RCCC USA Tour 2007 – Daily Diary


Saturday 13/1/07 

Most of the 2007 party decided it would be easier to assemble the night before departure in the Quality Inn at Edinburgh Airport. The Hamilton contingent joined next morning, not showing too many signs of wear from Bryce’s birthday party, and the Stirling and Edinburgh boys were not held up by the early traffic. After a group ‘coffee’ meeting, we left Edinburgh all in high spirits down to London. Checked in for O’Hare Airport Chicago without any problem. Sadly Stewart Smith’s broken ribs prohibited him from travelling, but a kilted bear piper, dressed in the Stuart tartan was purchased, christened ‘Stewart’, and adopted as the official Tour mascot. Unfortunately we discovered we were going to be an hour late in departing. Eventually we took off at 16.30.  At 1700 Archie Craig broke his Economy Class seat, and was upgraded to First Class – f.o.c! David Jack became an auxilliary steward to Flight Attendant Anne-Marie, and also seemed to have difficulty with the toileting system on board. Arrived Chicago 8.45pm their time. We were welcomed onto US soil by Mike Greim in his full dress kilt, Bob Flemming, George Andrews, Andy Anderson and other members of the 2001 Touring party.

Weather temperature minus 2 degress (Cool!)

Show n to our coach where we met Driver David and managed to get all luggage and bodies safely on the bus. Tour Captain Alistair  on examining condition of his troops, decided that a Roll call numbering system would be beneficial. All troops given a number with Stewart, coincidentally, at number 13, which everyone shouts out!

After head count we made our way to Chicago Curling Club via the Renaissance Hotel, 400 yards away, for welcome drinks and a light bite. At last got to bed after a 23 hour day.

Sunday 14/1/07

Woke up to 2 inches of snow and a temperature of minus 1 deg. Slept reasonably well considering the trip, but woke at  UK '‘body clock'’ times. All itching to get over the road to Chicago curling club – a) for breakfast courtesy of their wives, and b) to have a stretch on the curling rink. However before that, our hosts laid on a bus tour of Chicago, complete with professional guide Sylvia. Her strong point was architecture and Chicago has some of the most beautiful of any US city. We visited both the Northwestern and Chicago universities, and the downtown financial district – deserted on a Sunday morning. The highlight was a ‘lunch’ trip to Billy Goat’s Tavern, which has a menu consisting of ‘cheeseborgers’ and  beer! Flower of Scotland was given its first airing to a surprised but appreciative clientele.

Next stop was the Michigan lakeside for a ‘photo opportunity’ and a splendid view of Soldierfield where the Bears were about to beat the Seahawks (in overtime.) This certainly lifted the spirits of the Chicago-ites for the next few days.

No architectural trip would have been complete without a bit of Frank Lloyd Wright, and we duly visited his ‘ship’ masterpiece near the University.

We had a 4 o’clock appointment at the Curling Rink to play the 2001 Tourists in a warm up match to stretch our legs, so we said farewell to Sylvia and got our curling togs on – at last! Not part of the official Maxwell competition, but worth recording that an overall win was achieved. An informal dinner with our 2001 hosts – ribs and more ribs – then some drink and a few tales and a few drinks and another tale or two. Bed at midnight-ish, still on a high.

Monday 15/1/07

Woke up to bright crisp morning, snow on the ground, temperature –1C, and all troops accounted for at breakfast. Body clocks starting to adjust to US time.

Time for the serious curling to begin, and Andy Anderson, Chief US organiser of the Tour made the opening welcome remarks, Alistair said it was good to be here, at last!

Onto the 4-sheeter ice with a Piper, and after some keen curling, from a fairly ‘rusty’ bunch we found ourselves +7 shots after round 1. Not a bad start! Chicago curling club also houses the US curling museum and it was surprising to see so many so many Scots club badges in their collection.

We took our leave after a very pleasant lunch with our Chicago friends and Alistair saying appropriate words of thanks and farewell. We were off on leg 2 to the Exmoor Country Club – an upmarket Golf and Country Club, snowbound, arriving at 1.30 for a 2pm start. A quick dram and welcome from host Larry Brown, and we were piped on to the ice again. Although the Illinois Rink champions were there, we managed an overall score of +5 to move 12 ahead overall. Confidence was high after such a good start. Robert Stewart gave a vote of thanks to the Curling Club, and it was off to our hosts for a shower and a heart starter. We were driven to the Opening banquet being held at the Country Club. A grand occasion in a wonderful setting. Piped in in team order to a standing ovation from the 100 plus guests – stirring stuff! Sat at tables of ten with our hosts and opposition, so plenty to talk about. Entertainment was provided by the ‘Little People’ – two Lilliputian characters who had us all in stitches with their antics – see photo! This was followed by the Choir’s first ‘official’ performance, conducted by Choirmaster Tommy, and the encore requested suggested we had gone down well.

After Alistair’s vote of thanks, we returned back to our hosts homes – palatial in comparison to our humble dwellings, and a large nightcap.

Tuesday 16/1/07

Bright sunny morning, dry, and a temperature of –3 deg C outside – time to look out the longjohns. Breakfast with our hosts, then regrouped at Chicago club to travel to Wauwatosa for a 10 o’clock start. Ingredients for ‘Morning Class’ had been procured, and the first sampling was undertaken. Sundry ‘misdemeanours’ were recounted, related to Presiding Judge, David Jack, and in most cases suitable fines were imposed and added to the '‘kitty'’. Welcomed to Wauwatosa 4-sheeter by Dave Grant, a 2001 Tourist and piped onto the ice, which proved pretty straight and cost us our overall lead to be reduced to +1. However this was mitigated by the first class hospitality, and a prized souvenir – a map of the journey route of our tour, to scale. Found out that the whole of Scotland is less than half the size of Wisconsin! Vote of thanks given by Robert Boyd and we were on our way to Milwaukee. Weather at –9 deg by the time we arrived at Milwaukee, with 8” of snow on the ground. Host Thom Knitter, whom we had exchanged drinks with in the Renaissance Chicago hotel, was there to greet us, and had us piped onto the ice after a restorative dram.

Keen swingy ice on the 4-sheeter saw us come off +2 to the good, an overall lead of +3. So far so good, but the threat of some really tough games to come. In the evening our hosts had organised a tour of Miller Park – the home of the Milwaukee Brewers baseball team, followed by a drinks reception and Meal in the Corporate Suite – v swish, and great fun. The massed Choir led the singing of Auld Lang syne to conclude another successful and enjoyable evening, witgh a vote of thanks given by Lars (in English!)

Wednesday 17/1/07

Snow on the ground, dry and sunny, outside temp at –15. Brr. Hosts transported us by car to the Delafield Micro Brewery (owned by Bob Flemming of the 2001 Tour) and while we were waiting for the remainder of the party, Mike the brewer poured out some samples of the twelve ales on tap. Strength ranged from 3.2% to a whopping 12% - some caution was exercised! All assembled onto the bus to Kettle Moraine CC. A small group of three outside to welcome us did little to prepare us for what followed! Trooping through the small hallway, we were confronted by a full pipe band playing Scotland the Brave, together with a guard of honour from the local Military Cadet School. Hairs on the back of the neck prickling! Five close games resulted in Kettle Moraine gaining a net three shots for the US. A buffet  lunch was followed by a Proclamation from the Mayor Philip Schuman stating that today was Delafield USA – Scotland Curling Day! Next up was a local barber-shop quartet who were brilliant. Hugh Templeton demonstrated his emerging speaking talents with a witty vote of thanks to President Ron Kase.

Next up was a visit to the Madison Club, a 6 sheet facility on the outskirts of the State Capital. We were welcomed by Vice President Rich Kenyon, and introduced to Bucky the Badger, mascot of the University of Wisconsin. Photos in various poses were taken. Madison curlers proved tough cookies and good curlers. Overall we were down 20 shots on accumulative. Bad day at the office! Suitably humble vote of thanks to Pres Chris Jockheck by Archie Craig. Whisked off to the 14th Floor of the Hilton Hotel for a Champagne and Strawberry reception, handed room key and told we were to report in 20 minutes in number ones. Rush or what?!

A  lavish Reception and Dinner followed next door in the Convention Centre hosted by MC Rich Lepping. A Native American Indian, Art   told tales of his ancestry, and introduced some Scots to the ‘Fish Dance’. A splendid Dinner followed with another Proclamation from the Governor’s Representative, an enchanting lady who certainly held our attention while reading the Proclamation!

Dinner was followed by a ‘Dean MartIn’ nostalgia night from Joe Scalissi and his trio.

Captain Alistair was entrusted with the vote of thanks.

Thursday 18/1/07

Light snow and a temperature of minus 6 degrees ensured a quick pack of the gear onto the bus by driver Dave. A quick photo opportunity at the State Capitol building and we were on our way to Portage and into the heartland of middle America. A warm welcome, but a moment’s concern when no evidence was found of a bar! Fears were groundless however as it was very much a BYOB set-up. And there was plenty of it! We played against four local clubs in the morning, Pardeeville, Poynette, Arlington and Lodi and clawed back some points. Lunch entertainment was by the Badger Dale Polka Band, led by MC Laverne Griffen, a 70+ veteran of the 1992 tour.

In the afternoon we played four Portage rinks and further shots were picked up. At the end of the day we had picked up 19 shots and reduced the overall deficit to minus 1. Votes of thanks were given by Bryce Smith at lunchtime, and Jim Fraser aty the conclusion of the afternoon games. A quick wash and brush up and we were off to Trails Lounge for a mid-west party evening. Host Laverne, introduced the owner as the only left-handed Iranian curler in the USA! We were split two Tourists to each table and had a very sociable informal meal with the locals. Entetainment was provided by ‘Her Majesty’, a local lady claiming to Be HM The Queen. A hilarious Royal interpretation of curling commands, expressions and utterances followed, leaving us all thinking that Buck Palace indeed had a sense of humour. An amusing and suitably risque reply of thanks from David Rutherford kept the Scottish end up, and it was off to our hotel for a nightcap.

Friday 19/1/07

More light snow falling greeted us at 7am, temperature at minus 6Cent. Today we were off to two two-sheet venues, TriCity and Stevens Point CC. The party split and Archie and Jim’s rinks played at TriCity while Billy and Bill’s rinks took on Stevens Point in the morning draws. President Jon Neidhold welcomed us on to the ice at  Tri City, where we were up against Charlie McMahon, current Sate champion, who was curling in his kilt. Meanwhile over at Stevens Point, Bill and Billy’s rinks were welcomed by President Ian Journeaux. After lunch with our respective hosts, we swapped over with Jim and Tommy taking on Stevens Point and Billy and Bill upholding honours at Tri City. Curling was good and the Scots got the bit between the teeth to end the day 11 shots to the good. All of a sudden we were back in the lead by 10 shots overall, but still with some of the hardest teams to play. Votes of thanks after the curling were given by Billy Johnstone and George Kirk in the morning, and at teatime by Bill Marshall and David Jack. The latter insisted on teaching our American friends how to pronounce Auchtermuchty. It took a while!

 Stevens Point is the HQ of the USCA so it was appropriate that the evening reception, meal, and entertainment was in the Country Club over the road from the Ice Rink. A round the bar pre-meal drink (or three) was enjoyed with our seventy hosts and partners, before we moved through to the chandeliered Dining Room.

After a sumptious meal, we were entertained by MC John Prais, the Stevens Point barber shop quartet (second best that we’d heard!) and a most original one man act (John’s ex-boss!) who went under the name of Melmac the Magnificent. Another Proclamation from the Mayor of Stevens Point was graciously accepted by Captain Alistair. In response to our guests entertainment, the Choir was summonsed to the stage and gave a lusty lilting, and almost tuneful performance, with encore, which was well received by our hosts.

After Dinner the party continued around the circular bar with Ian Kerr’s guitar and Tommy and Bryce’s singing attracting a large choir of (female) guests for the  choruses! The final vote of thanks for the day was entrusted to Aberdonian Ian Kerr, 

who reverted to his Ayrshire brogue for the occasion. Another memorable day. 

Saturday 20/1/07

A late return to the hotel, but all appeared for the early start for the journey to Centerville, a 4-sheeter rink where we were due to play at 10am. A 2hour bus journey through dry sunny weather, outside temp –20, and the sight of our first hills! Most of East Wisconsin and Michigan is a glacial plain, flat as pre-Columbus earth, but the glaciers had not reached this far inland, and it was like a crisp winter’s day in the Comrie hills.

We were welcomed to the Centerville rink by Vice-Pres John Critzman – President Vickie Klinger was on duty in the kitchen handing out cookies and coffee, some with additives! The local curlers proved adept on their own ice and we went down by 11 shots. Jack Hood gave an appropriate vote of thanks to Vickie, with some enquiry whether she had any relations in TV’s ‘Mash’!

Next stop was Mapleton, on the River Maple. En route we saw some of the locals engaged in the local sport of ice-fishing. Cut a hole in the ice, drop your line through, and open a can of beer,  then wait for your tea to swim by. The area is predominantly of Scottish heritage and descent. They have their Burns Night, Country Dancing, and the curling club is called the Heather Club. The area is very strongly a farming community – corn, soya beans, some cows,  and a good few hogs. It seemed like half the town turned out to welcome us, and the bar had been open for some time. We were introduced to our hosts for that evening, and then prepared for the curling starting at 6pm. The 4-sheeter Heather ice proved as thron as some of the old Crossmyloof sheets, and we came off second best at –19, a bad day for the overall score. Immediately after the curling we were treated to  a display of Highland Sword dancing by two of the local lassies, accompanied by  the bagpipes. After a couple of beers we adjourned down to the basement, where a good old fashioned rustic banquet awaited us. Chairman Jeff Annis – a veteran of the 2002 Tour – welcomed us and a hilarious evening ensued. Jack Will, who had been on the 1982 tour taught us a song – the Grand Old Game. We were introduced to the ‘Schitt’ family by Jeff and his helpers, the Mayor and First Lady ( of Swedish descent) arrived to join in the fun. Jeff organised a ‘Boat Race’ between two teams of two tourists to challenge the local Mapleton champs, with hilarious, and dampening results and the Choir finished off the evening in grand style with the locals joining in Auld Lang Syne.

Sunday 21/1/07

Sunday morning, temperature –12 deg,  brought the first ‘rest’ period of the Tour, a morning with our hosts. Most had a (much needed) longish lie and a leisurely breakfast before uniting back at the bus at 1.30pm and heading off to Mankato for an afternoon game on their 6-sheeter. The Mankato club proudly are known as the Caledonian Club, so we had Caledonian v Royal Caledonian curling match. The host side, although including the Birr brothers – State champions – found the tourists in good form and we came out nine shots ahead, reducing the overall deficit to –15. Still in touch, but with some very hard games coming in the next few days. Some food, a few beers, a vote of thanks by Alan Sloan, and it was off to our Comfort Inn with some time to ourselves. Investigations by Mike, our courier, failed to turn up any 'alternative’ entertainment venues, so it was off to TGI Fridays next door for a good few heartstarters, hot toddies, sundry beers, B52's,’and some bonhomie with Sarah Jolene behind the bar. All the sports channels were tuned over to Channel 12 for the 10 o’clock sports news, featuring some action shots of the Tourists and an interview with Skipper Alistair. We bade farewell to TGI’s with a few rousing, but tasteful  choruses, just in case some hadn’t realised that the Scots were in town!

Monday 22/1/07

Early start again, dull, dry, snow on the ground, and a temperature of –14. The consistent cold and air conditioning was beginning to take it’s toll with Alistair, Alan, Tommy, Robert Boyd, and Billy starting to suffer bad throats. Plenty of lozenges and a visit to the chemist in an effort to keep healthy. David Jack (the token smoker) came up with an original suggestion that we should take more fresh air – even if it was just for a cigarette! A 90 minute bus journey and we arrived at the twin cities of St Paul and Minniapolis, population of 3.5miliion, split by the mighty Mississippi river. The St Paul Curling Club is the biggest in the USA with 8% of the total curling population, 1000+ members, so we anticipated a stiff challenge ahead.

We had a morning and afternoon draw, and were welcomed by the Mayor Chris Holman. Only four of the eight sheets were used and over the two sessions we lost a further 14 shots, albeit to one of the strongest clubs we would meet. After a vote of thanks from Ian Kerr, a quick trip back to the hotel to freshen up and we were off to ‘490’, a Mansion House dining facility in the old style. A warm welcome from Bob Nelson and John Angst was followed by an excellent meal. Al Taylor, one of the St Paul skips, then gave an amazing show of magic, with Jim Murdoch as an unwitting and confused assistant. Bryce Smith excelled himself in the vote of thanks to the all-male company, which gave him an opportunity to expand on his usual wide repertoire of stories!  Back to the hotel, and a brandy/whisky nightcap for those still fit in enough in the Marshall/Rutherford room.

Tuesday 23/1/07

Our longest journey of the tour! A 7am depart for the 5 hour journey to North Dakota and Grand Forks. A quick stop off at McDonalds for a coffee after a couple of hours, and the countryside changed from undulating ground to dead flat prairie, the old lake bed, but fertile enough to grow vast crops of sugar beet and corn. The snowfall appeared not so heavy here, but the outside temperature was still sitting at –9degC. We arrived at the Grand Forks Curling facility at 1pm for a quick lunch and a warm welcome from President Dave Staveteig. The buzz of the day was the reunion of Archie Craig with Don Burcome Jnr. Archie and Don had met at the 1977 World Junior Championships in Quebec, when the USA had beaten the Scots and gone on to take the Bronze medal. Don eventually won the World Juniors in 1979, so it was with great expectation when a rematch was announced in the Grand Forks lineup!

In a match played full of laughter and great spirit, Archie was delighted to reverse the previous result, winning 8-6, and the reminiscing went on long into the evening! Lars gave a vote of thanks to our ice rink hosts, before  a quick last drink to reflect on our performance of losing a further 6 shots. After a quick trip to our various hosts to change into Number Ones, we met at the Ralph Engladstad Stadium, an ice facility with a seating capacity of 2,000 and the proposed venue for the 2008 Mens’ Worlds – some stadium! A delicious buffet meal, followed by a tour of the stadium, the adjoining Olympic size Ice hockey arena, and 4,000 seater basketball hall – no wonder the US do better than us with those kind of facilities! – then it was time for the choir to ‘sing for it’s supper’ although the acoustics didn’t lend themselves too well to such dulcet tones as we were now producing…..   Robert Stewart did an accomplished vote of thanks, and Hugh Templeton sprang another surprise on us all by presenting his host with a box of ‘After Eight’ chocolates. The significance of this became apparent when it was explained that he (the host) had had an 8-ender the previous weekend! And so it was time to go off with our various hosts for a nightcap and a good night’s sleep.

Wednesday 24/1/07

After a good nights sleep in our respective hosts’ homes we were delivered back to the ice rink for an 8.10 departure for Bemidji. Slight snow falling and a temperature of –12C. Archie had made front page news on the Grand Forks Examiner with a ’30 Year Grudge Match’ headline. Even better that he had won this time! A two hour bus journey yielded sight of a herd of buffalo, and overtaking a train with 110 wagons of rock, being pulled by three engines. No sign of Dr Beeching over here…!

Bemidji is a town of some 10,000 inhabitants including some 300 curlers and the legendary lumberjack Paul Bunyan, a sort of local equivalent of Finn McCuill, who was creddited with clearing away all the trees and forming the lakes with his footprints! Amongst the curlers are the current US Mens and Womens Champion rinks, skipped by Pete Fenson and Cassie Johnson, so we were ready for some tough competition. Too make matters worse, nearly half the party were suffering from ‘tourist throat’ – a mixture of  chest congestion caused by the dry cold, exposure to dry air conditioning, and probably too much singing and yakking! However frequent doses of our medicine, kindly provided by Chivas Regal, seemed to keep the worst of it at bay.

Tommy and Alan had been checked out the previous day by Doc Burcome at Grand Forks. Alan recovered sufficiently enough to play but Tommy was despatched for an afternoon’s rest with some anti-bios. The teams had to be switched around a bit to accommodate changes, but this seemed to inspire everyone to greater efforts and we came out of this curling stronghold 9 shots to the good. A performance that surprised us all. 

This didn’t deter our hosts, and Rich Frierson and Jerry Pickett, looked after us as if we were their own. We stayed on after the afternoon draw for a fishfry supper and entertainment. The Bemidji heat of the Boat Race took place to find suitable challengers to our Mapleton Allstars, with the inevitable hilarious conclusion! The Choir then sang for its supper, accompanied by two local lassies with guitars, who then were joined by a third and entertained us with some beautiful songs for another half hour. By 8.30 it was time to bid farewell to our hosts and find the next hotel on our whistlestop tour, the Bestwestern Bemidji, one of their older models! A singsong developed in the lounge with Ian leading proceedings on his guitar. Proceedings took a definite lift for the better when Kari, the lead singer of the girls dropped by and joined us for another 90 minutes of music making. A fun night, but all in bed by midnight.

Thursday 25/1/07

Burns birthday and a cloudy overcast day with the temperature at –14C. We had a two hour journey to Hibbing, another Minnesota curling stronghold for two matches against the Hibbing and Mesabi clubs. Courier Mike was starting to make positive noises about our position on the Tour, but warned us that we had some tough places still to visit and that we just had to hold it where we were in order to give us a chance at ‘catchup’ on the second leg of the tour. President Paul Vendetti welcomed us to the Hibbing rink, a 7 sheeter, with a further 6 sheets next door in the ice arena. It was one of the older rinks we had visited and was quite quaint with four concrete support pillars running up the side of each rink. This certainly obstructed the view of the other games and players, and gave you the impression you were in some form of Matrix! Another unusual feature was the positioning of the scoreboards. Instead of being at the end of the rink – which was given over to a mass of advertising hoardings - they hung vertically from the support pillar nearest the viewing area. We figured it out after a couple of ends. The curling was evenly matched, except for Tommy’s rink who were up against the US Senior Champions, resplendent in their ‘Scottish’ tops, exchanged with Ronnie Peat’s Seniors rink in Denmark. However Jim’s rink had a good win and we only dropped 2 shots overall. Lunchtime brought a very pleasant surprise with a flying visit from the 18 members of the Hibbing High School Choir, resplendent in evening dress, who treated us to beautiful renditions of ‘Auld Lang Syne’ and ‘Lock Lomond’! They thoroughly deserved their standing ovation and vote of thanks from Alistair before hurrying back to afternoon classes. Off we set to Eveleth, and on the way out of town we passed the house where Bob Dylan grew up. Born Bob Zimmerman, the house was now a restaurant called ‘Zimmy’s’, but with no connection to the cult singer. We had a couple of hours to spare before curling at Mesabi, and, as we were in the ‘Iron Range’, we were taken on a tour of an opencast taconite mine called Minorca – temperature –14C! The digger bucket was so big – 32 ton capability – that we got the entire party in it for a team photo! The tyre alone was 10 feet tall and cost $40,000 each… The Dumper trucks were also monsters, each capable of taking a load of 230 tons at a time. 

Off to Mesabi, a new 8 sheet facility in Eveleth, which will host the World Juniors next month.

Again we found ourselves up against some strong opposition, including the skip from the 1995 Worlds, but the lads acquitted themselves well and we came out + 7 shots, with some really good curling on fast ice. Immediately afterwards we adjourned upstairs for a banquet with 100 of the locals. Mark Forte and Jim Newman welcomed us and the Choralieres – a group of 20 local male singers – gave us some beautiful harmonies of a variety of songs we all knew. We were then introduced to Eilidh from Ayr, a 5th year  Student who was on a one year school exchange programme. She recited a part of Tam O’Shanter, and gave the Selkirk Grace albeit in a slightly mid-Atlantic accent! At the conclusion of the meal, Bill Marshall gave a ‘Burns’ vote of thanks, and the Choir exited with their best yet ‘Flower of Scotland’. 9pm back at the hotel, an early night for some, and a few Drambuie’s for the diehards. Another good day and only 22 behind overall – a sense of belief starting to emerge!

Friday 26/1/07

Our 8am departure time was delayed somewhat by the speed of the table service at breakfast, or rather the lack of it! However, by 8.25 we were on the bus, ready for another day’s adventure, some still with doughnut in hand. Today we were off to Duluth, the Mecca of curling in Minnesota, and two tough draws at the home of the 1976 and 1984 World Championships. The weather was at its least attractive, a dank misty morning with the temperature at –6C. The drive into Duluth was spectacular coming down from the plateau, looking out over Lake Superior – the biggest surface area of fresh water in the world. ‘Shaky’ remarked it was very similar to the view over the Tay coming down from the Kingsway at Dundee. Not quite in the same league though!

We were welcomed into the harbourside Ice Arena – part of the Duluth Exhibition and Convention Centre – by President Steve Payette. Outside at the dock was a symbol of Duluth’s history – the William A Irvin – an iron ore carrier which ferried the crushed rock mined in the Minnesota Iron Range to the big steel mills further east. Before curling, our hosts introduced us to ‘Moose Milk’, a local restorative concoction based loosely on whisky and milk! Suitably refreshed we took to the ice with four teams of Duluth’s finest. The morning matches went well and we ended up +8 shots to the good. A quick break for lunch and a tour of the facility – 8 sheets in the main rink, with a removable dividing wall hiding a further 5 sheets. Some set-up! A very pleasant buffet lunch was followed by the afternoon draw and a fresh batch of ‘Duluthites’ came to test their skills against the Tourists, fuelled with a further portion of Moose Milk. The afternoon session didn’t go so well for us and we went down by 10 shots, two worse overall on the day. But still not a bad result at one of America’s curling strongholds. Only 24 behind and Courier Mike is telling us we are in good shape to make up the small shortfall once we hit Ohio and NY state. Optimism is rising!  A quick journey to our hosts’ homes to freshen up – Alan and Shaky were staying with the local Sheriff! – and it was back for a banquet at the Curling Club. We were piped in by ‘Chuck’, and split up with two Scots to each table. A lively evening followed – some locals singing, some Scots stories, and a rousing performance by the Choir, who were in shirt sleeve mode by this time. Bryce told a few stories, Hughy regaled the audience with his tale of Mrs Maclehose and ‘Ae Fond Kiss’ and Billy Johnstone had us all participating in the ‘Rattlin’ Bog’! David ‘Shakey’ Jack gave an excellent vote of thanks, and the bar stayed open till the last tourist was rounded up by their hosts, ready for an early start – 6am, nothing worse than it being still dark, and nursing what may be loosely described as a mild hangover! Onwards and upwards…. 

Saturday 27/1/07

6am came round all too soon, and we were driving in the dark back to rendezvous with the bus at the Ice Rink, after a very pleasant night with our hosts. We had a four hour journey south-east to our next port of all – Medford CC – a quaint friendly little clubhouse with a large open fire roaring away. The locals welcomed us under crossed brooms, and after a quick cup of coffee and some restorative additives, we were ready to take on four of the local teams. Because of our tight time schedule, the games were restricted to 6 ends, maybe just as well as we were up against some pretty tough opposition, including past US champion Dave Lemke. The ice was keen and swingy, and maybe we hadn’t worked the stiffness out of our bones after the long bus journey. Medford finished 8 shots ahead so our overall deficit crept up to 31 behind, but still a good position according to our Courier Mike.

A steak lunch with our hosts, a visit form the Mayor of Medford to make us all Honorary Citizens of Medford – certificates presented by Club President Kate Metz to all and reciprocated with a kiss from each newly created ‘Freeman’ – a couple of quick beers and we said our goodbyes and set off for another three hour journey to Green Bay. Although no game was organised, the local club was keen that we stop by and have some time with them. First on the agenda was the 5.30pm tour of Lambeau Field, home of the Green Bay Packers. A 70,000 seater open air stadium, built at a cost of $135m. Host Eric Urban, Treasurer of the Club, bought us a round of beers (Millers, sponsors of the Packers) –to kick start the tour then guided us round this impressive stadium. A Corporate Box for 20 – no change out of $140,000 for a year! And a waiting list almost as big as the capacity. One of the Green Bay curlers had been on the waiting list for 26 years for his season ticket! 

A quick wash and brush up, and we had a quick 5 block trip to the 4-sheeter Green Bay Curling Club for some drinks and supper, hosted by President Mike Hannon. Various toasts followed, some light hearted banter, a vote of thanks by George Kirk, and a quick performance of Highland Cathedral and Flower of Scotland, and we were whisked off to our hotel for a 4.45am start to fly to Detroit to start the last third of our Tour. All still in good heart although carrying a few injuries and illnesses.

Sunday 28/1/07

All managed to surface at the appointed time, greeted by milder weather, a semi-tropical –3deg. Off in the bus at 5.35am with Dave, our no. 1 driver on his last assignment for us. We said our fond farewells to our trusty driver, but not before a suitable fine was extracted for his misdemeanor of destroying his wooden entry step by running it over! ‘It would be useful as firewood’ was his only observation.

He informed us we had covered a total of 2,221 land miles in the first fortnight. A 46 minute flight later and we were retrieving all luggage successfully at Detroit. We were met at the airport by Paul Bagdegro, a Director of the USCA,  and introduced to our no.2 driver, Jason. A short journey through the Detroit suburbs, passing the ‘largest tyre in the world’ (Uniroyal) at the roadside  and we were at Detroit Curling Club, founded 1885. President Mike Grudzinski, resplendent in tartan jacket welcomed us and Dave Nelsen acted as MC for the afternoon’s events. A pleasant lunch with our opposition teams, was followed by four hard games of curling, but the Scots came good with a gain of +7 shots, the deficit now cut to –24 shots. Dave introduced us to his ‘Royal Order of Sinners’ club members, who performed their party piece, suitably dressed in their Devil hats. The entire Scots team were then indoctrinated into the Order and presented with their ‘Devil’ hats. Alan proposed a hearty vote of thanks, the Choir sang Flower of Scotland, all curlers joined hands for Auld Lang Syne’, and we were on our way to Bowling Green for our evening match, with our latest recruit, and Founder Tourist, Stuart Smith who had flown in direct to Detroit to join the remainder of the Tour. His cracked ribs seemed to stand the test as, statistically, he shot a good 90% at lead! 

