view finder of my camera I was able to get a very close up view.  Next we went to look out point.  It must be the highest point in Kailoura.  From up there you can really see how small the town is.   Kailoura is a nice place to visit but too small of a town to live in.  It was time to boad the train once again to head for Christchurch.  

I’m getting used to traveling on the trains but at the end of a day it really would be nice to just settle down and relax.  Well there is nothing you can due about it as the only way you can get from one place to another is by rail. Tonight we had a Thai dinner which was a short walk from the hotel.   The food was very good and very spicy  Mexican Hot Spicy I might mention. Aside from the two of us there was only one other table of seated people in the restaurant so we got special attention from the owner.   She couldn’t do enough for us.   Tomorrow morning we have to get up early as we are being picked up at 7:30 for the Dunedin moring train.   Its a 4 hour ride to Dunedin

.  

Day 9 Friday December 3, 1999

Oh, am I getting tired of having to run around every morning.  Reesa managed to get me up at 6:00 am.  But all my body wanted to due was sleep some more.  All this running around is getting the best of me but fortunately, neither one of us have caught a cold from it yet.    Last night I didn’t even take the time charge up the batteries for the video camera before I hit the sack but I still have plenty of battery power to spare.   I may of bought too big of a battery for this camera.  Right now I’m typing these notes sitting on the Tranz Scenic Train once again with my laptop on the table top in front of me while Reesa is sleeping in her chair next to me.    Its not an easy thing to use the computer on the train because the train rocks from side to side just a bit but it’s enough to make it hard ‘for me to focus your eyes on the small screen.  The other problem is the screen is not that very bright and the sunlight in the car makes it very hard to see the screen at times.  Today we will be on this choo choo for four hours.

Our taxi picked us up from the train schedule on time and took us to our hotel, The hotel is perhaps 3/4 of a mile from the train station.  At one time this train station was the busiest of all stations in all of N.Z.  They have just spent over a million dollars restoring this station to it’s original condition.  It’s a pretty lime stone building. These days the station is more of monument and only sees 3 trains a day.

We checked into our hotel, dropped off our bags in the room and headed out into the city for our own tour of the place.   For the rest of today and tonight we are on our own.  We found out that there is a city bus that takes you from one end of town to the other for only 60 cents each and we jumped onto it.   We jumped off at the botanical gardens which is just about the opposite end of the bus run.  They have some beautiful landscaping in the gardens with hiking trails that go up some very steep hills.  Reesa and I started on one trail and she wanted to quit twice on the way to the top of the gardens but she did want to see an exhibit which just her luck was (you guessed it) at the very top.   It was a nice hike and the two of us were huffing and puffing.  I also stopped along the way when I spotted a bench.  I sat and looked out onto the city from my vantage point while I caught my breath.   I must be getting much older or I lived in Hallandale too long.    I was thinking to myself that it wasn’t that long ago that I ran YES,  ran up and down the pyramids of the Sun and the Moon TWICE while we were in Mexico.  All right so I was 24 years of age back then.  Is this what being 42 is all about?    Stop the world I want to get off.  

The temperature was starting to drop and we had very little to eat all day on the train.  It was time to look for food and shelter.  Reesa was in the mood for steak and the guide book mentioned a restaurant called “The Palms” which we headed over to.  Unfortunately,  tonight was Graduation Night in this college town so when we got to the restaurant we found a sign on the door which said “Sorry we are fully booked”.   The people at the restaurant tried calling several other restaurants for us but every steak restaurant in town was giving them the same report all booked report.   We started walking back to the hotel where we knew that we could catch a meal or assumed that we could get a meal there when I notice a sign across the street that said “Buffet”.  Surprisingly,  this was a very nice place.  It was bright, the owner greeted us at the door with a bow,  (He was oriental)  they had a variety of foods to choose from,  it was across the street from the hotel and the price was very reasonable.   We enjoyed our meal.  I ate too much as always and we retired to the hotel room.  Tomorrow we will be on both a morning and afternoon tour. 

Day 10 Saturday December 4, 1999.

This morning we went in search for a coffee shop at 9:15 AM.   We were shocked that the hotel’s very own coffee shop was closed at this hour.  I just don’t understand how some places do business.    We walked almost all the way into downtown Dunelin and every shop along the way was closed.  What gives? Even Planet Pancake was closed till 10:00 am.   It appears that all stores here don’t open till 10:00 am on Saturdays.  ( I also noticed that the stores all close at 4:00 PM on Saturdays as well.)  We gave up and headed back to the hotel as the bus would be there to pick us up at 10:00 am  and we didn’t want to miss it.   Well by time we got back the restaurant was open and the hostess “Organized a Takeaway Coffee”   You can tell that I just love these expressions.  

Our morning tour took us around town and I got to see what life is like beyond the downtown city area.  We drove through the residential area as one of the land marks that our tour takes us to  is Baldwin Street which is know in the Guinness book of records as the World’s “Most Steep Residential Street” in the world.   Its a 3 for 1 grade which means that for every 3 steps you take you rise up 1 foot.   From a distance in my video camera view finder the street almost looks like it’s going straight up.   Then we went to the University.   Dunedin is a College town.  Mostly because of its very low cost of living and for the very young age group of the community.   We were told that there are some old age communities here but so far neither Reesa nor myself have seen any of them.   It’s understandable a Hallandale of sorts would not exist in this area as there is very little flat land here to begin with so walking around is difficult, no early bird restaurant deals and very few benches to sit on.    The land is cheap because of the hills and those not physically fit to walk the streets would just have to move out of the area.   Hence its a young peoples area.  Today was a warm day and a Saturday as well.  With these too things in mind I was surprised when the bus drove past the beach.  The place was empty.  We didn’t get the chance to go down to the water but this was a nice sandy beach.  It appears that anyone who goes to the beach would have the whole thing for themselves.  The area of the beach that they took us too is very often used for photo shoots of models.  Well that is what the driver told us and the place is very picturesque.  

The afternoon tour took us around the Otago (pronounced O-Tiger) peninsular.  They have some very nice homes in this area.  All that we drove past face the water.   Some of these homes even have boat houses and the landscaping is so very GREEN.  No fences, no street signs, no advertising, no parking meters.   Its just beautiful.  We were heading to a sightseeing boat at the far end of this waterway.  The road was filled with S turns but I enjoyed the view from every one of them.   The boat we boarded took us to see from the water the Giant Albatross.   There is only one place in the world where the Albatross breeds and yep you guessed it.  The only place in the world where the bird is known to breed is in N.Z.   These birds have a huge wing span of 3 meters which I think is about 9 feet.   The boat spotted the nests for us and our captain waited till one bird took to the air.   We had a show off of a bird.  He or she flew directly overhead.  I did get a moment of video but it doesn’t do the bird justice.   You have to see the bird against some sort of back drop where you can tell it’s true size.   With a video camera you can take a close up of a sea gull and make it look like some prehistoric bird of sort.    Each time I tried to get a part of the boat in the same view as the bird the camera focus on the boat.   You just have to picture a really big bird.  

I’m enjoying the still picture taking feature of my new video camera.  In fact today I took more stills then video.  Stills are easier to focus then video is when your on a moving bus or boat.   I got some very good shots of a seal colony as we were searching for the Albatross.  The seals were playing on land and the boat came in pretty close to them but not anywhere as close as we were to them two days ago.   We asked the tour bus driver to drop us off in the downtown area instead of the hotel so that we would be in the restaurant area for dinner.  Tonight we had food from India as opposed to Indian food.  If you say Indian food in N.Z. it’s assumed to be Maori Indian.  We ordered a the “Big Platter” which was just about a sample of everything on the menu that the restaurant had to offer.  It was very good but I ate too much tonight.   Afterwards I need to walk off the meal so we walked all the way back to the hotel.  Today turned out to be a real nice day.

 Day 11 Sunday December 5, 1999

Today was going to be an easy day as our train tour on the Taieri Gourge train leaves the station at 2:30 PM.   We slept till around 9:00 this morning and it was a good feeling not having to run some place which translates to, “Be downstairs bags packed and checked out and in the lobby for the tour bus by 7:30 am.”

Much to our surprise we couldn’t find breakfast at 9:30 AM even in our hotel.  This hotel sports a CASINO that is open all night but no breakfast not even coffee at 9:30 AM,  what is wrong with this picture?.  We walked almost to downtown from our hotel in search of an open breakfast joint, when we spotted a familiar sight.  It was that of the Golden Arches.   Yes, Micky D’s and the American way of life is strong and alive and they were open so we had our breakfast there.   By the time we finished with breakfast, the city was coming to life.  We browsed thru the stores that were now open all the way back to our hotel.  Reesa found a bracelet in one of the shops that caught her eye which we bought.  The bracelet will need to be made smaller when we get back home but she’s very happy with her find and its the first thing that she bought for herself so far on this trip.

We got back perhaps 10 minutes ahead of schedule to the hotel but the tour bus that would take us to the train station was there waiting for us ahead of time.  He had to pick up a few passengers after us so we got one more final tour of this city prior to leaving.   I think I’ve seen this city inside and out but we were good sports about it and let him talk about his town.

The Taieri Gourge train is a step back in time one car at a time.  The railroad and train was built back in 1920 the train is still running with each of the original cars that it has had, as the train set grew in size.  We were ticketed with 1st class seats in a modern car that had carpeted floors, plush seats, skylight ceiling, Formica walls and crowed seating quarters of 4 people to a window table.   Unfortunately our seats were pointing in the wrong direction.  I wanted to sit seeing where we were going rather then were we had been.  So, when the train got started moving, I took a walk through the cars heading towards the locomotive.  I saw that beyond our car the  rest of the train was empty. I continued my walked forward and the train cars or coaches got older and older yet refurbished new as I moved towards the front of the train.   Eventually,  I found a  car with the charm that looked like it came out the Old TV series,  “Wild Wild West”.  The seats were of the type where the seat backs could pivot in either direction.  The walls of the car was made of pine wood paneling.  The train doors had old fashion door knobs and the doors them selves were made of cedar wood.  The overhead  ceilings were not skylights but of crafted wood carvings, unfortunately the ceilings were now painted white.  I liked this car and for the rest of the trip Reesa and I rode in this car and were not cramped sitting elbow to elbow like the other passengers in first class.  

This was a narrated tour train ride.  Along the way we were told of the history of the train and how long each section of the track took to lay down and the problems that the engineers encountered laying the tracks.  We learned how the mountains were blasted away so that the track could be laid.  Reesa was board but I found it interesting.  We went over a few trestles and I got pictures of a few of them.  The scenery was beautiful.  We saw sheep, mountains, sheep, rivers, sheep, cows, sheep,  people living in the middle of no place and oh yes did I say we saw sheep also? . Eventually the train ride ended.  A very enterprising individual set up a sausage stand and for only 75 cents American you got one heck of an Italian sausage sandwich which could easily take the place of dinner.   It sausage snack which Reesa and I shared hit the spot as it was now 4:30.  We continued onward by bus into Queenstown.  Both of us were getting tired of all this traveling as we had been on the go since 9:30 A.M.  We stopped for tea about 6 o’clock.  The driver gave us 20 minutes to get a bite to eat.  Which,  when you go into a roadside cafe is just about long enough to get seated, have a waitress take your order and for a pot of water to boil.  Forget about having the chance to enjoy the tea that you ordered.  Onward we went and finally at 9:00 PM we got into Queenstown.  As we got close to the city we could see some of the signs of the flooding that happened to this town only 3 weeks earlier.  Some of the roads we were traveling on had caved in.

The traffic department made some adjustments so traffic could continue to flow.  Two lane roads were reduced to one lane and in some places the cars were taking turns from either side of the crossing as to who got to use the lane that was still working.  Over there the term they use is “Give Way”  I was glad when we got to our hotel as the Motor coach we were riding in was not light weight and who knew if the road would hold out with our weight on it while we waited for cars to pass. 

.   

We dropped off our bags in our room and ran downstairs just in time to find out that we missed the last hotel bus into  Downtown Queenstown by only  5 mins.  Lucky for us it was just a short 5 minute walk into Downtown Queenstown and it was all a down hill walk for us.   Queenstown is ALIVE! And full of action.  They were having some sort of Mari Gras here to attract people.  The Mari Gras was designed to draw people back to the downtown area and that recovery had taken place.  It must of been working.  There was music in the streets and lots of people dancing  every place.  I even spotted one individual on the roof top of a store drunk as a skunk most likely and having a real good time.   However it was after nine PM and the restaurants were closing up fast even with people in the streets,  we had not eaten yet other then for the sausage we shared and we were both hungry.  I wanted a restaurant a bit removed from all the action with a little bit of peace from the loud music so that we could enjoy a meal without all the thumping and jumping crowds.    We did find just the place called Fatz Cat.  It was off the beaten path and an Italian Restaurant with candle light dining.  The service there was very poor but the dinner was good.  Afterwards we caught a cab that took us back to the hotel.  Today may of started out as an easy going day but all this traveling, even when your sitting on your tush all day, is still very very exhausting.  Tomorrow we head to Milford Sound to look at the fiords.

Day 12 Monday December 6, 1999

Back to the same old same old and up at the very crack of dawn once again. Our bus picked us up at 7:30.  Well at least we could sleep on the bus while on the way to Milford Sound.   I dozed on and off and was glad that I did.  Milford sound is one heck of a bus ride away from Queenstown.  We stopped 2 times to allow us all to stretch our legs.   The first stop was for morning tea where you can drink all the tea and scones (A muffin that I would compare to a corn meal muffin back home )  that you can eat in 20 minutes for $ 2.00 NZ.  At exactly 20 minutes after the mark these people we were traveling with were heading for the bus trained like sheep out in the field.  I guess they understood that our driver was on a schedule that had to be kept due to the boat that we needed to catch.  The boat was going to leave on time whether we were on it or not.  Our next stop after tea was at Monkey Creek.  Given that name for the birds that hang out there.  The birds don’t look like monkeys but they are known to act like monkeys.  We were told that the water is very pure there and to go down to the waters edge and sample the water  which both of us did.  The water  was very cold but I can’t get excited about water however I did enjoy the break from the bus.   On the way back we spotted the monkey,  also known as the Kia bird.  The bird was very friendly and started walking toward me as I was him on video.  Actually I was later told that Kia’s are known to go after certain things like camera lens caps and strings.  My video camera just happened to have a lens cap attached by a string.  Well these birds do live up to their reputation.   

We arrived at the boat in Milford Sound with only 10 minutes to spare before boat departure.  I was glad that I didn’t  cause the bus to wait for me at breakfast tea.  What a time schedule these boats keep.  

Today was great day to be on this boat ride.  The sun was shining and it was a nice warm day as well,

to be viewing the Fiords.  If it had been raining and damp and then combined with the cool breeze from the water then  I would not of enjoyed this at all.  So how can I describe the Fiords?.   Himmm.....  Picture giant mountains rising from the sea,  now double that size in your minds eye.  From those mountains now picture waterfalls pouring out of the many of the cracks falling hundreds of feet up above you  and bouncing on the rocks below eventually this water makes its way to the sea where you are on the boat.   This is mother nature at her best and unspoiled by man.  No graffiti, no signs, no roads, absolutely nothing to detract from mother natures splendid view.  Our boat captain made a point to take us as close as possible to each waterfall so that we could see them up close and so that I personally could get nice pictures of each of them.  (What a swell guy )  Next to me on the boat was a man who was saying he wished it had been raining.  He explained to me that when it rains the number of viewable waterfalls expand about 10 fold.  Down close to the waters edge we spotted seals once again but nothing like the seal colony that we spotted in Dunedin. Or in Kaikiaora where I could walk up and touch them if I wanted to.  I took a few pictures of these seals as well.

This boat had a buffet on the lower level down stairs and sandwiches for those who wanted to spend the time outside viewing.   Given a choice between eating a full meal and missing some of the sights or grabbing a quick sandwich both Reesa and I grabbed the choice of sandwich.  It was a long ride to get to Milford Sound and both of us wanted to see every moment of it.  We were out on the water for some time but it seemed like only minutes and like all tours this one also came to an end.  It was time for the long long long bus ride back.   Going to Milford Sound we were given the choice to take a fixed wing airplane back to Queenstown  but Reesa has a fear of these small planes so there wasn’t a chance of that.   Should anyone in the future ever decide to do this trip from Queenstown by bus give some thought to the airplane ride back.  It was a lot of traveling to do in a single days time and both Reesa and I were starting to get a little bus sickness on the way back.  I think most of the people on the bus wasn’t doing too hot either as when we made our first rest stop the driver made sure to point out there was an ice cream place across the street.  Both of us went to get ice cream and the cold desert did help to get our sea legs back.  I tried a new flavor for the first time called Hokey Pokey.   The New Zealanders talk about it and before leaving I just had to “Give it a go”   I wasn’t missing anything its nothing more then Vanilla ice cream with a touch of caramel in it.  The ice cream did hit the spot in making me feel better.  

We got back to Queens Town in time for dinner.  I had spotted a sign for a Chinese buffet and Reesa said that she was in the mood for Won Ton Soup, Perfect place I thought.   I enjoy buffets as it gives me a lot to choose from but this one was not one of the better buffets that I’ve eaten at.  They didn’t even have Won Ton Soup on the buffet.  In place of Won Ton soup on the buffet was corn chowder soup.  Like I said,  this was not one of the better buffets.   When we got back to the hotel I checked into the Internet to see what was going on back home but there were no messages for me. I did send home more of my daily  travel notes.  

Day 13 Tuesday December 7, 1999  

This morning we slept late but not late enough for me.  Sometimes I’m my own worst enemy.  Last night when I was on the internet I sent an E-Mail to Reesa’s Dad implying that at around 10:30 our time, we would try to call them.  I knew that they usually go to dinner at 4:30 in the afternoon so 10:30 would be the latest that we could call her parents  and not hold up dinner.  Little did I know that Reesa’s Dad never got my E-mail message and that we rushed into town for nothing, well at least we got an early start today.  As long as we were at the internet joint we called my parents.  It was to hear my dad’s voice and at some point we  would attempt to call her parents a few hours later.  We figured that they would be home around 7:00 PM or 1:00 our time.  We had a big breakfast in the meantime at a local cafe.  The food prices are so cheap here that it will be hard getting used to American prices when I get back.  The short order cook or chief made my eggs the exact same way as I had them in Napier with the cream mixed in during the cooking process.   

Reesa and I walked around the town and did a lot of window shopping but found nothing we couldn’t do without.  It was about 7:30 USA time that we tried calling her parents again but sill they were not home.  Reesa was starting to get worried as her dad is usually home by this time watching Jeopardy.  A ski lift was near by that sports a beautiful view of the town from up high above which we found ourselves on not much later.  Up at the top of the lift they also have a restaurant, bunge jumping, a theater and a louge ride back down should you want to do something other then take the steps or the ski lift in the other direction.  No one bunge jumped the whole time we were up there.  I had wanted to get the view and the sound effects of someone jumping off the edge on film but what can you do ?   It wasn’t cheap either in American dollars the package deal for 3 jumps was $ 100.00 

Queenstown sports a lot of other thrilling adventure tours.  Such as Fly by wire.  It’s a rocket type of plane ride whereby they strap you to the out side of what looks like a rocket with handle bars and you hold on for dear life as your towed behind an airplane by wire.  Nope I didn’t see anyone do that one either.   But I did get to the them hang glide and paraglide form the top of the ski lift.  The updrafts must be fantastic as they were up there for 20 to 30 minutes at a time.   Flying lessons are not necessary as your instructor is attached to you in a body bag sort of set up.

For those who wish to keep both feet on the ground a Cowboy Ski boat ride called the “Shotover” is good choice and then there is the one thriller attraction that perfect for me.  It’s  called the “theater”.  Reesa and I saw a movie that features a tourist who finds himself on just about every possible tour in an effort to catch his wife that is on a tour bus.  The movie is a great way to see an over view of what all the thrills are about.  I’m glad that I didn’t do the Shotover Jet Boat Ride after seeing the movie.  It’s a real dare devil ride where you have no control and a cowboy keeps aiming a jet boat for the rocks in the river missing them by inches.  It appears to be a real dangerous ride and would never be allowed to operate in the U.S.  

It was now 11:00 PM back home and we made one more attempt to contact Reesa’s parents on the phone.  They still were not home and now both of us were very concerned.   What a time to be on the other side of the world and not know what was going on back home.  I called my parents and they had not heard from them either.  Infact at the moment I had called them both were getting dressed to ride over to her parents house.   I guess it was lucky that we called when we did as within 9 minutes my mom called her parents again and got a busy signal from their phone line.  They were home and both were fine.   I was happy Reesa had gotten this news as we had booked a dinner cruise tonight which we had to start making our way to and Reesa would of been worried the whole evening if she had not made contact. 

It was a nice dinner cruise.  We boarded an old steam ship that still runs on coal.  While aboard I took part in a passenger tour of the ship.  I got to walk thru the engine room, walk on a catwalk above the boilers,  (Its real hot in the engine room) went up to the bridge and spoke with the captain who had been the captain of this boat since it was put into operation back in 1922.    The boat has some photographs of what it had looked like in it’s earlier days before some of the modernization’s.   Well they don’t build them to last like they did in the old days.   Even the engines on this boat are the original engines and had only one welding repair since it was built.  In fact the only metal plates in the entire ship ever to be replaced were in the restroom area where the soap dispenser was.  It seems the chemicals in soap are worse on the metal plates then the fresh glacial water that the boat sails in every day.

We had dinner on the opposite side of the waterway in an old home on a sheep and cattle farm that was converted to a restaurant.  The restaurant was pretty and much more then I had ever expected.   I thought that when we landed it would be of a “Jungle Queen” variety restaurant but it was very much the contrary.   This was an upper class buffet with lighted candle sticks on the table and waitress service, crystal chandeliers above us and live soft music played while we dined.  In fact the two of us were only wearing jeans were a little underdressed for the occasion.   The food was very good and as usual I ate too much and didn’t leave much room for desert.   After dinner the owners of the place showed our little group around the property including a tour of the farm animals.  There we saw a few of the pets which include 3 raindeer. One had his full groan Antlers ready to be pulling a Santa Sled at a mall some place.  This was a full family, the mother and a baby fawn only 1 month old.   They also had some cows, and a bull which I sat on so Reesa could take a picture of me on it.  Yes, I sat on it.   Well... we all do stupid things at one time or another.  Some of us for only a picture and some like me do stupid things more often then most.  What else did they have????.....himmm Oh yes sheep and sheep dogs.   We got to see how sheep dogs are used to round up the sheep.  Well,  the whistle on the boat tooted and it was time to board the cruise ship once again for our ride home.  We sat in the back and they had a piano play aboard.  It was a mixed group of passengers but somehow a sing along started.     This was a long day but a very enjoyable one and the cruise was the perfect capping stone.  We got back to the Hotel around 11:00 PM that night

Day 14 Wednesday December 8, 1999

Dang!  its another one of the early morning days.  Who the heck ever invented 6:00 AM in the morning?  They should be shot!   I’m on a holiday but up and atom we were, and on a tour bus heading for Franz Josef Glacier with our bags packed and ourselves checked out of the hotel all by 7:15 AM.    I must be getting Jade of all the scenery of NZ that was going by and I’m not appreciating the landscape anymore.  There is just so much of mountains to look at and god only knows how many sheep I’ve seen.  I spent about 3 hours of the tour sleeping trying to play catch up.  We made about 4 rest stops along the way to the Franz Josef Glacier and we were a small group of only 6 in a coach.  The motor coach itself was made to hold 40 people so everyone aboard today had a window seat if they wanted one.

Today we had lunch at a Samon Farm.  I don’t know how they find these places to have lunch at.  This one was so far off the beaten path from the road and like the other rest stops you had no idea you could even get food here.   It was the kind of place that Author Frommer would stick in one of his travel books to drive you crazy looking for a place that most likely didn’t exist.   We walked up a path above the salmon fish tanks where we could see them swimming in the tanks below us from or vantage point above them.  The tanks looked like large above ground swimming pools and the fish were all fin to fin all swimming in a school in a counter clock wise direction.  What was really odd was that all three pools although not connected in any way shape or form each had the fish swimming the in the same direction as well.   I wonder if these same fish if transported to our neck of the woods would swim in a clockwise direction instead?  The dumb things I think about sometimes.   Some college student some day will most likely do the experiment maybe I’ll even remember some day in the future about today’s thoughts on the subject.      Fish food was available for a small charge and Reesa and I feed the fish.  I tried to mix up the order of things to see if the fish would reverse if they saw food that I threw in against the traffic flow .  In case your wondering,  no such luck but I did cause one heck of a traffic jam in that tank.  However as soon as the food supply stopped they all started to swim counter clockwise again.  

It was just after lunch that I got the disappointing news from the bus driver about my evening walk on the Glacier Tour.   I had signed up earlier today and  I’m not sure why the tour was canceled.    I was given an option for a fixed wing flight or a helicopter tour in its place.   Himmm could the driver of been attempting to up his commission by selling a more expensive tour?    I didn’t take the driver up on this tour but the others on the bus did.   None the less even the more expensive tours was later canceled.   I could see if a low cloud had move in on the glacier or if it were raining and safety was an issue but neither was the case.  Once we were in town I walked into a few tour companies trying to arrange my own tour but each said the same thing and that tomorrow was another day.  Unfortunately tomorrow we would be leaving for our next city. 

Our bus driver who was the one to give the group the news about the canceled tours each time.  I dropped my suspicions about false information on a canceled tour coming from the driver after the last bit of news as the driver feeling bad about the whole situation took us all to a spot where we could see  the head of the glacier.  It’s the spot where the walking tours start and the water is running off from the glacier and the starting point of the rivers we traveled by on the way up.   I’m not sure if the information was true that we were told.  It was said  that this Glacier moves over 5 meters a day (About 15 Feet) either forward down into the forest or back up the mountain in a single day.  Actually it doesn’t move up the mountain but rather that is how much ice melts away and runs into the river.   There was a map at the head were we were standing that showed the Glacier Heads position in the last 70 years.  This sucker sure has moved a lot according to the pictures.  It’s predicted the whole glacier may not even be there in the next 200 years due to global warming and that the oceans around the world will rise about 70 meters or 210 feet.   From our safe vantage point and with 200 years to spare,  I got a very good view of the ice head and was happy even though I didn’t get to walk either up to it or on the ice itself.  As we all stood there staring at the Ice Head I was able to spot a tour that had started at 2:00 PM that afternoon.  The people looked like little black spots on the ice.  Only then did I have an idea as to the size of this thing and how far away we still were from it.

Five of our group was staying at the same hotel.  (6 if you count the driver)  So the unfortunate was dropped off at her hotel and the rest of us retired evening.  Reesa was tired and it was about five o’clock she  wanted to get a nap prior to dinner however I was still  charged up and looking to do something.  I went for a walk just outside of the hotel.  This town is very small and in 20  minutes I had completely walk thru the whole town and had visited every shop including the Mobil Service Station which is very much like a 7 Eleven store back home but this Service Station is not run by Indians like the 7 Eleven’s back home.  I walked back to the hotel and picked Reesa up for Dinner.  There was about 5 places to choose from for dinner ranging from sandwiches at the Mobil Station to a small restaurant where we ate tonight.  The prices were about the same back home or about double the NZ regular price.   I guess they know that they can take advantage but the portions were very large.  Tonight for the first time we took back with us what we didn’t eat and the doggy bag will be lunch tomorrow on the four hour train ride back to Christ Church.

Day 15 Thursday December 9, 1999

Checkout by 8:30 this morning and on the bus by nine. Its a very small group today.  Just Reesa and myself on a 40 seater bus with the driver.  Our first stop was for tea at one of those very small out of the way places again.  This one was called the Bushman’s Center.  I think a better name for it would of been “Possum Patch”.  It was a picnic  table joint,  but the seats you sat on were covered with possum skins.  Possums do a lot of damage to the farm lands and locals are paid $ 2.00 per skin that is brought into a local factory where the fur is mixed with some wool products to create some very soft blend of clothing.  This local hunter found a better use for the skins that he caught as I noticed on the picnic benches.  There was also a Bushman’s museum in this same restaurant where different types of guns were supposed to be on display.  Some guns shot nets,  some guns shot rubber bullets and I guess they had the kind that shot bullets that kill as well.  Neither of us went into the museum and since we are the only two on today’s tour we didn’t hear any reports from anyone who went inside of the museum. 

Our next bus stop was for shopping at a Jade Factory.  Reesa spent some time in there and picked up some thing she liked  while I went into the surrounding stores “For a browse.”  From there we traveled to an old 1890 Gold Mining town which is one of the highlights in Fromers Travel Book.  (Never read his books) It was good for pictures but not worth the time to get there.   The town is very commercialized.  Much like the windmills in Holland.    At the time that we were there I think other then the employees in the stores of the town  we  were the only other people in the town.  Reesa found a jewelry store and finally got herself another trinket.  I still have not bought myself anything and we are going home tomorrow.  From there we went to the train station and boarded the train which would get us into Christ Church by 6:00 tonight.   On the way we snacked on last nights left overs and I got to type of the last three days of tours. 

Tonight we tried finding another Indonesian Restaurant to dine at  but the Hotel was not able to help us find one.  We fell back on the Thai restaurant that we ate at the last time.  I enjoyed what I had ordered but Reesa tired something new and was disappointed in her dish.  After dinner it was getting late but we hopped on a FREE shoppers bus that took us all thru the shopping area and although all of the stores were closing we were still able to get an idea for tomorrow  where we wanted to go in the city.  I think the highlight of tonight’s walk was at the entrance way of a game arcade.   From outside of the door way I could see one heck of an excited individual that was literally jumping up and down and back and fourth and working up a real good sweat.  Reesa couldn’t control herself laughing out loud as we watched him move.   I did manage to get a little video of the action and even a day later its still looks funny.    It was now about 11:00 PM and time to call it a night.

Day 16 Friday December 10, 1999

Today marks our last day in New Zealand and I ready to go home. Actually I was ready to go home about 5 days ago.  It was a very enjoyable get away and it was nice to put the office out of my mind for 16 days but I’ve become Jade to our running around each day and I’m no longer appreciating all that I see each day.   We walked to a local fast food restaurant for breakfast this morning.  It was one that we spotted last night while on the bus.   Reesa and I both had a simple breakfast and then got back on the Shoppers bus for further touring.   We had no particular place in mind for today’s travel and just bounced in and out from one store to the next just looking around.  Perhaps the most interesting thing I saw today was the actual spinning of wool directly from the clippings that comes off of the sheep.    We had been into shops where the wool had already been processed and saw some hand weaving but never did I see how it gets from the clippings to the wool yarn which is used to make the garments.   It’s rather a simple process and the term they use called spinning yarn fits the operation perfectly.  I took video of it of course.

At four o’clock it was time to head for the airport and say good bye to New Zealand.  Everything was going great until I got to the ticket check in counter with my Electronic bag that contained my computer, camera, and  batteries and other stuff.  The bag  was too heavy for them to allow and I was forced to check the bag in.  It’s was upsetting as my long life battery which I need for the computer and some other essentials for the flight  I won’t be able to get to until we reach the US.   Oh well I can’t do much about it now.

This is being typed on the plane.  The first part of the flight went rather fast.  It consisted of a one hour leg to Auckland and from there we changed planes for the 11 1/2 hour trip to LA  I spent most of the time on the second leg of the flight sleeping and was only awake for about 3 hours of the flight.  I used that time to review the video I had taken.

New Zealand in summary is a very nice place to visit but space your tours out  with free days after every three of touring.  I found the North Island more interesting then the South Island of New Zealand but perhaps it was due to me just becoming Jade to the whole experience.   The prices for local goods and services are half of the US costs due to our strong dollar.  As a result food at restaurants is cheap and a dollar goes twice as far for native goods.  Concerning climate, this was supposed to be the summer for them.  I was expecting to be in a T-Shirt most of the time but for more then half of the trip I had to wear a light jacket.  I carried a Members Only jacket (I’m the only Member) every day of the trip because I never knew what to expect and even on a warm day the temperature could drop in a half hours time.   The people of New Zealand so very friendly and the niceness of them  does start to rub off on you.   One day a man who we barely knew me jumped out of the bus when we reached our stop and insisted on helping me with my 4 pieces of luggage into the train station.  You would never find someone like that in Miami. Tipping is not practiced so when you give a tip no matter how much it is, is greatly appreciated and you even get a thank you,  as opposed to those in the U.S. who feel the tip is coming to them.     The people there are rediscovering their own culture which is from the Maori Indians and the Maori language is now being taught in the schools which I believe is a wonderful idea.  Past culture should be practiced at home in the US and with out question in South Florida. 

