The Amazing Adventures of Karin, Claire, Robbie, Fred and Shelley  - Berlin and onwards
by Fred

Day 9

Berlin or bust today. 600kms of autobahns. Time for Shelley to learn to drive counter intuitively. First drive had Clare out of her seat - whoops forgot the front straps - no harm done luckily.

The trip was straight forward apart from Shelley not knowing where the right hand side of the bus was!! The highlight of the Autobahns would have to be the roadside stops. Full of beer, alcohol and porn!!

People really hammer along - we were sitting on 120km/h and were passed constantly by people who must have been pushing 160km/h+. They would be specks one minute the just roar past. 

Lots of forests, beware of deer & bears signs and the endless long road. So we got to the outskirts of Berlin at about 9.30pm and Shelley decided to drive through the city to the hotel. Big mistake on my part. We had developed a code word 'trailer' for when the passenger thought the driver was a little close to the edge or other things, like people or cars. The trip through the city was one trailer, trailer, trailer, TRAILER!!!! Luckily we missed everything and survived. The hotel is a little plush but again they stuffed up our rooms. Eventually sorted to some extent and sleep beckoned. 

The other main highlight was checking out all the street walkers as we drove through the city. In just one block there would have been 30 of them all dolled up seeking clients. Looks like a fun city! Till tomorrow 

Cheers

Day 10

Berlin day today. Close to the city so back to walking around - much easier than driving even without an ‘electro roller’ for Claire. First stop the old Berlin Wall and the Museum of Terror which was well described. It laid out in graphic detail the crimes of the Third Reich - it was really disturbing. The propaganda machine was exceptional and unfortunately you can still see aspects of that rhetoric today in Australia albeit a little toned down. "Illegals, welfare cheats ... etc"

Checkpoint Charlie was just up the road, the memorial of the holocaust and then the Brandenburg Gate. From there we went to the local hospital to try and hire a wheelchair for Claire - alas no go but we got a number of a place and they will deliver it tomorrow morning. Happy Claire!! After the hospital detour we had tea in Unter Den Linden, the famous boulevard of Berlin.

Now, during our trip we have had major experiences crossing the roads. Looking the wrong way, and loving Rob’s extraordinary attempts to get across roads. Much to his delight in Berlin the red man green man is in itself a celebrity - they even have their own shop! 

We were hanging in Potsdamer Platz waiting for a toilet stop. All of a sudden about 30 Italian teenagers walked past us (you could tell they were Italian by the noise!) soon after another even larger group arrived. I happened to remark to Karin - where did all these Italians come from? A girl heard me and smiled and said "from Italy of course"

It was late and cold but donuts were on offer - so quick detour to the donut shop and back to the hotel.

Day 11

Berlin day two and we decided to hit the shows tonight. Berlin has a huge theatre scene like Broadway. Rob decided he wanted to see a musical about the coming down of the wall ‘Hintern Horizont’. Tomorrow we decided we’d see the Blue Men.

Today we went to the train station to buy our Berlin to Amsterdam reservations for the wheelchairs. As usual it took a long time to get them sorted. It's best to go in person otherwise the language subtleties mean they don't realize the size of the wheelchairs. Speaking of wheelchairs Claire is a happy camper now she has an electric chair back.

Lovely walk through the Tiergarten which is like Central Park in New York. Rob has been getting cheeky so I had to wrestle him on the lawns in front of the Bundestag. Back to the hotel where the girls retired to the bar and caught up with a school friend of Shelley's. 

Rob and I hit the musical. It was fantastic, lots of music, dancing and physicality. It was in German but had English subtitles and a basic story of boy (he's a rock star) meets girl (poor suppressed GDR girl) wall separates them, tear down the wall - girl and boy reunited. Couldn't interpret it all for Rob as it was kind of quiet during the dialogue but he got the basic gist and loved the music and the riot!

Afterwards as we walked back there were about 50 motorbikes cruising past - none of these bikie gangs with their Harleys, these were all road bikes just cruising past. Back to the hotel where we caught up with the girls and Shelley's friend from Cobram, via Florence and now London.

Til tomorrow

Day 12

Beautiful day today so we headed into central Berlin. Berlin Cathedral, Inter Den Linden, DDR museum, the Bundestag - a snack in a cafe then we went to see the Blue Man Group show followed by dinner. 

Today people were showing the signs of wear. Claire drove into a barrier (all OK - so very funny) Karin nearly fell asleep at afternoon tea, and Rob (according to him) 'rested his eyes' during the show. How anyone could sleep during the show is amazing - it was nearly all percussion and physical theatre but Rob managed a nana nap for 5minutes. The show was brilliant, funny, great percussion and visually stunning. All loved it. 

This is truly a beautiful city and very relaxed and casual. The only security we have come across was at the Bundestag. Robbie set off the alarms and his reaction was instant. He sort of star jumps into position with this grim look on his face awaiting the hand scanner.

Things were very crowded in Berlin today which makes it challenging for the girls at times and the DDR museum was a bit of a write off. Tomorrow - who knows maybe a bit of country air is calling - Poland is only a couple of hours away!!

Auf Wiedersehen

Day 13

We went to Poland because we could and we'd never been to Poland. The Oder river is the border here and Poland was basically closed for the day. Frankfurt un den Oder in Germany was a little bit open - now this was rated as one of the top 5 day trips from Berlin - I hope it was 5th cause it wasn't that exciting. But we had a great day with the six of us (Louisa came as well) and a nice meal at the end of the day. Back to the hotel we retired to the bar.

Day 14  (ed. note – I think we can hear a degree of frustration in this post!) 

Farewell Berlin as we head off to Amsterdam. The German Karma Fairy (the one that decides when you have taken the piss out of the Germans a little too much) decided to descend in full force today. 

First the man from Paravan arrived to collect the bus. Now we paid a significant amount of money for this (very nice) vehicle but it was like we were getting a favour. Everything had to revolve around them so they wanted to pick the bus up at 9am and take us to the railway station. As our train wasn't leaving until 2.36pm I said they would have to wait. But no, it would be unfair on the poor man to make him wait. So I said to just take the car and we would catch taxis.

So checked with the hotel - yes we can get wheelchair taxis. OK can I have 2 at 1pm please. Now this worked so well in Paris that we were sure the efficient Germans would have it covered. During the morning I wandered outside and noticed our bus (collected by Paravan) was parked around the corner. Obviously the ‘poor’ driver had other business to attend to in Berlin and we wouldn't want to delay him!!

So 1pm arrives and a Mercedes Vito pulls up outside. Ah I thought, the first taxi is here. I walked outside and noticed there wasn't a hoist. Obviously couldn't be ours ... it was. VAS IS DAS?????
Seems the hotel people thought we could fold the wheelchairs up even though we had been staying for 5 days and were using a hoist vehicle ourselves. As we were only 5, 1 vehicle was thought to be sufficient. Why would I ask for 2 you dumb &$£€#%%}*+. No wonder German history is littered with people taking advantage of stupidity and obedience.

Forget German efficiency, give me people who can solve a problem with you. In steps the hotel manager - apparently there are no taxis with hoists in the whole of Berlin. Shelley asked specifically “So in the whole of Berlin there are no hoist taxis?” “That's right but maybe a private transport company.” “Give it a try” I said but in 5minutes we are walking. Nothing is available - right we had an hour to walk to the station - the hotel will send our bags along by taxi (it's ok cause they will pay) do we risk it??? Out if the hotel and guess what - the *%@!! Paravan bus is still there!!!!

So off we flee, Karin on speed 3, Claire in Karin's manual with me pushing while jogging along, and Rob doing his Robbie shuffle run. Made the station in time, take the lifts to the platform - one of us to wait for the bags, so Karin went first then back to get Claire. 2.25pm no bags. OK train leaves at 2.36pm so they want to get the ladies on. No bags no go! 2.32pm bags arrive. Panic call from Shelley do we get on??? Making our way takes about 4 minutes. Made it with just seconds to spare. The only efficient German thing is the train leaves when they say it will. With our now expected German hospitality, a lady train conductor welcomed us with a sour look because we were slow getting in. Looking forward to Amsterdam!! 

A couple of points
- We had to pay for the taxi
- the Paravan bus is probably still there
- glad we made the train because Shelley would have lost it - and I can't deal with hysterical women (do you still slap them as in the movies???)
- hotel took three goes to get the bill right

As I said … bring on Amsterdam !

Til tomorrow

Day 14 cont.

We arrived in Amsterdam tired and close to hysterical. Off at Amsterdam  Central and to the taxi rank. No taxis for wheelchairs in Amsterdam!!! The taxi rank boss got on the phone and found a private transport company but they couldn't pick us up for two hours. Shelley and Rob took all the bags to the hotel by cab and the girls and I retired to the bar in the Ibis. We had some food and drinks - absolute bliss. Shelley and Rob arrived having not eaten for most of the day only to be told the kitchen was closed. Poor Shelley looked so crestfallen the man took pity on her and brought her some garlic bread.

Finally got to the hotel and discovered the rooms were stuffed up again!!! No wheelchair bathroom this time. At 1am we gave up and said please fix this up by tomorrow because we are too tired. The poor guy was crestfallen and apologetic and kept saying he was going to try and sort it out. He let us know how good the disabled rooms were - not a good thing to do when we didn't have one!!! Farcical day!!

Day 15

8am and Shelley was woken with the news that they had a room - but only 2 beds. OK let's put another bed in. Hopefully it is done by the time we get back.

Determined to have a great day we caught the train to the city. It's one stop. Now there are certain rules you have to follow.
1. People with disabilities have to book 1 day in advance to catch the train 
2. People with disabilities cannot stay out too late - have to be home by 11pm By being nice (that was me NOT Shelley) we managed to catch the train into the city. Once there we did the kid thing where you keep asking the same question of different people to get the right answer. Finally we were able to stay out later than curfew and were booked onto the 11.36 train!

So into the city of Amsterdam. Today the tourist traps. Amsterdam the city of cannabis, sex and lots of tourists struggling with the bright light and walking in straight lines. Cannabis -plants, seeds, cookies, lollipops, smoking paraphernalia, museums devoted to pot; Sex - shops, postcards, women in windows, shows, sex museums, toys - it goes on and on everywhere. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]When you get over the initial surprise you become de-sensitised and it is just there and ‘normalised’. So we wondered around in and out of all the shops - poor Rob was a bit concerned about where to look but Karin and Claire just checked it all out. Claire especially reckons she was in her element.

Once out of the main tourist areas you realise how stunning Amsterdam is - it is beautiful with its canals and unique houses it reminds you exactly of the drawings you see. You can get around the city easily but a lot of the shops are difficult to get into.

On the way back we popped into the sex museum - they have these displays that come alive as you walk past. The first one that went off (a rather large lady comes out of a recess) scared Rob so much he took off, Karin laughed and laughed. We found Rob and spent the next half hour as we headed off to the train in hysterics as Rob described what happened.

Tomorrow is our last day - canal cruise, museum, and last chance shopping.

Til then
Fred

Oh yes - the extra bed was there - just in the wrong room!!


Day 16

Amsterdam - first stop let’s find a canal boat cruise.
"Yes they are accessible - for two wheelchairs OK - just need to fold them up on board" ...oh shit here we go... We explained one cannot be folded - it's an electric chair. 
"Then no, we cannot take you. You can try the Blue Boat company - it's here (shows us on the map) on the other side of Amsterdam. You can catch a cab from the taxi rank" 

No we can't the cabs are not accessible ... Stalemate - as usual greeted with a smile and a shrug.

So plan B, the Rijs museum & Van Gogh museum next stops. It takes about 90 minutes to walk there. So guys here we are. Shall we go in? What's in there was the key question - famous paintings and sculptures. What sort of paintings? Famous ones . Not getting far here. So we went into the gift shop to give them an idea - nah don't want to see that - OK off to Vondel Park then for hot dogs in the park and a spot of people watching. Eating and wandering have been the most favourite activities. 

So canal boats ... no, museums ... no - the only other thing on our list was shopping - great :) So off to eat first and a walk back through the flower markets, an African & hippy market, china town ... window shopping. Came across this great little costume shop, so I took a photo for my daughter.
Shelley had this strange look in her eye and explained to me it wasn't actually a costume shop but a fetish shop ... Same thing really!!

So our last day was ending and it would be an early night as we have to be up to catch our morning flight. Last minute shop and then caught the train back to our hotel (booked the train yesterday!). Home tomorrow but the challenge of packing comes first!!!

Fred Brumhead

 Day 17

Private taxi turned up on time, made it to the airport on time, packed the wheelchairs up and hopped on the plane for our delightful trip home. It all worked!!! ( OK delightful is not the correct term for the flight)

Got to Singapore where Claire and Karin were labelled and escorted through the terminal and on the final flight home - only 7 hours to go!!!

People slept most of the last leg but when they were conscious we had a chat about the trip. Karin is definitely going back - to Germany - she loved it and it was her dream come true. Claire found it a little cold and losing her wheelchair early on was not great. Claire loved talking to people and chilling in the bars with her JD and coke. For Claire a resort or a cruise would suit her fine for her next holiday. Rob is such a pleasure to travel with - he enjoys everything and is keen to be involved with whatever is going on. He will talk to anyone and everyone. He liked the BMW museum and watching TV. Best place was Berlin, best hotel Ibis Style in Munich, best breakfast Wyndahm Grand in Berlin, most accessible place - Paris, nicest person Bert -the taxi driver who returned Robs camera to him when he left it in the cab - 20 minute drive.

So another adventure completed and it was a great experience for all. Traveling teaches you so much about yourself, your companions and life. It's not about monuments or ticking off sights it's about people and culture. Sitting in a cafe, wandering around, people watching, living in each other's pockets, being somewhere different, different food, language, smell, light - it's just great to experience that difference. 

Thanks to Shelley, Karin, Claire and Rob for a fantastic experience. It doesn't always have to work for it to be fun!

Til the next adventure

Fred


The End
