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There’s one thing no parent in their 
right mind would ever do, and that is 
fly long-haul, solo, with a small child. 
Add a second child? You must be 
joking. Well, I’m not. My husband 
couldn’t come to visit my parents in 
Cape Town with me and Humphrey, 
five, and Lovell, two, so I took our 
children on my own. Here’s the 
journey log. 

LONDON HEATHROW 
Ö  CAPE TOWN INTERNATIONAL

5.30pm  We’re stuck in traffic on the 
outskirts of  our home turf, Oxford, 
when Humphrey starts asking: “Are 
we nearly there?”  It takes 
minutes for this to turn into him 
shouting “Go! Go!” at the cars in 
front. I put my headphones on  
and play Patience by Take That. 

It’s going to be a really  
long night and I’m  
genuinely scared.
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Olivia Gordon’s account of going 
LONG-HAUL with two kids  
is enough to test any TRAVELLER

6.45pm Check-in, a long queue, and 
the children are running off  manically 
in different directions. I repeatedly 
explain the concept of  queuing,  
to no response. 

7.15pm  Phew, I’ve dropped off  the 
suitcases. But oh, God, I smell poo. 
The children egg each other into a 
mutual tantrum about the sound of  
the hand-dryer, while I crouch to 
wipe poo off  trouser seams in the 
crowded cubicle and then rinse  
the trousers under a trickle of  water  
in the sink, which automatically  
turns itself  off  every 10 seconds.  
It’s no good; I can’t get all the poo 
out. And I’ve forgotten to put  
spare trousers in the changing bag. 

We haven’t got on the flight 
yet and I’m already half  a packet of  
wipes down, sweating and tearful.

8pm  Security.  I somehow manage 
to locate our passports and boarding 

passes, take both children off  the 
buggy and buggy board I have only 
just cajoled them onto, and remove 
my plethora of  electronic devices 
from their respective cases to place 
them on individual trays. But wait; the 
children have vanished through the 
metal detector. Do I find them first  
or the iPad?  I can’t get through 
the flight without the iPad.

9pm  I’ve spent £35 on the only pair 
of  children’s trousers available for 

sale in Duty Free, but at least the    
pooey trousers are now disposed 
of. We dash to the gate, me 

shouting repeatedly: “Stay ON  
the buggy board!” only to find that 
boarding has been delayed for an 
hour. Lovell is shattered and lying on 
the floor having a full-on meltdown, 
while I’m trying to stop Humphrey 
climbing onto a quiet, middle-aged 
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“ 
My little family has 

become the focus of 

everyone in the cabin 

”
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man’s lap in his desperation to get  
the best view of  planes taking off.  
I need the loo, but the children  
won’t come with me. The other 
parents, all couples, are already 
shooting me incredulous looks  
of  pity. I grin brightly back,  
adrenalin coursing through me.

10pm  Boarding, and time to  
say goodbye to the trusty buggy.  
Lovell’s refusing to move from  
the floor, so I have to carry her, 
screaming, as well as all the bags  
and Humphrey. “Boarding passes?” 
smiles an official.   I put 
everything and everyone down,  
and rummage through my bag again.

11.10pm  I forgot that the earphones  
BA provide don’t fit in small children’s 
ears, so they can’t hear the in-flight 
entertainment. The crayons we 
brought fell onto the floor and 
were lost within 10 minutes; the 
storybook was finished in five. I’m 
trying to convince both children  
to fall asleep, but where? They’re 
sliding around in a tangle and I’m 
getting disapproving looks from the 
woman in front of  us as I hiss at 
them to stop kicking her chair, while 
simultaneously trying not to lose  
my cool and become the bad  
mother who shouts.

12.40am Lovell has finally fallen 
asleep on my jumper on the floor.  
I’m freezing but I don’t care because 
she’s finally quiet. I turn off  all the 
lights and try not to let the cabin  
crew spot her. I might just get to 
watch a film after all... Please, God,  
let there be no turbulence. 

12.50am  The seat belt sign is back 
on.  Oh, God, what am  
I going to do? 

1am  A very nice member of  the 
cabin crew has spotted Lovell on the 
floor and orders me with profuse 
apologies to wake her up. I gingerly 
place her on top of  her brother who 
is now stretched out over the two 
children’s seats. They both wake up. 
There is more screaming.

3am  My little family has become  
the focus of  everyone in the cabin. 
Older women stop by to offer advice 
on how to get the children to sleep,  
while young men grimace at their 
intermittent wailing and chair-kicking. 
I’m now experiencing a strange form 
of  total despair and fighting back  
self-conscious tears.

6am  The window blind won’t  
go down, and dawn light floods  
onto Humphrey’s face, waking  
him. He’s bored. Only another  
four hours to go…

8am This last bit is the worst.  
I put on the Stick Man DVD for  
the 10th time and count the minutes. 
Lovell refuses to let me change her 
sodden nappy. 

11am  My children see their 
grandparents in arrivals and run  
into their arms. As do I.

10 DAYS LATER. 
CAPE TOWN INTERNATIONAL  
Ö  LONDON HEATHROW 

5.30pm This time I’m going to be 
better prepared. I buy the children 
miniature headphones so they can  
hear the in-flight entertainment, and 

an eye mask for myself  so I can shut 
everything out.

6.30pm  Order spag Bol in the 
restaurant near the gate, only to hear 
our boarding announcement.  
I hurriedly get the food put into 
takeaway boxes and rush to the gate, 
only to wait another hour to board. 

7.30pm  Once on board, Humphrey 
spills half  his spag Bol everywhere 
and, mortified, I dispose of  it bit by 
bit. Lovell refuses to eat her pasta.

8.30pm  Humphrey and Lovell 
announce they are hungry. I forgot  
to order the children kids’ meals.  
Cue tears as Humphrey (how is he  
still hungry?) has to wait to see if   
there are any spare.

9.30pm Joy turns to horror when  
the kids’ meals finally arrive. Did 
someone at BA really think children 
would like mushroom risotto? My  
kids refuse to touch it.

12am  I turn on iPlayer downloads  
of  Bing on my iPad until finally,  
after much wriggling and crying, the 
children’s eyes close.  I strap 
on all our seat belts so I don’t have to 
wake up if  the seat belt sign goes on, 
and put on my eye mask. 

12.15am  Lovell wakes me – she’s 
trying to lie down, kicking Humphrey 
in his face and writhing against the seat 
belt. I undo the seat belt and arrange 
her so she’s lying across most of  the 
three seats, with Humphrey in the 
corner and Lovell’s legs on my lap. She 
screams if  I make the slightest move. 
My legs go into cramping spasms.
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How to enjoy the ride

12.45am Turbulence.  The 
seat belt sign goes on. I have to reach 
under Lovell’s bottom to find her seat 
belt and this wakes her up again. 

1am  Humphrey tries to stretch out 
and kicks Lovell, waking her again. 
More screaming. They fall asleep 
eventually, but I can’t sleep as I’m 
afraid a precariously perched Lovell 
will roll off  her seat.

1.30am–6am  More of  the same.

7am  Just inside the gate, other families 
collect their buggies, but ours is 
missing. We’re stranded – I need the 
buggy to carry either the children  
or the bags. I ask a man with a 
high-vis jacket what’s going 
on. “Sorry, I dunno,” he says. I explain 
we can’t manage without the buggy. 
The man walks away muttering.  
We stand on our own for a full  
10 minutes. I haven’t slept at all  
and I’m feeling sick.

7.15am  I catch sight of  another man 
in a high-vis and beg hysterically for 
help, appealing to him on the basis of  
our common humanity. He leaves us 
in customs, where there’s the mother 
of  all queues and Humphrey explodes 
with impatience. 

7.30am The customs officer tells me 
to wait. She disappears for 20 minutes 
with our passports. I’m holding  
Lovell, who won’t let me put her 
down. Asking what’s going on, one  
of  our cabin crew puts her arms 
around me. I sob in gratitude.
 
7.50am  The officer returns and waves 
us through – she had to double-check 
on me as my passport is still in my 
maiden name and I could have been a 
child trafficker. The kindly air hostess 
takes us to the baggage hall where we 
find our buggy, one wheel missing. 

 Another mum pushes our trolley 
to arrivals so I can push the buggy. 
Then Phil appears like a mirage.

“ 

Joy turns to horror  

when the kids’ meals 

finally arrive 

”

Pack one holdall for toys, which fits under the buggy, a wheely 
on-board case for heavier or bulkier things (laptop, books, travel 
pillows) and your handbag, and a backpack changing bag with 
spare clothes and a full pack of wipes. Put a buggy board on the 
buggy and you’re not carrying anything or anyone. Hopefully.

Choose good seats (my favourites are 35 ABC) – near, but not  
too near, the toilets, and the front left side of the plane, so you 
can get on and off quickly.

On boarding, place blankets, travel pillows and shoes in the 
overhead locker rather than on the floor or stuffed into seat 
pockets, so you can grab them easily when you need them.

Apart from DVDs/iPad downloads, good toys include children’s 
magazines that come with stickers and tiny toys, Melissa & Doug 
‘Water Wow’ mess-free colouring pads, which have built-in pen 
storage, and souvenir BA planes available at Duty Free.

Don’t try to get children to sleep on a plane 
– which makes them scream – just stick 
cartoons on in front of them and let them  
drop off in their own time. Put the seat belt 
on them and arrange them into a good 
position for the night once they’re asleep. 

Flying when they are 15–24 months old is hardest – they’re too 
big for the bouncy BA seat and too young to accept a seat belt. 
Book them a seat of their own even though you don’t have to.

IT’S DOABLE, AND WORTH IT  
FOR THE HOLIDAY. HONESTLY.


