South, Central and North America 2008

Prologue
At the end of 2008 Katy and I spent three and a half months travelling around the Americas. After finally cutting the proposed number of countries in half and deciding on a very flexible itinerary we set off. Armed only with a couple of words in Spanish and a completely useless phrase book we relied on a huge amount of patience and some very well practiced miming skills.
“Yes, It can be quite dangerous, expert miners from the USA 12 years ago said it will only stand for 7 more years and then all collapse inwards crushing everyone (laughing) like umm…. swiss cheese)”

(Our guide an ex-miner, we had just finished a thirty minute crawl right into the bottom of the mine) 2008
Peru

Monday 8th September
Set of at 8am and arrives in Lima at 7am. A 10 hour flight followed by another 6 hour. I rushed to get lots of songs on I-pod before setting off to relieve boredom on the plane. Upon looking into the hand bag I was very pissed off to discover that I’d packed my camera and not I-pod to keep me amused during 16 hours of flying. 

In Gatwick my name was called over the tannoy. I had to go back to security. Worried that they had found my stash of crack cocaine I was relived to find that I had just dropped my ticket.

Hotel in Lima is nice but we’ll check out after one day and find somewhere cheaper. 

9th Tuesday

In Miraflores area of the city. Quite a nice area. A little quiet where we are though. 

We went to eat and just pointed at things on the wall. Katy didn’t like any thing on the menu so just had a tea. So biscuits in our room for her. Changed hostels. Lots of activity outside now in The Flying Dog. Went into central Lima an looked round a few Spanish colonial sites. One big church was getting a bit boring on our guided tour until our guide took us into the Catacombs. These are crypts under the church. From 16th to 19th century people were buried under the church. This church being the biggest had all the most important bones in it. The guide said 25,000 skeletons in the tombs (the book says 70,000). Very dusty in the tomns and very tight spaces. Somebody (the archiologist I think) had taken all the bones and laid them out in neat patterns. At one point he had made a big circle of thigh bones then an inner ring of skulls followed by thigh bones in a smaller circle. A small pile of skulls in the centre then topped off the gruesome bone mosaic. Slightly odd. 

Bought a book to read. Took a while to find out where the English books were. So dusty I don’t think they have been moved for years. Fighting through the dust at the back of a big dusty book shop/ warehouse. Practically had to wipe off the dust just to read the cover. 

10th Wednesday

Determined to use the local buses instead of taxis. Watched the locals and they just jump on – sometime when moving. Drivers mate hangs out of the side door shouting incredibly fast Spanish and whistles a lot. I just pointed and said centre while saying Si a lot. One Sol instead of ten Sol in taxi.

There are loads of buses jostling for space and racing with each other. The horn is in constant use and men/women with white hats stand in the middle of the road waving and whistling to try and organise the madness on the roads.
Was sure we were going to crash at one point and the drivers mate even pulled himself in from his normal hanging position. But the other bus stopped with at least 2 inches to spare. Went into the Grand Hotel Boliviar. Lookd like it used to be world class, now very dated but undeniably grand. Huge marble pillars everywhere with miles of dark corridors. Had a drink at a nostalgic feeling bar. The door steward tols us how in 1969 The Rolling Stones were thrown out of the bar for drinking naked. It still felt like 1969. Ended up in a very strange karaoke bar where the mike is passed round and people just sing in their chairs.

11th Thursday

Got a taxi to bus station for 8.30. The taxi broke down and we had to switch to another. 8 hours on the bus. The landscape started off as costal. Steep slopes of sand down to the sea. Like dric=ving on a thin road built on top of sand dunes. We then went into mountains, twisting round hairpins and climbing up an up.

Bus was o.k. top deck 2nd class bottom 1st class. It sgot stuck at one point though. I think that 1st class were just coming up to take a dump. 

Very busy around Huarez in the evening. Fighting through the crowds and jumping over huge holes in the roads. 

12th Friday

Booked a treck for tommorw and went off walking on our own with a hand drawn mao from the hostel. The hostel advised us that if the dogs started attacking us to just pick up a handful of stones and launch them at the dogs. Walked through some small villages in the hills with everyone asking “beunos dias”. School kids talking to us at one point but couldn’t understand a word. I think they saw us with biscuits and were asking for some. Got to the end of the walk and couldn’t get a taxi so had to walk back to the start again to get one. 

Went for dinner and had two plates of chips each, biggest burger on the menu (burger, ham, eggs, lettuce tomatoes, sausage and cheese) with chips, a family pizza, water, a large beer and a jug of lemonade. Total cost: 42 sols about £8. 
Lots of people about in the traditional dress. Women wear slip on shoes, tights, bright coloured shirts and cardigans with a top hat and their jet black hair in two long plaits.  

13th Saturday

Met our guide at 6.30am and our first hour and a half was on the local bus. Very full, squashed in at the back. We stopped at a local market and had some breakfast (Katy just Tea) for some reason I bought some cheese. 

Then a taxi for one hour ten minutes. We got in the taxi and then the driver drove around the square looking for more passengers. Eventually we crammed seven into the taxi and set off. It was just a stone track all the way. Normal people would only use a 4x4 but our taxi was flying up the mountain side smashing about. The driver would come up in the dust cloud of a big truck and then steam past him ploughing through the dust while we were hitting our head on the car roof. Every now and again there would be a massive bang when the car hit a big rock. 
The trek up to lake 69 was harder than we thought. At one point Katy was stopping loads. I think I got altitude sickness. As soon as I got to the top I fell asleep laid out on a rock. The altitude was 4680 meters. The lake was very blue with steep grey mountain sides leaving it sat in a giant bowl. Huge rocks surrounded it on the vertical sides and now and again a couple of rocks would fall off the sides and smash into the water. 
On the way back we managed to get eight into the taxi as it bottomed out on every rock. I also noticed some of the corners were banked up with the dust and the driver was using the camber to get more speed to slide round the corners. 

14th Sunday

Long bus ride back to Lima. Thought we were going over the edge again. Played bingo on the bus. This time was in English also so we could actually understand what was going on. 

I have burnt the top of my head. Really stings.

15th Monday

Got some clothes washed at the laundry and they tried to give me someone else’s pants. Should have taken them really – looked a lot better than mine. 

Had to stay in the dorm room. I prefer it. don’t think Katy minded too much. 

4pm got on the bus to go to Arequipa. Bloke behind me snored like a rhino all night – 15 hour ride. Worse than this about two hours into the ride a developed a severe case of the shits. Not an ideal situation to be crossing Peru on a 15 bus ride running to the single downstairs bog. 

3.00am – rhino snoring behind is going strong. 

16th Tuesday

Loads of police again. Every town has loads, all with guns and some places in Lima even had riot squad police stood around. As well as police virtually every shop has a guard with a shot gun. Haven’t seen any trouble but they must be expecting some. 

Went to a museum to see a corpse. The Incas sacrificed children to the gods and we went to see a little girl who had been preserved by the freezing temperatures in the mountains. She was now kept in the museum fridge.

They walked for days up the mountain with a procession of priests and gifts for the gods (mountaineers only managed to scale the peaks in the 20s) They gave the girl loads of strong spirits an then smashed her in the head with a ceremonial club. She was left at the top as an offering for the gods. These children were hand picked at birth from rich families and apparently were very pleased that they were to be sacrificed for the gods!.

Thought we were locked out of the hostel. I was banging at the door and braying on the windows before we saw the other door next to us was open with people inside.

17th Wednesday

Walked down town and managed to book bus tickets at the station (bus station is normally in the dodgy area of town) Saved a massive 51p by booking here £1.70.

Shower luke warm again.

Went and looked around a monastery. Still 30 nuns in there somewhere but I couldn’t find them. The monastery is on five acres in the centre of Arequipa shut of by high walls. Nuns have lived there since 1540 – not the same ones. Its like a small town of its own with streets and squares. Very impressive but I was slightly bored by all the god squad antics after a couple of hours. Also why are real nuns always minging?

18th Thursday 

Had to be outside for a lift at 3am! Going to the Colca Canyon – bigger and deeper than the Grand Canyon.

Got to the hostel door at 2.55am but couldn’t get out. Tried everything. I was in the kitchen looking through cupboards and draws trying the staff keys I found. Tried pressing the staff buzzer a thousand times, climbing the walls and kicking the door down. Eventually our lift arrived and I had to shout at them through a crack in the door. They leaned on the bell and a half asleep person came running down. She came down just as Katy was on the hostel’s phone ringing the trekking shop who didn’t speak English at 3.30am. I think we woke everyone in the hostel up. 
Colca Canyon massive. 3680m deep. Condors were circling our heads at one point too. I took loads of pictures of blank sky trying to catch the birds. They grow up to 3m in wingspan. 

All the land was terraced for farming right up to the top of the mountains. This was pre-Inca and the highest vertical mountains were where people had somehow climbed up and buried the dead in the vertical walls. 

Ate some Alpaca kebabs and spicy stuffed peppers with Alpaca meat. Quite chewy but nice. 

Bloke on the trip was an argy air force pilot. Nearly had to give him one from England and Maggy Thatcher. 

19th Friday 

Just wondered around Arequipa. Lots of shoe shine boys trying to polish my flip flops. Last night we spoke to a guide who is in the room next door. He was well plastered – I think he’d been supping in his room all afternoon. 

Have to go in the shower with flip flops on because I think there is quite a risk of getting an electric shock judging by the bare exposed wires just above the water.

Bog is a bit minging because the toilet paper bin is always overflowing. I keep hearing the guide man next door running in. 
20th Saturday

Arrived 2 an half hours early in Cuzco an a taxi driver tried to tell us that all the hostels in Cuzco were closed but suprisingly he knew one which was open. Posh hotel now running hot water and everything. 
Quite cold on an evening. Last night bus windows were covered in ice. 

A small street boy was obsessed with our book and looked through it all. His hands were very dirty and he was touching katy’s white trousers and thought my knee was very interesting. Even more street sellers, just completely ignore them now. 

21st Sunday

Massive parade around square – no idea what it was for. At one bit a huge Lama made from paper with about eight people inside was running around. This was followed by a Beatle covered in brown paper, I think it was supposed to be a pig. 
Hotel is full of loud yankies. All geared up in their hiking boots, hats and hiking sticks- losers. 

Still can’t work out where my I-Pod is. Didn’t leave it at home, didn’t leave it at Dicks house and it wasn’t in my bag when I arrived. Some Peruvian baggage handler will no doubt be making a few extra quid. 

Eventually found out who I got my holiday insurance off. So at least if I break a leg or get run over by a mad taxi I can ring someone up in England an have them tell me I’m not covered. Incidentally it doesn’t cover me for loss of my I –pod – buggar. 

I’m a stupid nob. I left my bank card in the machine – whoops. Unlike when I have left it before there was no nice Thai man waiting for me with it. Card is now cancelled and hopefully Jon will send the replacement to Argentina. Up until then ill be eating dry bread. 

22nd Monday

Picked up for Lares trek ay 6am. Quite a long drive then dinner an set off walking. 

17 of us in total Katy and I were the only ones who didn’t have hiking boots and a pole. Someone before told us the Lares trek was very hard so a little worried after I was ill going up to Lake 69. 

Bus was turning up mountain hairpins getting closer an closer to the edge. Then the driver stopped and let the tyres down a bit to go more off road. I bought some coca leaves to give to locals and to help with altitude sickness and I placed them on the luggage rack. Unfortunately I put them next to the air-con fan any they were sucked in spraying everyone with pieces of coca leaf. 
Our duffle bags were packed onto Mules and Lamas and we carried our day packs led by two guides. 

About three hours climbing the first day. Already one girl had to sit on the donkey which followed us in case anyone got injured or as in this case was too fat. 

Very nice views of lagoons and mountains. Arrived at the first camp site in the dark with our head torches on (3800m) One bloke had to run of to puke during dinner – altitude sickness and some people being affected by being lazy over weight gringos. 

23rd Tuesday

Cold during the night and I had a big rock right under my role mat sticking into me all night. Wake up call was a cup coca tea shuved through the tent door at 5.30am. Six hour ascent to reach a mountain pass of 4800m. One casualty today. needed the emergency / lazy persons donkey. The donkey is led by a 12 year old boy who runs up the his with his open toe sandals on.
Another girl crying at lunch time. The Andean people must think where a right bunch of fannies. The guides don’t look knackered at all. 

There is a toilet set up at the camp with a four foot high fence around it. Pretty minging, I prefer to wonder off and find a big rock. Think all the girls are holding it in. 
A bloke on the way down from the peak was chopping wood and the guide was telling us how he will carry the wood over the peak to his house at the other side. I think I’d just move house or plant some trees. 
Amazing view at the peak. A huge vista of mountain tops. Sharp granite rocks the size of cars and small houses surrounding aqua lagoons dotted about. 
In the evening lots of stars and the Milky Way were visible. Very cold once the sun goes down. 

24th Wednesday 

Freezing in the night. I had to wear three t shirts and my fleece. Ice on most of the tents. Coca tea again to wake up. I have been chewing the coca leaves whilst walking and the altitude is o.k. To start with I was chewing them forming a horrible paste like substance. 

Katy slipped over loads as usual on the way down (she might deny this but its true) Easy today only three hours downhill. Incidentally the record for running the hike we just did is 3 hours 40 minutes! 

Train took us into Aquacasientas in middle of jungle. Start position to visitmachu Pichu. Group split up but where staying with big Dave our 4 foot 11 inch guide. Big Dave said he used to be a porter and he first did the Inca Trail  (no Donkeys or Lamas on this one) with 37kg  on his back. The bloke must way all of about 60kg wet through. Nice fella and a good guide. I always notice his little finger nail is really long but the rest are clipped short. I want to know why – might ask tonight. 

25th Thursday

Wake up at 4.30am. This early so we could get to Machu Pichu before the majority at 11am. Still 200 people in the queue for the bus. 

In a group of 7 now with big Dave guiding. Machu Pichu bigger than I thought and surprised and pleased that you can walk all over it. Amazing views with the cloud rolling in. Unbelievable place just a bit of a shame there are so many tourists. Don’t think they should have ploughed a road through the jungle but then the government aren’t going to turn down good money just to save a forest. 
We set off for the Sungate and after about 50 mins of very steep climbing with strangely not many others on the route we realised we were off the wrong way. Katy and I were actually climbing the Machu Pichu mountain. We came back down then ran up to the sun gate in 25 mins. Some yanks said it was 40 mins – maybe for you hot dog munchers. 

The group then got even smaller in to just Katy and I plus guide. The others for some reason went on an earlier train. We saw them later all stuffed on to a big bus. Katy and I were in our own bus stretched out. 

Big Dave still called us family even when we were down to three. 
One last night in posh hotel then back to slumming it in prison cell rooms. 
26th Friday

Last night met up with the group and went out. Some of us tried the Peruvian favourite: Guinea Pig. Was a little bit pot off when it arrived fully intact including: claws, teeth and a big smile. Once I got past it staring at me I was able to pick it up and bite straight into it. Ate most but couldn’t eat the head and the toe nails were a little bit sharp. Its mouth was open and stuck inside skewered by the long rodent teeth was a red chilli. This was without doubt the hottest thing I have ever ever eaten. It made me cry and stung my lips all night. 
Went out after and had beers (to cool down my throat) and get rid of the greasy guinea taste.        

Had a few problems getting a hostel today. Checked into one and the toilet leaked so she showed us another room which looked like a run down half burnt out cell. In the end we got our money back a did a runner. The second room also had a huge crack around the bog cutting straight across the base. Someone had tried to bridge the gap with brown silicone. 

Alpaca steak tonight – nice and zero cholesterol. Katy ordered chocolate cake with ice cream on it but when it arrived the ice cream was separate in a glass. This type pf thing seems to happen a lot, the other day she ordered tea with cold milk (or: tea cold milk in our Spanish) It turned up as stone cold tea with milk in it – lost in translation. 
27th Saturday 

Up at 6.45 to get to bus stop and bus to Puno. Organised chaos again in the station. All different stalls and short Peruvian men just shout out the destinations. Gone for a bus 10 sols cheaper this time. Maybe we’ll be sat on the roof. 

The bus stopped at the road side where there was the usual jumpers and hats for sale plus “toilets” to use. The conductor lazily pretended to count the passengers and gave the driver a nod to go. Only one person on the bus noticed we had left a couple stranded in the middle of nowhere. We did pick them up but I won’t be leaving the bus when we stop now.  
Finally got some laundry done my bag was stinking. Re- used socks about four times. £1 per kilo. 

Went on a cycle rickshaw and the driver had to push the bike for ages because he only has one gear and we were going slightly up hill. Or maybe Katy is too heavy!
28th Sunday

Today we visited the floating islands of the Uros people. The islands are made from weaving together the reeds which grow in the lake. Not sure what to expect because we just walked down to the dock and got on a boat ourselves. It was the crapest looking boat there and after 30 yards conked out. Captin had to take off the outboard cover and get it going again with a piece of string. We were re-assured by the sight of a hull just sticking out of the water about 100 yards further out! It was just starting to rot away, probably our boats predecessor. 
Arrived at a very small island six families living on it. The chief of the island spoke for a while – all in Spanish. We understood some and then just wondered around hoping he would ask us questions. Very soft underfoot like wood chippings and the huts were made entirely from reeds too. There was a square hole cut in the middle where fish were kept in stock and a very small island where Guinea pigs were isolated awaiting their last stand. 

Got onto another Island, we rowed there mainly going backwards with red faced rowers fighting for their tourist passengers on a reed catamaran. After 20 mins and a journey of maybe 50 yards we docked at a bigger island to get off and look around. This one had smaller islands roped to it and a very rickety viewing tower. 

I had pizza for tea Katy got pasta with cat food on top – she was not impressed. 

Bought a hat off an old woman and a young boy sat outside. Their always there every time we go outside. It’s cold now they must be freezing. Just sat there with loads of rugs on knitting socks. 
Bolivia

29th Monday

Picked up at 7.15 and taken to the bus station. About three hours to the border. Had to get off the bus and go to Peru customs plus passport office. Then a 100 yard walk across no mans land between the two borders. Just a shed with three desks on the Bolivian side. Picked up by bus again and taken to Cococabana where we had a two hour wait. When we got there a bloke off the bus just said ‘follow me’ and we just walked behind him not knowing what we were doing – only Spanish. Eventually we got the idea to meet back in that spot at 11am. A smaller bus then took us to meet our bigger bus. 

Three hours to La Paz. On the way there we had to cross Lake Titicata. The bus was put onto a wooden platform and floated across while we got on another half sinking boat / shed to cross. I was very amused by the guard on the bank who was very smart all decked out in Bolivian Navy attire. Apparently they still have quite a big navy (if your unsure why I found this amusing take a look at a map)

La Paz looks very poor, many shacks and broken roads. On entering the cities layout is like a huge bowl – steep sides surround the city and houses climb vertically up the sides. La Paz sits at 3800 metres – the highest capital city in the world. 
Went out until 9pm and walked back in the dark. Could see all the poor people sifting through the rubbish along with the stray dogs. A big march is going on outside the hostel, not sure what it’s about. La Paz can be dodgy in wrong areas but looks o.k. so far. 

The shoe shine boys wear caps pulled down and balaclavas on. Look quite scary especially in the dark with only a slit to show the eyes. The reason is because it’s a poor job and brings shame on them. 
30th Tuesday

Went down town to the train booking office and managed to book tickets in Spanish. Train doesn’t go from here its three hours away and only goes twice a week.

All the cops around here have not only pistols but shotguns or a sub-machine gun as well. There is always about 15 cops with riot gear on hanging around the square.

Was looking at our map today and noticed we are directly opposite the La Paz prison. A very unique prison which tourists used to be able to visit, sadly not anymore. There are no guards in the prison, no uniforms and no curfews. Guards are just round the walls and at the door with guns. The inmates have to work to pay for their cells of different quality and tourists used to go in and buy things i.e cocaine. Apparently it’s quite safe in the day inside but at night the prisoners sort out their issues. Average four people per month die in “accidents”. A lot of men live in there live with their kids who leave every day to attend school. Walked past and we could see straight in. All the prisoners sat around in a square-like area. Mostly all poor cocaine traffickers who are still awaiting trial. 

Went to the coca museum today – very interesting. Coca is very important to their culture and the people use it a lot. It’s now illegal mainly because the US turn in into cocaine. Basically the museums underlining message is that the US does all of Latin America over and takes all the money then blames them.

A big river flows through the centre of the city, went for a closer inspection of it today. Must be the stinkiest river in the world. The book says: ‘The Rio Choqueyapu receives annually 132,000 gallons of urine 200,000 tons of human excrement and millions of tons of garbage!’ 
As well as this tons and tons of chemical waste. I didn’t believe it but I saw part of the river flowing a bright red. Unfortunately most of this ends up in the Amazon basin and people wash in it and drink it. 

1st October

Up at half six to get picked up for bike ride. We were riding the infamous “worlds most dangerous road” (named by some world road agency apparently) from near La Paz down to Yungas. 64km 3650 meters decent. The road is only 3.5 metres wide made from gravel and stones and has sheer drops of 600m on either side. Most of the traffic uses a new road opened about 18 months ago when its not flooded. 
The first bit was very fast before we reached the proper “death road”. It’s called the Death Road not only because of the high number of people killed driving it but also lots of prisoners from Paraguay were killed during its construction in 1935. It took 15 years of dynamiting to blast through the mountains. 

Many crosses line the road sides of the sheer cliff faces climbing above us as we cream down the rough track taking hairpins as fast as possible. Katy was behind going slower but me and three others were steaming down on the full suspension bikes. The road was so narrow with blind corners its no wonder on average ’26 vehicles disappear off the edge annually’ (LP) It has been better since the new road was opened. 
Went past one steep drop where there was a wrecked car in the bottom and a large cross marked another spot where a full bus carrying 75 people went straight over the edge. This was the accident that made the government build the new road.

On the first bit Katy used her foot to stop in favour of the brakes. I think shes only ridden once in ten years. This is why we went with a slightly more expensive company. So they could catch her before she flew off the edge (470 bl - £31)

Been out for a pizza each and 3 drinks between us - £4!

2nd Thursday 
Wondered around La Paz. Went somewhere where you can buy 75cm pizzas. Bus from La Paz to Oruru – 15bl each (£1) for 3 hours. Bus was rammed full and took at least 50 mins just to get underway. Someone got busted and chucked off for trying to skip the fare. Bus was so full one woman was sat in the bog the whole journey. 
3rd Friday

Not much to do in Oruru just kicked about until 3.30 to catch the train. 

Probably the slowest train I’ve ever been on. A couple of movies in Spanish and then the worst music videos ever on constant repeat. They were not funny after eight hours. 
First impression of Oruru arriving by train: shit hole. Rubbish along side the tracks for the last five miles about two miles deep. Maybe it will be better in the light. 

4th Saturday

No still looks like a bomb has been detonated in the centre. The town is very quiet though, bordering on a ghost town. Really wide dusty streets. No paved roads just compacted dust.
Went in a 4x4 to the salt flats. At 12,106km it’s the world’s largest salt pan. Absolutely nothing but bright white salt as far as you can see. Drove across it for a few hours and ate at a salt built restaurant. The meat was so tough Katy wasn’t physically strong enough to cut it.
Then visited a volcano standing alone in the middle of nothing but salt. Saw the people on the edge of the salt pan who dig the salt out and dry it to sell. Hard work in the blinding conditions net the men 55p per 50kg dug up and processed. 
Dying for a shower, dried salt all over me from rolling around in it to get funny pictures. But there is no water from 1pm until morning. Not just no hot water – no water at all. 
5th Sunday

Seven hour bus ride to Potosi. Very bumpy over a dust road through a landscape of nothing. Average speed probably 25 – 30 mph. A real locals bus with our bags strapped to the roof. 

When we’d arrived and were waiting for our bags off the roof the driver opened up the boot and pulled out two dead sheep. Katy made a squeal.  
Massive parade in town, very hard to find somewhere open to eat. Once we’ve found an open place I managed to flick ketchup all over my only clean top. 
6th Monday

Picked up at 8.30 to go down the Potosi mine.

Potosi was founded once silver was discovered by the Spanish and grew into the biggest and most important city in the Americas. Then prices dropped and the city declined but still mining silver, zinc and tin ore using the same methods as in the colonial times. 

Kitted out with a full suit, miners hat and lamp we started to go down a tunnel into the mine. One girl lasted about forty metres in then ran back saying she couldn’t do it. The shaft slowly got tighter and tighter then we were on our hands and knees crawling. I’d opted not to buy a bandana to cover my mouth as we were only down two hours. Throat dry as hell straight away from the dust. We crawled down to the third level where temperatures can reach 115f in some places and in winter it drops below freezing. 
On the third level the miners were pushing/ pulling the mining carts along steel rails. The cart weighs 2000kg and is moved by four underfed men. Then the cart gets tipped over and two guys shovel the stone into big 250kg baskets which are winched up through a little hole. I had a quick go at shovelling and it was really hard. Apparently this is the easiest job! The miners work an eight hour shift with no rest or food – just coca leaves to chew on. You can see the big bulges of coca puffing out their cheeks. 
The guide let us go on our own for ten mins through a short cut section of the mine. I was panting really hard during this pulling the dust into my lungs crawling through holes. The mine is at 4170 metres so just crawling around is real hard work. 
Once we were right in the bottom of the mine our guide explained that twelve years ago USA experts said the hill will only stand for another seven years!

There are no experts mining at all. It’s a cooperative mine so any one can just roll up but in and start digging – anywhere. Up to forty groups of two to four mining somewhere in the mountain.  ‘the hill is like Swiss cheese’. This means tunnels can meet and collapse into each other anytime! The miners also fight for the best bits as it’s their own profit.

This is dangerous but far more dangerous is the chemicals breathed in by the miners. Two to three years working in the mines almost guarantees a lung disease and the life expectancy of a miner is just forty years. 

Before we went down the mine we bought some gifts of pop and coca leaves. I had a sip of some alcohol which the miners drink. The guide just poured some into the cap and said ‘only small amount cos I don’t want you shit faced in the mine’ Absolutely burned my throat out. 96% alcohol. I think the miners drink in the mines until they pass out.

I also bought some dynamite – yes a stick of dynamite which even children can buy. The guide snapped up the dynamite shoved it in a plastic bag with some nitro glycerine pellets then tied up the bag and stuck a lit fuse into it. The group of us then played pass the parcel with a lit  bomb! Some extremely quick photos were taken before the guide gathered up the three bombs. ‘Now I run like a mouse’. He then legged it down the hill side throwing them over his head. The bang went right through us and felt like it changed your heart rhythm. 

I was knackered after just two hours crawling around. No idea how the miners managed to work. Apparently its some of the worst working conditions left in the world. I definitely think so.

Showered but still can’t get the smell of dust off my hands and the clothes which were under the overalls.

Wondered around Potosi blowing black crap out of my nose. Highest city in the world.

Caught bus from Potosi to Villazon overnight.

Argentina

7th Tuesday

Very bumpy road last night. Woke up sometimes and the bus was really shaking – very bad roads. At one point we were stopped for about one hour, I could hear someone shouting and I think they were clearing something from the middle of the road. I’m sure the driver got out to let air out of the tyres also. To make matters worse every half hour the speaker above our heads would let out a loud buzzing sound. 
Got to border at about 7am. Took nearly two hours in total just to get through. When we eventually got to the front the guard didn’t even look at our pictures just stamped our passports. We also jumped a lot of the queue. I reckon it would take the Bolivians most of the day.
Bus from Villazon to Salta about another twelve hours arrived 8pm. A lot more sophisticated here. Promised Katy we would go somewhere nice to eat. Went to a Parilla (Argentine steak house). Very nice and huge steak. At one point the waiters just pulled out two guitars and started singing. Then customers got up and joined in. Also had a bottle of wine $8.50 (1 quid fifty) which I think Katy only had 1 glass and I got a couple of beers too. 
8th Wednesday

Wondered around slightly hungover. Overnight bus to Cordoba. 1st class bus. Only three seats across with wine served in massive leather full recliners. Also the luxury of paved roads!

9th Thursday

Went to look at a place which was used as a detention cell and torture centre during Argentina’s military dictatorship 1973 – 1983. Lots of photos of still missing people. All in Spanish but one bloke showed us round in his best English. 
Very warm in here. More expensive though so may try to cook in the hostal. People definitely friendlier than in Peru and Bolivia.
10th Friday

Looked around the local market. Lots of dead pigs and goats with no skin on but eyes still there staring. The goats were especially off putting – watching us as we walked past with shiny eyes staring.  Tried four different types of empanada (pastry wrapped around meat and spices) very nice.
Buggar – missed the free food at the hostel tonight. 

11th Saturday

Had to check out at 10 could leave our bags but to spend the day at the hostel would cost us. Went to cinema and watched Taken (I think as the title was in Spanish) but the film was in English with Spanish sub-titles – one pound twenty. 

Went on a bus tour. Bus was open top deck and full of Spanish speakers, only us English. So guide was speaking directly to us and asking me questions. Lots of slightly mad Argie old women round me. Katy was sat further back.
Over night bus to Buenos Aires – save accommodation and a slightly cheaper bus. 

Earlier at a Parilla the pisser was full of ice cubes. I was very nervous when I got ice with my drink. Perhaps they just use the piss pot to store the ice.

12th Sunday

Buenos Aires  - massive. Very grand city – likened to Paris. Chose to stay in a posh suburb, Katy likes the restaurants. Did a walking tour – free. Everything is a little more expensive. Managed to book a bus to Igazu Falls. Operator only spoke Spanish – just kept saying ‘si’.

Katy has been booking some hostels over the phone so I said id try and do it cheaper. The man spoke English but heavily accented. I was trying to book for the 14th and he kept saying ‘two night’ and I kept saying no the 14th. Thinking he was saying tonight. Went round and round in circles for ages. Katy was wetting herself. Sounded like a Bazal Fawty sketch. 
Tramp was walking round with trousers down for ages in the square. Funny. 

13th Monday 

Took ages to find the post office (my bank card + a parcel of chocolate for Katy) to pick up. Found it but it bloody closed – bank holiday. This meant changing the dates booked in the hostel for Igazu. Spanish again. Also had to go to bus stop and move ticket one day forward. The bus station is huge. About 180 different booths for companies and there all now full for the day we want to go on! Typical. So where going to Puerto Igazu instead of Foz de Igazu. This means Argie side instead of Brazil side. Hopefully upon arrival we will be able to walk between the two sides on foot. Otherwise we are knackered. 

Been riding the metro and for some reason we keep getting on for free. Don’t know what the guard is saying but he just waves us through. Been on seven times and only paid once. 
Managed to stab my back in the shower while bending for the soap! Big scab on it now hurting. Stood up and the tap stuck into my back. 

Quite a strange bloke in the dorm with us. Old and bald with some hip tattoos. He spends all day smoking on the internet. 
14th Tuesday

Tattooed bald man still on internet: typing and smoking. Maybe he’s been there all night. 

Back to the huge post office only to find its moved. Up the road to the new place. Walked in and waited in the queue. Through hand signals and gestures the woman told us – wrong building, round the corner. Back outside and into another building. Only to be told by the Spanish world-speed-talking champion that we couldn’t come in and to go to the other building. Back in the queue we ended up at the same counter. After a while she took us through into the back office. We sat down and the same Spanish was fired at us. We just shrugged and said parcel a lot. I think they were asking for a number but not sure. She then led us down stairs into the post room. Much to the delight of the earlier security speed talker who gave us constant thumbs up. 
Eventually Katy got her parcel of trousers, chocolate, wipes, kitchen sink and other essentials but my bank card is no where to be seen. 

Visited a huge cemetery where the people are put into individual mini church-like places. Most cost thousands. Lots have chairs inside and an alter-type thing with the coffins laid on slabs or steps going to where the coffins are laid out. Some of the windows are open and you can reach in and stroke the coffins – if you wanted to. I put my head in one and it smelled really fusty (the mausoleum not the coffin) Many famous people buried here – apparently. Eva Peron – what ever she did. 

Over night bus to Igazu. Two glasses of red wine and some Champaign whilst watching movies. 

Brazil

15th Wednesday 

Bus two hours late. The last few hours extremely hot, our thermometer said 37/38. 

Managed to find the bus to cross the border. Got dropped off at the border and waited about 45 mins before the next one came along. Very quiet border. 

Hotel posh. Small pool on top of the building. Too cold for Katy though – in Brazil!

16th Thursday

Got on the local bus to the falls. Very spectacular. The huge river splits up into more than 275 separate waterfalls covering over 3km and plunging 80 metres. We were on the Brazilian side and through the mist across the vast cavern you can see the Argentinean flag fluttering and people stood on the far banks. Apparently its another UNESCO world heritage site – seems everything might be. 

This city – Foz De Igazu – used to be really dodgy when the huge nearby damn was being constructed but apparently now its o.k. –ish. Paraguay is also close by and I think has a token share of the crap bit of river. 

The local buses are really odd. You pay the same price upon entering the fenced off bus compound. You then enter the bus via a back door and sit on one of two seat rows which run down either side of the bus leaving a dance floor in the middle. The passengers who embark on route get in the front. Some stay in the front third which is sectioned off by a turn style and a conductor on a high chair. Others pay and come through turn style with the tourists. 
Booked our next bus to Rio- 23 hours cost 173rc (45 notes) a lot more expensive here and the buses don’t look as good. 

Getting stuff in cafes really hard here as we don’t speak any Portuguese. Just keep pointing. 
17th Friday

Got up early to go and see the biggest dam and hydroelectric plant in the world – think it was more my choice than Katy’s. Book said it was free but we had to pay 13rls – buggars. Anyway it was massive. Took the one hour tour are we were bombarded with loads of facts, figures and comparisons. I just wrote down my favourite: at the height of construction enough concrete was being laid to construct a 22 storey tower block every hour!

The project is controversial though because they had to cut down a few trees (200km square or so) an squashed a few frogs and toads. However, it provides Paraguay with 95% of its energy and Brazil with 25%. Then onto our longest bus journey yet and no super luxury this time, no champus or red wine. Also cost a lot more. Bloody expensive Brazil. 

11pm stopped again – no wonder it takes sooo long. 

18th Saturday

Staying on Impunida beach – meant to be the best address in Brazil. Dorm room full of all girls. No space anywhere, loads of bags full of crap everywhere. Katy chose the room. I don’t think she liked the ones full of grubby looking fellas. 

Eating places really weird. You go in an they thrust a piece of paper in your hand. This gets stamped or ticked, sometimes after your plate has been weighed. You then have to pay a little gimp on exiting.

Raining all day.

19th Sunday

Rain all day. Got wet. Had to resort to drinking lots of cheap beer in the hostel.

Ate in a very posh restaurant with valet parking plus a wine room. I thought I would be clever by ordering steak Tartare (heard Del Boy say it once on Only Fools and Horses) Didn’t realise it was just a pile of raw mince with raw egg sticking it together. Just about gulped it down. Pretending to be posh is hard sometimes.

20th Monday
Katy made me get up early and we went to see the big Jesus statue. In the morning was the first time it had not rained so we had to go quick and use the window of opportunity. 

Got up to the top and couldn’t see a thing, cloudy. Could make out Christ the Redeemer but none of the view.

Afternoon consisted of a tour of the favelas (Rio’s shanty towns) About 25% of Rio lives in favelas which are controlled by the drug lords. Guide assured us it was safe as long as we only took pictures when she said to. Think it is quite safe because the drug lords don’t want any other crime going on other than dealing their drugs. The only danger (she assured us) is if a war starts – oh. This is where two rival drug companies fight over a favela and kill each other.

The best bit of the tour was when we walked right inside. Very thin alley just wide enough for one person at times with buildings going up four or five storeys. Just like a labyrinth of passageways. Quite dangerous was all the dog shite in dark corners. Most of the hostel workers and manual working people live in the favelas. 2% work for the drug lords. The guide told us that the average life expectancy of a drug lord is 25 years. They are recruited at 8 or 9 years old. 

Went out for a couple last night and today realised we were on the gay street. I thought the two black guys behind us looked very trendy and really skinny. Lots of very tight vests too. Some looked so tight they could have been painted on.       
Panama
21st Tuesday 
Caught an eight hour flight to Panama. Left Rio at 10am and it was bright sun – typical. The sun was due to stay out permanently too. We basked in it for about one hour whilst waiting for the taxi an this was the only good sun we got in Rio. 

Got to Panama about six but our bags didn’t turn up. After about 30 mins we went to see what the problem was. Some time later a grubby luggage handler appeared from where the luggage enters the carousel with our bags. Some idiot apparently had the wrong stickers on the bags. 
At about 10pm we decided we couldn’t go to Panama without seeing the canal so we ordered a taxi. By 10.45 the ‘5 mins’ taxi we were getting was well late. The receptionist asked if we would like her to show us the canal. Surprised but pleased we agreed. When we got in the car her boyfriend was picking her up. I presume he didn’t know he was giving two gringos a tour but seemed happy to do so. We drove out to the canal and on the way past they showed us where all the yanks had lived. In the posh area where the Panamanians weren’t allowed to go (an eight strip either side of the canal) We pulled up at the locks and got out, greeted by the security man. We could stand at the fence and watch but weren’t allowed in. Louis tried to persuade the security man but he was having none of it because they were moving containers. They offered to drive us further to get a better view. I couldn’t believe their hospitality and friendliness to two strangers. 
We got a really good view at the next place as a huge container ship came past. Not sure if they expected any money but we gave them what the taxi would have cost. 

Mexico

22nd Wednesday

Short flight to Cancun where the sun was shining – for maximum ten mins, then it absolutely threw it down! The rain was so heavy the roads flooded and I had to carry Katy across the road/ river in front of our guesthouse. Posh yanks in their big trucks steaming through the floods with bow waves spraying all the people on the street. 

23rd Thursday

Started raining about 10.30. Flooded roads again in minuets. Took the bus to Playa Del Carman (1 and a half hours) Rain had stopped when we arrived so soaked up the sun on a nice beach. Katy booked a posh hotel with garden view and rustic staircase, I wanted a hammock on the beach.

Katy chose an expensive restaurant where waiters sing and bring drinks to the table balanced on their heads. I ate traditional Mayan food: meat stuffed inside hot chillies. 

Very touristy here, mainly yanks. Quite a few police around. Earlier I saw a police pick up truck speed past flashing. Sat in the back were two guys with massive sub-machine guns scoping out the area. 

24th Friday

Moved to a slightly cheaper dwelling – friendly Italian host. Small but nice. 

Sat on some posh sofas and the waiter came over and said the rent was 400 pesos – get lost! Just sat further down on our towels. 
Katy tried to kill me by pulling the curtain rail down and the steel end nearly hit me while I was on the other side of the wall in the bathroom. If I was sat on the bog it would have knocked me out. 

25th Saturday

Snorkelling trip to a cenote. Naturally made by water trickling through limestone over millions of years. The ground gives way and you climb into a big hole. Inside the cenote goes down about 50 metres and scuba divers go down exploring the passageways. We snorkelled in two cenotes I was in the water for about three hours. Very deep with huge rocks and crevices going down into dark depths. The first time our guide dived down I couldn’t believe how deep he swam. Went down and just sat on a rock waving before patiently just rising to the surface. Think he said he had done some free diving before. He asked me if I would like to swim through some under water tunnels. Unsure I said ‘of course’ trying to sound convincing. ‘follow me’ he said and dived down then between some rocks and disappeared. Not wanting to appear a fanny I followed him. I was craping myself because you can’t see the end. I just made it and appeared into a small air hole. Losing a flipper half way through. I don’t think I would have done it if he hadn’t of given me a crash course in how to swim under water better and hold your breath longer. Followed him under a few more also.  

26th Sunday

Checked out and forgot my passport. Luckily the receptionist didn’t. Also finally got some washing done to rid my clothes of the smell. I was becoming accustomed to it. Ferry over to Cozumel island – one hour. Had a band play to us whilst we sailed. 

The island is very quiet today because most tourists come off cruise ships and Sunday is the only day they don’t stop. 

Ordered a 2nd beer at this bar and the man brought me litre pot. Good locals bar where the cops came to bust someone with through his drinking session. Was a little nervous when the cop entered the bar with his uzi drawn. Bet they only bust the locals on Sunday with no cruise ship tourists to scare.    

27th Monday

Hired a car $38 for 24 hours. Got the cheapest they had – a convertible Beatle. Drove right around the island but couldn’t book a snorkelling trip because it was too rough for the boat to go out. 

On our way be we went to investigate what a crowd was looking at over the stone wall. Could just see a mast sticking up on an angle over the wall. I think a tri-maran had come loose from its moorings and was smashing another boat into the sea wall. Couldn’t tell in between all the flotsam whether it was actually two or three boats. 

28th Tuesday

Decided to stay in Cozumel another night. Still can’t snorkel because it’s blowing a gale again. In the dorm room tonight. A huge room with 26 beds but very quiet. 

The island is busy during the day but as soon the cruise ships pull away about 5 it’s dead. The road goes right round the island with not a lot to see to sea and dense forest. The town just sits on one edge.

29th Wednesday

Boat from Cozumel was quite rough. We sat on the deck and got soaked. But it was worth it as we saw dolphins playing in our wake. 

Bus to Tulum at noon. 

Stayed at an expensive place right on the beach. By 7 o’clock the place is deserted, like a ghost town but on the beach. We walked up the beach to the only restaurant there and we were the only ones in the restaurant. Went inside earlier as we strolled past to check the menu and the waiters were playing football inside. 

I spent most of the evening getting a coco nut down and then smashing my way into it. Took ages to get the milk out for Katy and she decided she didn’t like it. I ate some of it just to be like Ray Mears. 

30th Thursday

Lazed around on beach in the morning. Very hot our travel thermometer says 37. Not much choice of where to eat, eventually we decided to eat at the same place again! 

Visited the Tulum ruins – Mayan. Not bad, a few different stone structures and temples fenced in by a big stone wall. Nice location right on top of the cliff with its own small piece of beach. 

Moved into the Tumum town area. Quite quiet more backpacker than other places so far. Hotel room massive. Bought my fourth pair of sunglasses today. Broken two and lost one. Did the old walk away trick on the shopkeeper (done this before kid) and he came down in price. 

Have shaved my face into the customary travellers chin beard and classic slim line tash! Katy doesn’t like.   
31st Friday
Banana for breakfast – yummy. Booked bus ticket to Chetumal four hours away. Managed to book it in Spanish again. The problem comes when he asks for our names. The lad behind the counter just thrust the keyboard through the speaking slot so we could input our own names. I also managed to book a hotel over the phone in Spanish. Much easier than my previous ten minute attempt. 
Room in Chetumal is very prison-like in a motel with a two story block surrounding a big car park. Town very quiet, no sign of Halloween. 

Belize

Saturday 1st November

Struggled to find the bus station but then asking for somewhere with a place name of Nuevo Mercado Lazaro Cardenas was quite tough. 
Through border to Belize – very easy. English spoken now and the customs people not only smile but are friendly. 

Old school bus to Orange Walk. Not a lot in the town at all. Only restaurants are Chinease for some reason. A bloke told us the Chinese own 80% of all the businesses in Belize. Don’t know why. The people speak English with a strong Caribbean accent and there are a lot more black people. 

Also saw one of the ethnic groups. Really traditional outfits: dungarees and straw hats for the men, dresses with stripes and bandanas for the women. They’re called Mennonites.

Selected one of the Chinese and had an average meal of some sort of meat. Sign at the back of the restaurant read: No Foreplay! Slightly odd. 

Most houses are wooded-type and the open drains are back and smelling. Orange Walk is a cool name for a shit town.   
2nd Sunday 

Down to the river for 9 to go on a boat to Lamani. Saw the river side restaurant which we were going to eat at. It was covered in water! Boats were tied to the sun parasols and floating level with the top of them. The water is 6 to 10 feet higher than normal. Boat ride 35 mins to 1 and a half hours. 9 of us plus guide in a speed boat. Going quite fast along a very twisty river. Cutting our way through the jungle with thick vegetation on either side.

The Lamani site was an old Maya settlement, inhabited from 600BC to 1600AD. Most if it still buried but some clever doctor fella had unearthed a few buildings. The city would hold 55,000 at peak time and it covered 4.5 km squared. Only a tiny bit was so far uncovered. The guide said it would take 800 years to excavate it all costing $60bn. Climbed to the top of one tower – very steep. A rope was there to get up as the steps were so steep. 
Sections cut into the excavated temples so you could see the different layers each ruler added over the top of the last one. 
On the way back we ran out of fuel so the guide had to change over the tanks. We were stopped for ages drifting around in the forest. Whilst we were waiting for the crocodiles to crawl out of the mangroves our professor proceeded to knacker up the engine. After being stranded for about half an hour with everyone twitching at noises in the bushes a fella paddled over in his dug out canoe. He fired up the engine after a while and rowed away back to his house. There was only about three houses on the river bank so we were very lucky to have run out of fuel just there. 

Looking for anything but chinky to eat. Found a scruffy looking hatch which served something they called a cheese burger. We ate sat inside the hatch for some reason.
3rd Monday        

Bus to Belize City – 2 hours. One of the old USA school buses painted purple. Standing room only for some people but we were lucky and bagged a seat. Then speed boat over to Caye Caulker 45 minutes. Very small island. The book says 2 hours to walk round the island – maybe with one leg. I rekon about 30 minutes. No cars just a few golf carts and no roads. The island was split into 2 by a hurricane one year – just a small gap – but I don’t think anyone lives on the other side. God knows how the shacks I’ve seen stand up to the hurricanes. 
4th Tuesday

Boat rip on the Raga Muffin tours Queen Raga. Stopped three times to snorkel on the reef. Second biggest reef in the world after the Great Barrier Reef. Saw some huge fish and big minging slimy green eel with sharp teeth. The guide picked up a manta ray and brought it up to the surface. It was about 3 feet across. 

On the way back after avoiding Ceviche (raw fish cooked in lime juice) the rum punch was broken out in big beakers. Everybody – crew included had drank a few glasses of punch when the boat suddenly halted. From the cabin I just heard [insert strong Jamaican-type accent here] ‘eh shit man, we’ve run aground’. Everyone half cooked had to run to the front right to try and dislodge the boat, all the time I was custodian of the punch. Eventually another boat came to tow us off. Everyone cheering and some well oiled people plopping into the water in the moonlight. More rum punch with dinner then to a bar with rum punch. 
5th Wednesday

Were going to leave at 10 but breakfast was served by a waitress running on island time. So we will leave tomorrow. 

Took a water taxi to Caye Amburgis. Bigger island with more posh hotels on and more tourists. 

Dinner was a barbeque of chicken and mash potato next to the beach. 
6th Thursday

Went for the boat at 10am and 12am, didn’t turn up so we had to spend another day on the island. There are much worse places to get stranded I suppose. The boat captain must run on “island time”

Kayaked around the island then I swam in the split. Got lunch from a “takeaway” – barbeque on the beach. 

The plan is to leave tomorrow morning but perhaps we will get stuck again on this tropical paradise. 
7th Friday

Successful but unfortunately we managed to leave the island and catch the onward bus to San Ignasu the border town with Guatemala. 

Belize City was not quite what I expected. Not built up at all, just loads of wooden houses all scruffy looking. A really small city too. Have read that it’s really dangerous and a few people confirmed this for us. Think it’s all gang violence from drug trafficking. 

On the way to San Ignasu we got the old school bus to stop for us at the zoo. Managed to squeeze past all the people standing in the aisle then clamber over all the bags to jump down out of the back emergency exit. 

Zoo was decent, some jaguars and pumas and smelly things. 
As we were waiting for the bus a Dutch guy pulled up and offered us a lift. He was really funny and talked all the way for about one and a half hours. Told us loads of interesting things, among others that Orange Walk used to be called “Rambo Town” He didn’t really need to explain why! Also went past a Mennonite village and he was explaining that they produce 90% of Belize’s crops with a wheel as their most complex piece of machinery. They also speak High German: a German dialect from about the 17th century. 
Orange juice and bread for breakfast plus lunch – yummy. 

Guatemala

8th Saturday 

Decided not to go with a company to Flores and to try and do it for less than $20 US. Also it leaves at 11am so we wont be able to get to Tikal in one day. 

Got to the bus stop at 8.30am and missed the first bus because Katy was poking around the market. I ran after her carrying both bags plus rucksack but she was off hunting for crap. Anyway got the next chicken bus soon after with dancing bus conductor. This took us to a border town where we had to get a “taxi” (6bz) to the border. Maybe was the worst taxi ever: broken windscreen, interior panels hanging off, all seats ripped and the roof hanging down. 

At the border we had to pay an extortionate $37.5 bz each to leave the country. Walked over to the Guatemalan side and had to pay an official 20q (1 pound 25) In the guide book it says you never have to pay, any payement is pocketed by the officials. Not a lot we could do so just paid up – skin tax. I noticed interestingly her (official) handbag was on the table. Then we got a collectivo (90q for 2) a mini bus stuffed full of locals with our bags tied on the roof by shoe laces. I got sat right at the back next to a crazy local who jabbered away in Spanish making odd hand signals believing this would somehow make it clear to me. The road was a mixture of paved and unpaved and the little mini bus swerved constantly mounting one verge then another to avoid huge craters in the road. 

Went to Tikal. Just about 2 hours but this was enough to see the best bits. Able to climb some temples but not others as some people had tumbled to their deaths.

Thought the price was only 70q but turned out to be 150q. only just had enough money using Katy’s hidden US dollars. Bloody out of date book, we nearly had to sit outside and wait for the return bus. 

9th Sunday

Bus to Rio Dulce then walked down to the dock. Boarded a speed boat. Me and Katy were the last to get on and there was no room for Katy. She had to sit at the bow on top of all the bags bouncing her teeth out. 

Quite expensive the ride but scenic. Started off in a big lake with lots of posh yachts then the river thinned out running beneath cliffs full of tropical forest. Looked similar to Thailand.
Got a nice cabin on the water front after the first hostel was full and stunk of weed.

Honduras
10th Monday

Today we were attempting to get to Le Ceiba which is the port to sail to the Bay Islands. The last ferry leaves at 4pm and it is apparently impossible to make it in one day unless with a tour company, now where’s the fun in that!
After 4 buses, 2 taxis, one boat ride and a lot of walking we arrived in La Ceiba about 8.30pm. Really weird hostel just us there and an old man sleeping at the gate. Think he’s the security. The streets absolutely deserted except a few taxis (constantly honking for our business) and a bloke sat outside a shop wielding a shotgun. Very quiet and it’s Honduras’s third biggest city. 
11th Tuesday

Left the hostel still alive. Staying on Roatan one of the Bay Islands and I’ve signed up for my diving course. Three or four days. Walked along the beach for 45 minutes. Don’t know if we went the wrong way but the hostel bloke said it was an easy 45 minutes – it wasn’t. I had to carry Katy over some minging bit of dirty sea water. But as we were wriggling I hit my toe on a rock and pitched us both into the sea. 
12th Wednesday
Started diving course at 8.30. Did most of the theory in that morning. Afternoon was a shallow water dive doing skills like no mask swimming. 
13th Thursday

More skills in shallow water, all pretty easy. Then two open water dives. Went down about ten metres and swam around the reef chasing big fish. Hundreds of fish and reef formations. 
14th Friday

Two more open water dives. Reached 18.3 metres and did more skills on the sea bed. Put the instructors regulator in upside down and nearly choked because it lets loads of water in with just a few drops of air when upside down. I was sat on the sea bed at the time too. 
Theory and exam in the afternoon. 47 out of 50, pass mark was 38 – easy. Just had a small problem understanding the instructor. When he was saying donor I though he was saying Donna and I couldn’t work out why he was calling himself Donna.  

Went out for drinks and got stuck with a pissed yank who spoke like Forest Gump. Did a runner from him after a while.

15th Saturday

Just realised I’ve been a day ahead thinking it was the wrong day for about 10 days now. 

Left the island on 2 o’clock ferry and got a taxi to Omega Jungle Tours lodge. Staying here to do white water rafting tomorrow. Katy booked a posh room again $35. The cabins all very nice though, made by the owner who is a carpenter and dotted all around the forest hiding in the trees. Ours is “Creek Cabin” sitting on stilts with a creek running underneath it. 
About 11.30 – can just hear all the sounds of the jungle and the stream flowing underneath.

16th Sunday

Half days rafting down the Kanrigel river. I got tipped out straight away and nearly floated off down stream. After the rafting we jumped off a small cliff and I was very impressed when Katy did it. Was just telling the guide that she would never do it and then I saw her plop off with the other guide. 
Katy and I were in our raft with one half of a gay Colombian couple – very nice boys!

Caught the bus to San Pedro Sula. Was meant to be only 3 hours but the bus broke down. Stationary for about one and a half hours. Some people just sat and chatted, others went to sleep and some just walked off. Eventually another (nearly full) bus pulled up so we jumped on with quite a few others. Standing room only right at the back where the luggage is kept. 
Guatemala
17th Monday

Going to Livingston today. Katy booked the same place as last time. Travelled there with a guy from the hostel. Had to catch a bus to the border then a collectivo and finally a boat to Livingston.     
Met another guy, a really funny jerry called Arthur. He was called Arthur because his mum had been obsessed with England, and so named him after King Arthur. He was heading to Belize to renew his visa from Honduras where he was teaching English. He had no idea where to go and didn’t even own a bank card – just a handful of notes stuffed into his sock. He had no idea how much money to change when moving through borders. I think he was maybe a bit thick, but a very nice guy. He managed to get his boat somehow to Belize and we went to Livingston. 
Belize, Mexico
18th Tuesday

Up early to catch the boat (1 and half hours).Our small craft (like a little speed boat) went right out into open water and Katy got soaked as we were tossed about bouncing over large swells. 

Got to the port and who was standing there grinning: Arthur. He has to stay in Belize for 3 days to get his stamp. Hr couldn’t afford a room so he slept on a bench than found a boat to kip in. Eventually got to Chetumal Mexico at 9pm after riding the chicken buses all day. 

The hotel Katy had booked apparently didn’t receive our e-mail and only had expensive ones left, not having one of them. Went down the street and booked one as expensive but looked nicer. No bloody hot water! The guy from downstairs came up and jabbered in Spanish then said yes it’s hot before going back down stairs. Still freezing – buggars.
19th Wednesday

Four and a half hour bus to Playa Del Carman. Got to bus at 10.32 and the bus left at 10.30. I’ve never known one leave on time before – bloody typical. Had to wait another two and a half hours. No food, bad mood. 

20th Thursday

Katy’s birthday. She has booked us into a posh hotel (35 quid) The room is actually two bedrooms and a kitchen. Nice pool and a bar. Looks mostly like packagers (package tourists) here for a week or two. 
Did all my clothes at the laundry, they were really stinking because some had been wet for quite a few days – either that or something had died in there. 

Bought Katy a beach bat and ball for her birthday and we’re off to eat anywhere she like. I’m sure it will cost me an arm an a leg! She also had some Champagne for dinner too! Apparently first postcard has arrived home. 

21st Friday

Checked into a really traveller place. Loads of long hair, stringy beards, dodgy sandals and stupid hats. 

Went to visit Chichen Itza and another connote on a “5 star” tour, booked at the hotel. Chichen Itza is probably the most spectacular Mayan site and certainly the best preserved. Really bust with fat over-paying yanks blocking the way. 

The biggest Mayan ball court is well preserved there. The players who get the ball through the hoop are the winners and they get the “honour” of having thrie heads lopped off! The place is also famous for the acoustics which scientists can’t work out. People such as Pavarotti have sung in the ball court. 
Went into a Cenote on the way back. This one was completely enclosed apart from a 6 foot circular opening in the roof letting a shaft of sunlight stream through and colour the water. Got to swim around for a bit and chase the fish. Very deep couldn’t see the bottom. 
22nd Saturday
Walked along the beach then got sand everywhere playing beach bat. Havn’t drunk any beer for ages due to funds but I’ve been saving for ages to have beer whilst watching the boxing. Found the cheapest bar I could- 19 pesos. 
23rd Sunday

Small hangover so didn’t do too much. Whilst trying to cook soup I managed to sling the whole dish all over the floor and my toes. The foreigners cooking up posh dinners looking on in amusement. 

Think we finally found a rental car in USA that’s not a fortune. 

24th Monday

Rental car turned out to have a $500 one way fee like the others which it didn’t say on the advert. Nobbers!

Caught the ferry to the island of Mujares – 30 minutes. The hostel Katy booked didn’t know anything about the booking so we had to find another. 
Smallish island with a nice beach.

25th Tuesday

Found decent hostel last night. Went to the beach and I scared Katy on a catamaran with a nice breeze. 

Bought Mum and Jeff a present. Quite big, will have to carry it around in the bottom of my bag and try not to smash it. It’s a conch shell. Jeff can use it to call mother form the garden. Was thinking about swimming out to pick one off the sea bed but decided they’re too deep and had to cough up. 

26th Wednesday

Caught the ferry off Mujares and Katy decided we’d go back to Playa Del Carmen. Go on then. Booked back into Barrio Latino. 

27th Thursday    

Flight to Mexico City. The city is absolutely massive – think it may be biggest in the world. Got a good view from the plane. Airport is right in the middle and the plane swoops over sky scrapers to land on the airstrip, an open space surrounded by thousands of small buildings jammed in. 
Took ages to get to the hostel because traffic is so bad. It’s the second most polluted city in the world. It was only recently knocked into second by Delhi. 

Eventually sorted hire car for the USA, we think. Booked the car then a plane ticket and cancelled a train ticket. 
Loads of cops outside and cars with flashers on. Went to eat and on the way back a bloke was stood on the street with a massive telescope. We paid $10 pesos to look at ‘The Seven Sisters’ formation. We were laughing loads because it looked just like he’d put the lights inside the big box himself. I was just waiting for the starts/ lights to go out while we were looking at them as his battery died.
28th Friday 

Eventually found a USA guidebook. Most shops had all the other guide books but USA. Loads of good street entertainers like break dancers and tarot card readers. Hostel is huge we’re on the fifth floor. 
We were separated on the plane and Katy got her ear bent by a Mormon and I got a bible bashing woman whose husband was a missionary for the church. His job was to try and spread the word of the lord in Brazil. Had to restrain myself from shouting ‘Balls!’
USA

29th Saturday

Hostel is o.k. in Venice, right on the front. Been here before but still amazed by the freak show going on. Tramps on roller blades, hippies and just weird looking people. Katy managed to find some stuff to buy in Santa Monica.
I think the staff in the hostel deserve an award for the grumpiest people in the USA. Asked for directions and she looked like I’d just stamped on the American flag and wiped it round on the floor.

30th Sunday

Managed to catch the bus to Hollywood and Rodeo drive. Very confusing buses. Makes it harder when the other passengers are saying ‘no no you need this bus and then this bus etc etc’. Very helpful but very confusing. For some reason all the bus drivers are black women. Very dangerous, saw one drive up a curb. They do look stylish though, with driver cap tilted to one side and loads of lipstick on. A long way from East Yorkshire buses. 

There was a “stars” parade on down Hollywood Boulevard (which the hostel woman gave a blank look when I asked about). Didn’t recognise one of the so called stars but loads of yankies whooping and cheering. Some had been camped out there since early morning with their sleeping bags and fold away chairs.

Went on a stars tour round Beverly Hills. Saw loads of stars houses but no stars, I don’t even think they live there. The driver was one of the far too friendly American-type Americans. 

In the hire car now. A typical silver saloon. Turned off the highway at Barstow, a proper small town on Route 66. Chose a traditional old fashioned dinner to eat at. Sat at the bar like they hadn’t moved in years were a few old timers in braces and cowboy hats supping their 8th cup of coffee for the day. 

I got ham and Katy got an open-faced sandwich. Couldn’t believe how big the portions were. Katy would never have eaten her beef “sandwich” given all day. My ham and mash was huge and preceded by a bowl of soup. 

1st December Monday

Arrived last night in Las Vegas. Amazingly we managed to find the hotel. Only Katy is insured because it was about $200 more for me as I’m under 25. we would never be still driving however if Katy was the only driver. I was asking a highway patrol officer how to fill up with [insert yankie accent] ‘gasoline’ and talking to him at the pump. Right under his nose an un-insured driver, haha. 

I lost $10 and Katy lost $2 – big sprnders. 
Katy went in a posh restaurant at the Venician and I went scouting for cheap beer. Found $1 a bottle. $7 in the Venician, yeah right. 

Staying in New York New York, the biggest hotel in Vegas. A replica of the New York skyline with skyscrapers and even a Brooklyn bridge plus statue of Liberty. 2000 rooms. Cost $50 per night but very posh. Marble bathroom tops and huge beds, felt like right stigs with our battered bags going through the lobby. 
2nd Tuesday

Left Vegas at about 4pm. Would have been earlier but we got lost in a gigantic mall and it takes ages to walk around because you have to go up and cross the street using escalators which start inside the hotels.
Stopped at St George, a Mormon town just inside Utah. $30 Travelodge. Drove into town and went to an Italian drive through, sat inside though. Cheap and there was all-you-can-eat garlic breadsticks. Also seen drive-through coffee shops and drive-through ATMs. Fat buggars, I think some of them are permanently stuck to their car seats. 
3rd Wednesday

Drove to Zion national park. Just drove through and then went to Bryce Canyon National Park. Both cost $25. got out at Bryce and did a trek for one an a half hours. 
Starting at the rim of a huge amphitheatre which gives a huge vista of giant red rock formations stretching as far as you can see. The walk took us round amazing rock formations and through a hoodoo (thin opening between two high rocks, like a narrow corridor between two natural rock skyscrapers) 
We were supposed to move on but decided to stay. Found a nice motel with 52 cabins. Only two were occupied, quiet would be an understatement. 
Ate a ‘ranch-hand hot pot’ which was absolutely huge in a old fashioned saloon. 

4th Thursday

Drove through the Bryce Canyon again to look at some other view points. One of the best things is its so quiet because its winter, however, this means its freezing out of the sun. 
Drove on the scenic byway-12 across Southern Utah. Huge red rock formations on each side. Some of the road at one point was just gravel with a scary name of “Hells Backbone”. Reached the top of one peak and the road could be seen for miles and miles stretching out and twisting round huge rock shapes. About one truck every twenty minutes. One went past with a huge Labrador stood on the open tail gate with ears pinned back. 

Entered Moab, another typical small town USA. An extremely wide and straight one road town with oversized cheesy lit-up signs plastering the road sides. 

5th Friday

Arches National Park this morning ($5). Loads of huge structures shaped like giant wafers rising from the ground. The biggest natural arch in the world at 160 foot. Some of the arches have fallen down leaving tons of huge rocks scattered around. You can also climb on the peaks and see for miles. Visited a house where people tried to live there for a few years – think they all died. 
Landscape started changing from South Utah’s red dusty rock to Colorado’s higher snow capped peaks covered in greenery. Towns very few and far between. One place was 85 miles from the next town either side. Pulled in at one gas station to fill up and spoke to the fat fella in the shop. He was very chatty but I think I would be if I was sat alone in a gas station miles from anywhere. As we left he warned ‘watch out for the dears’. We’d gone a while then I realised what he meant as a big dear strolled out in front of us completely ignoring us.
Decided to stop in Ouray instead of going further. Found an old fashioned motel where music played into the room as we entered through an old fashioned speaker. All red-neck country music in these parts. 

Just a one street town again. Walked up in the dark and looking behind the houses on each side you suddenly make out the huge mountain shapes fencing in the tiny town. 
6th Saturday

Some very nice hot springs outside. One in particular was red-hot. Very quiet,   just a few old people going like prunes. Freezing once you get out of the pools but the high peaks ringing in the town make an amazing backdrop.

Drove to Silverton on a mountain pass which connects the two small towns. Meant to be one of the best roads in Colorado. I was too busy however crapping myself when Katy for some reason drives right into the corners near the unguarded. 

Silverton is an old mining town with only one road paved. People still have to use snow mobiles to get around in winter. Ate in a saloon with loads of yokels with braces and cowboy hats. Most of the other places were boarded up for winter, bit like a ghost town. 

Next stop Durrango. Slightly bigger because it actually has some open shops. Extremely over-the-top waitress. Sounded like she was taking the piss, and we still had to give her a bloody tip!

7th Sunday

Katy made me go for an old fashioned picture with her. Surprisingly she didn’t like her picture. I looked cool, like a real gun slinger. Went to a monument which is on the corner of four states. It was on an Indian reservation and was crap. A few flags, a bronze stone and a load of closed sheds. We also got stung on the way out for $3 each. Was meant to pay on the way in but no one at the box. On the way out Katy refused to just put her foot down when the woman waved at us to stop. Native Americans are rubbish!

Were going to stay at Bluff but no motels open. Katy didn’t fancy kipping in the car so we drove to the next ghost town and found a motel.

Scenery has completely changed again. Flat scrub land stretching for miles now.

Monday 8th 

Drove from Blanding to Monument Valley. The valley looks like somebody has stacked up a huge red blocks into odd shapes. Loads of old Westerns have used the scenery as their backdrops. The park makes up part of the largest Indian reservation in the USA. Lots of Indians still living there and you can see the falling down shacks, old caravans and scruffy wooden houses as you drive through (no building regs on the reservations) 

Drove the 17 mile loop and only saw one other car. Had fun rallying the car around the Navajo reservation and made sure I got my moneys worth out of the hire car. 

Slept at Flagstaff. Route 66 town. 
Tuesday 9th 

Found myself drinking 6.5% and 9% homebrew last night with two yokels so I felt awful all the way to the Grand Canyon. It was very grand. 

Wednesday 10th 

Sedona, very posh little town in the mountains. The first ten places we looked at were well over $100. managed to find one at $75 in the end. Includes cereal – wow!

Drove all the way back to LA, around 500 miles. Before this Katy thought it wasn’t long enough so we drove another 25 miles south so Katy could see if this town did more old West photos – it didn’t. 
Most of the way back we got onto the old Route 66. Just two lanes and very quiet. “The Mother Road” as it’s known. The steering wheel became redundant on some bits which stretched out dead straight for miles. Every couple of hours another small dilapidated town would appear. Just clinging on by selling a few crap souvenirs and drinks to nostalgic tourists. Towns like Williams were just full of closed down petrol stations and abandoned diners with paint peeling off all around and old Route 66 signs stuck to the lamp posts. 
The last hundred or so miles before the Californian border the road climbed up into small mountains sandwiched between dry desert and pancake-flat wheat filled farm land. Our speed was down to about 10 or 15 going through all the hairpins and switchbacks on the thinnest part of Rout 66.
Oatman was probably my favourite town. With donkeys roaming the streets and a rough track cutting through the town it was just like a proper cowboy town. 

Getting through LA – nightmare. Katy at the wheel (she can’t map read) nearly killed me. In the end I had to make her stop and I drove while she looked at the map upside down.

11th Thursday

Arrived in New York at 1.40am. Flight was meant to leave at 10.30am but was delayed by over two hours. Then once we’d been airborne about one hour we had to go to Salt Lake City because the plane was breaking. By the time we got there, no shuttle buses left. 

Shared a cab with a mad Italian so only paid $35 together, would have been $55 on our own. 
12th Friday

Ended up staying at the same hostel as I did last time in New York which is handy as from this point I couldn’t be arsed to write the diary any more. Did all the same things as last time but with a small lady (Katy) instead of a thin chap with a big nose (Si). If interested see first diary and every time it says Si (or perhaps an insulting term referring to Si. Often centred around large nose humour) replace this word with Katy.

13th Saturday

Usual tourist stuff, see above.

14th Sunday

Yep same again.
15th Monday   

And again. Although we did nearly miss our check-in because the taxi driver decided to do a full tour of New York instead of taking us to the airport – new we should have used the train, like I said. 
THE END

