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‘Come to the edge,’ he said. ‘We can’t, we’re afraid!’ they responded. ‘Come to the edge,’ he said.


‘We can’t, we will fall!’ they responded. ‘Come to the edge,’ he said.


And so they came. And he pushed them. And they flew.


Apollinaire




Prologue: What Next?


Mauritius: 3 August 2009


The warm dry air tasted of land. I reached to climb up the ladder, aware that I was about to cross a threshold. I was leaving my tiny rowing boat, Dippers, where I had just spent four months alone rowing between Australia and Mauritius, to step ashore. A tangle of coffee-coloured arms reached down through the dark to pull me up to the quayside. My worn-out lycra shorts were rotten to see-through in places, my skin was tanned and freckled and my hair was scruffy and bleached by the sun. I couldn’t stop grinning, which made up for the fact that I couldn’t do more than stutter my hellos.


‘Pizza! You want some pizza, Sarah?’ Of course I did; I hadn’t had cheese in months. I stepped towards the open box but toppled backwards, caught by the curious crowd who laughed at my wobbly land legs. Pizza – so familiar, and yet it felt so surreal to actually be here, eating it. Life ashore was the same; I remembered what it had been like before, but what about now, after four months of solitude, on seas wilder than I’d been able to imagine? Of being watched by whales as long as swimming pools. Of running out of water and going thirsty. Of being saved by a tether no wider than a belt. I already knew, without knowing it all, that my journey across the Indian Ocean had changed my perspective on many things.


For someone who had just emerged from solitary, the questions of the gathered crowd felt like something of a well-meaning bombardment. How do you go to the toilet? What happens in storms? Did you capsize? Were you all alone? Did you get scared? Could you get Facebook? What are you looking forward to? What’s next? The last question was both easy and not to answer. I had ideas but no fixed plans. I’d see what happened. See how I felt and what felt right. Those two words had been on repeat ever since the quayside in Mauritius and I found myself playing with replies, depended on who was asking. To those who knew me, ‘I’m training to be an accountant’ made us both laugh at the absurdity of it. (The ocean had only enhanced my distaste of spreadsheets.) ‘I’m thinking about swimming to the moon’ was a jesting nod to my conviction that crazy things can be very possible and others’ assumptions that big should lead to bigger. I wanted another journey but, nudged by comments about when I was going to get a ‘proper job’ and settle down, at first I thought I ought not to just yet. ‘I am going to be a teacher’ was believable to both the listener and to me, at least as a holding statement. I had coached and taught youngsters in various guises before and, following the row, I had presented at lots of schools; weaving adventure stories with some science and geography, and a call to be curious and brave in forging your own path and to embrace failure. I already felt a bit like a teacher of sorts. Yet, having deferred a teacher-training place at university before I went away, maybe I already knew that I wasn’t destined to a life inside the classroom full time just yet. 


At sea, I had spent many days imagining new journeys. I wanted more exploration and immersion for so many reasons and yet I could wrap it up with one: I loved it. I was connected, aware and open in a way that I had never been before. At sea, my focus was (in this order) to stay alive, row as much as possible and stay as happy as possible; the simplicity was refreshing and wholesome. I had felt my most alive, even if sometimes I glimpsed my mortality a little too closely. The waves reminded me that nothing lasts forever, that even the most unpleasant things change and generally settle to something more comfortable and manageable. The ocean had shown me how to accept unchangeables, to chart progress amid stasis, and it had shown me the importance of letting go, of literally pushing puddles away from the oars to move on to clear water. It hadn’t just been one of the most useful and interesting lessons in how to live, but also in life. Finite supplies and limited communications taught me frugality and rationing. Bagging my rubbish, I saw just how much we produce in four months, whereas at home it gets zipped away weekly. Drifting plastic linked me to strangers in far-off lands. As I rowed through inky seas glowing with bioluminescence under skies rioting with stars, I felt present. I appreciated tiny moments and I loved how those linked up to trace my constellation of efforts across the map. The juxtaposition of space stretching around me in all dimensions was humbling, exciting. 


Three months after landing I had dinner at Windsor Castle. After my short address for the hosting charity, in front of the tuxedoed hundreds, Prince Edward popped the same question: ‘What’s next?’ Knights in armour and chainmail stared through slit-eyed helmets, poised for my answer. 


‘I might teach …’ 


‘No no, what about another journey? You must have another journey planned?’ Not one to deny royalty, I announced my tentative idea to make a global journey. ‘Using a rowing boat, a bike and a kayak.’ Pressing me for a date, I felt a bit under pressure and said: ‘2011, 2012?’ 


I scrunched my toes in excitement. I had had a rough idea of looping the planet using human power: rowing across the Pacific and Atlantic oceans, cycling across the continents in between and kayaking to join up the dots. But now I had said it out aloud. Suddenly it was clear to me: I was single and with no commitments, healthy and keen – making now the perfect time. 


The story ahead is of having a go, failing, having another go and of ultimately letting go. The years ahead became some of the most vivid, most treasured and, at times, the most difficult of my life. But setting out, all I knew is all we ever know – that I knew nothing about how the story would unfold.




PART I


Having a Go


Eurasia and the Pacific


London to Japan | April 2011 – June 2012 | Kayak, bike, row | Total miles from London: 11,800
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‘Just come home safe’: Europe



London to Belgium | Kayak and bike | April 2011 | 200 miles



Tower Bridge, London, 1 April 2011. I pulled on my delivered-just-in-time new paddling gear and peered downstream across London’s familiar skyline. ‘Let’s just see what happens, Outen. It’ll be fine. It has to be,’ I told myself, wiggling my toes inside their new boots. 


‘I just wanted to say goodbye before it gets mad,’ said Sara Davies, my project manager, as she slipped through the door and wrapped me in a hug. 


‘Thank you, my friend. We wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for everything you’ve done. I’m so grateful,’ I said, batting away tears. 


‘It’s exciting, isn’t it?’ she beamed, wiping away her own. ‘Just come home safely – that’s all we want. Now, you’ve got one more interview outside and then it’s speeches,’ she said, reading off her clipboard. I had already visited the schoolchildren who had come down to watch the send-off, been interviewed by streams of press and hugged as many of my guests as possible. I had also been to the loo more times than I could count. 


My kayak and bike sat across the front of the stage where I stood next to Fiona O’Hara, my lead sponsor at Accenture. 


‘How are you feeling?’ she said in her broad Northern Irish accent, smiling as I gripped her arm. 


‘I’m nervous!’ 


‘You’ve got nothing to be nervous of. You’ve done all the hard work. Enjoy it. They’re all here for you.’ 


We listened as the commander of the base welcomed us officially to HMS President. I looked around at all the faces who had helped me get there and who were already willing me home safely. A part of me couldn’t quite believe we had got this far. As I walked across the deck and towards the gangway down to our kayaks I gripped the arms and eyes of friends and family, wondering when I would see them again. Or if. It had only just hit me that two and a half years felt like quite a long time to be away; before, it had just been another number amongst the nuts and bolts of planning. My only focus had been getting ready to go by April 1st, to set out on my journey around the Northern Hemisphere. Aiming not to use sails or engines (although my gear would go by those means), I planned to row, cycle and kayak eastwards from London back to London, across land and sea, starting from the place I last finished from leg to leg. Lying on the floor in my tiny bedroom at my mum’s house, my pencil had wandered in all sorts of loops and diversions, before I chiselled it into something that I thought looked realistic based on other journeys by fellow wanderers and would fit in roughly that timeline. I would kayak and cycle from London to Japan, row the North Pacific to Canada, cycle across North America and row home across the North Atlantic, with a final triathlon from Falmouth to London. Each leg on its own was ambitious, so to join them up successfully and return home approximately on time would be down to a good dose of luck, too. I aimed not to come home at all between legs, spending time in location planning and preparing for the onwards leg where there was time for it. But if I needed to leave my route for any reason, or there was a delay between legs, then I would go back to the same place to restart. 


Routes and logistics revolved around unmovable seasons and weather windows for ocean crossings, planning when and where I needed to be and with what kit ahead of or following me. Training and fitness centred around building a core base of strength and stability and maintaining endurance across a range of disciplines. 


My team and I identified trigger points for mental issues and remembered ways to deal with them or thought up new ones. Custom vehicles were built and readied: a rowing boat called Gulliver, a kayak called Nelson and a bike called Hercules. I collected gear and clothing for land and sea and summer and winter. Some of it had to be logoed with the insignia of my major sponsors. Visas and spare passport. Medical training and jabs. Maps and trackers. Crisis plans and a hefty insurance policy from an insurer willing to join us. Most of them were not willing to go anywhere near it. 


Which left us with the trickiest and most fickle task of all: reconciling large bills and budgets with my bank accounts and overdrafts. It was going to be an extremely expensive project due to the scale, remoteness and length of the journey. By the time I left it had absorbed all of my earnings and savings and the slush of my overdraft, and the remainder was (mostly) met by nearly seventy sponsors who partnered with the project because it (or I) aligned with their brand, values or goals. The final piece fell into place with just three weeks to go before April 1st. I had been speaking for Accenture at their International Women’s Day event in London. As I walked out to the drinks reception, Fiona grabbed my arm: ‘We need to talk about money.’ I thought I had filed my expenses claim incorrectly; actually they wanted to be the main sponsor. Up to that point I was determined to set off and figure out the deficit as I journeyed, though in hindsight, having had to do that, I now know that it is a mission and a half to fill in such a big gap while underway and under time pressure.


My team became a diverse mix of people who had been a part of my Indian Ocean row and newcomers, a mix of volunteers and professionals. I had a project manager, a PR manager, a couple of doctors, a psychotherapist, a logistics manager, a support kayaker, an accountant and a weather router, mostly working from the UK. Some found me, I found others or they were recommended to me and some I had worked with on the Indian Ocean. For fifteen months we all slogged away together in preparation.


There was another key element to this adventure, and that was the idea of sharing the journey and the benefits. We scoped an education project for linking up with students around the world via live links or school visits and with online resources. I chose charities to work with based on close links and causes: the breast cancer awareness charity CoppaFeel!, the accessible sailing charity Jubilee Sailing Trust, the MND (motor neurone disease) Association and WaterAid for their championing of safe hygiene and water supplies around the world. 


‘THREE CHEERS FOR SARAAAAAAAH!’ shouted my mum from the gangway above us. And everyone hollered in response. ‘Just come home safely,’ she had said at our final hug moments before we got on the water. ‘We’ in this instance was me and Justine Curgenven, in our separate kayaks – mine blue, hers red. From the earliest planning stages I knew that I needed to team up with someone for the kayaking as my experience was limited and the leg between Russia and Japan especially would be remote and technical. ‘Justine! You need Justine!’ said some paddlers when I asked if they had any ideas about how and where I find this person. I was suitably awed that someone was known in the sea kayaking world by only their first name and, upon Googling her, saw that a string of kickass kayak journeys and films had made her world renowned. Justine helped train me at first and then I popped the question. Happily, she had said yes. After kayaking from London to France, Justine would then rejoin me in far eastern Russia, six months hence, to kayak with me to Japan, with a trip out to China to film me for a week.


I paddled away from the pontoon nervously, having been too busy with finding sponsorship to kayak for months, afraid that the choppy tidal Thames would pull me over. Elephants, not just butterflies, paraded about inside. I was nervous. I was excited. I felt a bit sick with the adrenaline. A helicopter buzzed somewhere above, the VHF radio in my buoyancy aid crackled with traffic while the two Royal Navy escort boats carrying my family, press and sponsors hummed into position. River traffic frothed past, kicking up wake. On all sides London plodded on with its midday routine. 


The claxon blared. Waving upwards to supporters holding flags and signs of encouragement, I laughed and whooped as I paddled underneath Tower Bridge, officially on my way. It felt good to be moving, although it also felt like there was a very fine line between upright paddling Sarah and upside-down Sarah. I talked gently to Nelson, my kayak, about how I would really prefer to stay on top of the water if he would oblige and do the wet bit. When the boats turned to go, taking my family and sponsors back upstream with them, I watched as long as I could until the river curved them away. ‘Bye …’ I said flatly, for only me and Justine to hear. Landmarks of London slid by as the Thames doodled her way eastwards, passing through the Thames Barrier and sweeping towards the sea through the flatlands of Essex and Kent. I appreciated the silent spaces amongst the chat as Justine left me alone with my thoughts.


The Thames is tidal from Richmond, some 20 miles or so upstream of Tower Bridge. Hence we planned to kayak in bursts with the twice daily ebb, making the most of the six-hour flow to gain miles towards the coast, resting ashore during the flood. We had our tents in our kayaks and enough food to be self-sufficient for the two to three days it would take us, so we could literally sleep anywhere dry enough. Rest would be token and swift: I had already promised my protesting brain and body that it could happen in France or beyond, but for now I just wanted to get across the water and put some miles on the log. The need to reach Russia’s far eastern coast before winter set in and the sea froze was already pressing, even without unplanned mishaps. Had I set myself up for a ridiculous failure? The only answer would come in doing. 


As the sun set we hauled out at Gravesend Rowing Club for food and a few hours’ sleep amongst the racked boats. We launched again in the wee hours onto a black sea, disturbing sleeping swans from their slipway roost. Picking out the blinking colours of navigation markers, we threaded our way through safe channels, skirting no-go zones. As I paddled I wrestled with the urge to scratch at my neck, which was already being irritated by crusty salt, seawater and friction from the rubber seal on my drysuit that niggled at my sensitive skin. But dawn threw pinks and oranges across vast skies and I noticed the fatigue and irritation drift off like a cloud for a while. I wallowed in its space, grateful for the new energy. Left side, right side, left side, right side, pulling and pushing, pulling and pushing. I just needed to be the hamster on the wheel and keep things turning until France: repeat, repeat, repeat.


My digestive system also seemed to be stuck in repeat: food wasn’t staying put for long. On our second night we camped near a ruined castle on a steeply shingled beach, waking in the early hours to a throng of stars. Diarrhoea forced me running to the waterline and I hoped that it would sort itself out by the Channel crossing, which could possibly happen the next day. By the time we reached Kingsdown beach in Kent – by most people’s definition of an early Sunday morning – I was ready for bed. My forearms creaked like violin strings and my hands were hotspotted with the beginnings of blisters. A lady got chatting to us and, on hearing that I was feeling poorly, went home and reappeared with a plate of scrambled eggs and toast. I hoped that we wouldn’t be paddling tomorrow and lay down on the pebbles to sleep. Logistics manager Tim and my friend Claire arrived with the car and whisked us away to Ramsgate Sailing Club to sleep and sort. Still feeling ill, I fell asleep quickly and woke up to hushed voices. ‘I know Sarah, she’ll want to go tonight,’ said Claire. She was right: if we didn’t go now, the next clear window might be days away. Low-pressure systems waltzed in off the Atlantic regularly at this time of the year. 


We got on the water at 10.30 p.m., neon glow sticks on our buoyancy aids and little white lights at either end of our kayaks. I had hired a compulsory escort boat – given that the Channel is the busiest shipping lane in the world and authorities on both sides are cautious about people getting squashed. Tim and a photographer rode on the escort boat, while Claire drove to Dover to catch the ferry, ready to shadow me for a few days on the other side. Unbeknownst to me, on Tower Bridge day Claire had disappeared off to get an emergency passport, having only discovered the day before that hers had expired. Perennially late, but always getting the job done, we have been adventure buddies since our teens. I was glad that she was there. 


‘If I had known it was this rough, we wouldn’t have come,’ said Justine, disappearing behind the wave that had just rolled under my own kayak. I was very glad that we hadn’t known it was this rough earlier because I was glad we were on our way. This was only the second time I had ever kayaked in the dark and I was concentrating 112 per cent, determined not to go over. I couldn’t yet roll my kayak reliably, so a capsize would almost certainly involve a swim. Deep water scares me, so I thought it was better just to stay upright. 


Around midnight, I shouted to Justine that it was time for our hourly break and that I really had to have a wee. We rafted up and Justine leaned across my boat to hold them together. I released my spray deck and stood up in my boat, putting one foot across the back of Justine’s. I reached around to undo the stiff and awkward zip, moved all the layers out of the way and aimed between the boats (if you can’t get it between the boats, you always aim for the other person’s). Just as I was getting ready to rezip, my foot slipped off Justine’s deck and I fell between the two boats, scrambling back into my own cockpit before the English Channel poured into my unzipped drysuit. Feeling lucky to have avoided disaster, I shimmied back into my cockpit quickly and we paddled on. I had cinched the hood of my drysuit tightly over my hat, not having yet learned the need for a waterproof one like Justine was wearing, and I made a note with every drip of water which sploshed onto my head to bring mine along for the next leg.


A few hours later Justine began hallucinating and I found I was reasoning with myself as to which way was up, distorted by reflections. Stars wavered as I struggled to stay outside of my eyelids and the lights of passing ships crawled jerkily across the horizon. I sang songs, making them up when I forgot the words, always returning to the comforting, unthinking familiarity of school hymns. I recited poems. I counted strokes. I sang some more. I allowed myself the count of ten with closed eyes before making myself wake up again. I bit my cheek to keep myself awake. France kept moving further away from us or sat annoyingly at the same distance as we waltzed north and south with the tides. Justine navigated and I followed, keeping check on our course with the compass mounted on my front deck. I was very chuffed to have her on board for her experience, knowledge and sense of fun. I was also glad to be a duo of women, given the sometimes chauvinistic attitudes towards our sex that we might somehow need a bloke to get the job done. Those who don’t have watery experience have sometimes questioned why I needed her at all, given that I had rowed across the Indian Ocean. The answer is in the contrast of the two disciplines and the boundary of sea and shore. To kayak remotely safely in tidal, exposed waters, you need coastal skills and insights. To row across an ocean, the balance is heavily weighted in favour of the open, relatively safe middle and the technical skills are different. I would need to learn by doing. I am also glad that Justine took a punt on my lesser kayaking skills. ‘Put it this way. I would rather have someone with the right attitude and a good survival instinct than someone who has pretty skills and some certificates,’ she said.


As dawn switched the light on, the horizon beyond us grew cranes, buildings and ports. Calais lay before us. I scoured westwards for a slither of England, but just saw the giant metallic commuters slugging along. The last lights of home had disappeared many hours ago. My first ever tide race in a kayak bounced and snatched at us a mile from shore and I gritted my teeth and the paddle equally against the unknown movements, concentrating, bracing and reacting. Cold wee now sloshed up and down my legs after I had been unable to hold on any longer nor stop in the chop to raft up as normal. I gave the suit an ironic ten out of ten for waterproofness. Small surf nuzzled us ashore onto cool sand, the morning sun low. Staleness wafted into the freshness as I pulled back my spray deck and lumbered out to wobble a little circle on the spot. We had left Tower Bridge sixty-five hours and 110 miles ago. It had taken eight hours of paddling through the night to make it from Kent to Calais.


No one seemed bothered about looking at our passports and so we sorted the kayaks for a return journey on the escort boat. I gave Nelson a little pat and told him that I would see him on the other side of the continent in six months’ time; I was already very fond of my little blue-and-white boat. I had named him thus in the hope that the endurance and bravery of the great Mandela and the British naval lord of centuries gone would help us home. Holed up in a pension, all of us shattered, we slept. Then we got to sorting and drying kit before focusing on bike stuff. Hercules, smart and black and steady, sat patiently on his two kickstands while we each tinkered with this and that and loaded the set of matching panniers. Having thrown an array of ‘Things I Might Possibly Need On The Bike’ into the car at home amid the departure madness, I now had to sort out what I actually wanted to take with me. In turn that was trimmed into a collective version of what we thought I needed as the team vetoed much of my stuff into ever-growing ‘Piles of Shame’ to return home. Frustratingly, due to mixed communication amid the busyness of leaving, a bag with my spare daily medication for my hypothyroidism had not made it out of London and so Accenture stepped in and couriered it over. Doubly frustratingly – and with a dollop of embarrassment, too – in another communication mishap my tent poles hadn’t made it out of my kayak, and so plans were made to get them out to me down the road in Germany, where I would be meeting one of my sponsors. I looked forward to soloing and knowing where all my stuff was day to day. That said, we were all alive and here, and I was grateful for that.


For those first few days the team tracked me to capture film and photos and generally check I was all set up. The satellite communication unit which I had spent thousands on to allow me to send film remotely was proving to be a pain to configure and Tim spent many an hour frowning at his computer or the phone trying to get it on side. My goal was to be blogging and tweeting from the road and connecting with schools too, using an iridium satellite phone in remote areas or wi-fi in others. Sometimes one of the team rode with me and we chattered along the quiet lanes and bike paths into Belgium, stopping to watch horse and plough trudge peacefully or contemplate the stark monocultures of white crosses in war cemeteries. One night Tim waved us in to the roadside camp he had sorted at a lush dairy farm and we fed from the purring gas stove, a herd of cows muttering and mooing in the byre. Machines clunked and buzzed and pumped, while they chomped great mouthfuls of beet; the herdswoman gave us fresh milk and smiles. 


The next day in a dew-sparkled field as the sun climbed steadily we packed up together for one last time. ‘Do you need this?’ ‘Have you got that?’ ‘What should I tell so and so?’ ‘Where’s the whatchamacallit – has anyone seen it?’ Extra treats were lashed on top of Hercules’ already bulging panniers. All the rush and busyness of recent months had built to this quiet crescendo, the chat and decisions now my own, unknown names on the map lay ahead ready to be connected by my wheels. Ferry times dictated swift goodbyes, so I hugged each in their turn, holding on especially tightly to Claire. ‘See you when I see you, my friend’ and she planted a kiss on my cheek in reply. I swung a leg over Hercules’ frame, kicked both stands and pushed off with the unsteady gait of a carthorse just risen. I stood up on the pedals, wiggled the leather handlebars for momentum and clipped in my cleated shoes with a clunk.


‘Goodbyeeeeeeeeeee!’ I hollered as they stood quietly, Tim and Justine behind lenses and Claire just standing, watching, a flat smile belying the emotion. Birds chattered in busy hedgerows and distant cows called from a far-off field as tarmac and wheels rolled onwards together. I heard them shout back. The road curved, and we were gone.
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Kindness of Strangers: Europe



Belgium, Netherlands, Germany, Czech Republic,
 Poland, Ukraine, Russia | Bike | April – May 2011 | 3,000 miles



From France, Belgium and into Holland, I had threaded eastwards along well-designed, well-signed and neatly maintained cycle lanes bursting with a user population which bisected and represented the entire population. Wiry lycra-clad racers in training. Shoppers on sit-up-and-beg bikes with loads or passengers. It was not uncommon to see one tiny person on the back, one on the crossbar and one on the handlebars, a real family vehicle. 


I love that there is a version of bike for everyone, whoever and wherever you are in the world and your life: it is the ultimate democratic vehicle. I love how you are open to the world in a way which you cannot be when you are boxed in a car. You are humble in a way which a motorcycle is not. It is unimposing. I also love how being a biker means that other bikers stop to chat, just for the fact you are riding a bike, like Claus the seventy-year-old German in neon 1980s lycra, who was so excited about my bike gadgetry. There were also joggers and walkers along the bike paths, some with more or less enthusiastic dogs. They ranged from varying levels of strolling to earnest Nordic walking or full-on marathon walking with hip wiggles. Rollerbladers sashayed and waltzing skiers pushed themselves along on wheeled skis with poles and talked about winter. 


‘Can I help you?’ said a voice in good English and I tried not to look surprised that I had been called out as a Brit. Mieke had seen me straddling Hercules with one leg on the curbside in Venlo one night, snaffling a snack while I looked between map and signposts. A fellow tourer, she told me I was daft to pedal over to Germany tonight and should come home with her instead. If the road hadn’t run out at a river that afternoon I would have been there already. But there had only been a ferry and no bridge, which would mean voiding my human-powered aims. While I had thought briefly about chancing a swim, I reasoned against it: there would be other bridges.


Our bikes parked outside amid crowded rows of others, we grabbed tall beers and Mieke told me of tours past and planned through Europe, solo and in groups. I felt like I was speaking to a future version of myself and, as we rode home through the dusky forest along roads I had already pedalled that afternoon, I looked forward to curb-jacking and hosting my own riders and rovers one day. ‘To bicycles!’ we toasted, and sipped the smooth blackberry whiskey that Claire had given me for sharing with new friends, its warmth and sweetness echoing Mieke’s hospitality. 


As dawn broke and the forest came to life with birdsong, Mieke escorted me through avenues of tall trees and quaint villages. Velvet mists hung low over dykes like floating blankets and I was glad to be out, muscles and moods awakening, grateful to be sharing the specialness of this one, extraordinary ordinary morning that would stick with us both for years to come. 


‘So, this is it, dear Sarah. It’s time for you to go on alone now. Here is the border,’ said Meike in the middle of a small nondescript road. There wasn’t even a sign. She pressed a tiny Saint Christopher into my hand – I wasn’t really going on alone. Many people were already stuffed into or clinging on to Hercules in the same way. An hour later I rolled to a silent stop to watch a hefty bird of prey launching itself from a field side. A shining otter caught my eye as she tore at her fresh-caught fish on a riverbank before slinking back into the water. 


I made it to Essen after punching hard along increasingly busy roads, once finding myself on an autobahn by mistake, cars honking at me as they shot past. I was using a low-resolution map, which amused my sponsor Peter, who, like many others, imagined I must be using GPS. Maps were fine for now and I liked not having to rely on a GPS. I waited a day for the errant tent poles before pushing on, and Peter drove them out to me a day later. The irony was not lost on us: I had embarked on a complex expedition, for which Peter’s company EY had sponsored me a lot of money, and two weeks in my tent poles hadn’t even made it out of Calais. 


Along the rivers Ruhr and Rhine, twiddling up and up into the thick forests of mountainous Bavaria, I wound my way past roadside asparagus sellers, black-and-white timber-framed houses and elaborately painted giant eggs and ribbons in village wells ready for Easter Sunday. I settled into my routines, using sunrise and sunset to beckon me to the pedals and tell me when to stop. And so it was that I diverted off the main road into Finkenau in search of some water one evening. I chose a bright red house on the assumption that you must be a warm soul to live there (my House-choosing Science was rudimentary) and the fact that I had seen a lady watering the garden with a hose. I pictured a swift filling process and final miles to an as yet unchosen camp spot. Water bag, stop, wince a little at changing positions from sitting to standing, straighten up, creak a bit, kick out the stands. I walked over in the least waddling way that I could (saddle rawness – let’s leave it at that). By now I was quite proud of my, ‘Entschuldigen Sie, bitte … Haben Sie Wasser, bitte?’ So I was slightly disheartened, although also relieved, when Jennifer answered me in perfect English. Of course I could have water, but no, she wasn’t going to give it to me from the hose. In fact, would I like to stay the night? I gratefully accepted. Had I not chosen the red house, I would have been out in my tent, somewhere in the forest, likely wondering what I would do if a wild boar charged me. I had asked for a bag of water and got a bath. A wide sea of bubbles complete with a G&T on the side and a spin in the washer for my clothes, now so grim they were quite antisocial. 


The next morning, Family Engelhardt rode me on my way, a mini peloton of smiles; the boys peppered me with questions about exactly what types of snakes I was likely to see and the father, Claus, translated road signs and gave me instructions for routes ahead. I loved how the journey was connecting with people and felt privileged that they joined me or told me of their journeys or dreams. ‘But it’s nothing like yours,’ often followed. In my head they were everything like mine. For me, all adventures are created equal and it is about spirit more than form, about what it does to you rather than how long you go for or how hard other people think it was. Stuffing marshmallows into a mug of hot chocolate at day’s end while you perch on a log outside your tent feels sweetly blissful whether you are out for the weekend or away for years. In fact, maybe the smaller nuggets are all the more brilliant for their contrast with the rest of your life. In my head, the essence of it all is the same – to strive, to seek, to find and to have fun while you are out. Walking in the fields at home recently, I watched a kestrel suspend itself above the hedge line in a static hover while watching a doomed rodent thirty feet below. Seconds later it had a takeaway and I walked home with the same, the scene embedded in my memory. It is as vivid to me as handing turtle hatchlings out to sea in Mexico twelve years ago. Adventures and experience can be memorable and life-altering wherever you are. 


A few hours later, and Hercules was denuded of luggage and upside down. I tinkered, and then fought, with the spoke key, swearing as I tried to realign the buckled back wheel. In my naivety that morning, I had thought that the ever-wobbly wobbling had been due to my supersonic downhills. An hour in and the first proper tears of the expedition (think the all-consuming, body-shaking type, as opposed to the gentle slip-down-your-cheek type) washed out and, I realised later, with every wipe of my eyes I smeared dirt across my face. Passers-by stopped from time to time and offered help, useful or not, most of them cooing at the quirky set-up of Hercules’ hub gears and belt drive.


Famed for bike geekery, Germany is a perfect country for a breakdown, and I felt a mix of relief and daftness amongst the universal smells of a bike shop the next day. Apparently the exhilarating off-roading through tranquil forests a couple of nights previously had not been as good for Hercules’ wellbeing as it had been for mine. That said, I felt even more daft on another day when I couldn’t uncleat my bike shoe from the pedal and so thumped onto the pavement with all the grace of a jellyfish. I pedalled into the nearest town to find a bike shop and this time pre-empted the fall, disembarking with a knowing finesse to walk in with one shoe on, one shoe off. That time it was just a case of loosening the screw on the pedal and tightening another: I was still learning. 


After Germany I cycled into the Czech Republic, where food poisoning from dodgy petrol station tap water floored me for a couple of days, confining me to a little room above a pub as everything I had consumed exited in all directions. Fuelled only by lemonade after my two-day fast, I then cycled all day to reach Prague on Good Friday, streets bathed gold in the soft light of a gentle evening as I freewheeled down into the bustling old city, crawling with tourists. I stayed in a youth hostel and busied myself with a rest day of washing, bike cleaning, me cleaning, diary writing, blogging, answering emails and shopping. But inside air-conditioned shops, surrounded by screens and LEDs, I felt trapped and claustrophobic and cheated of the day’s warmth. Since Calais I had been outside almost twenty-four hours a day, and not seeing the sky made me twitchy. A deeply tanned local man, old enough to be my father, interrupted my contented journal writing as I sat on some old stone steps in a plaza. He told me how he thought Prince William and Kate (days away from being married) would only last a couple of years. Sprawling on the steps beside me, he invited me home with an air that suggested he thought I wouldn’t refuse. I told him I would be with my husband, the first time I had lied about being alone. In the evening I went to a concert in a church, nourished and nurtured by the music and the space of the vaulted roof. Bach, Vivaldi and more: no translation needed. Walking home to my youth hostel, wandering hordes of drunken Brits on stag and hen weekends leered over the pavements. As I lay in bed in the fetid mixed dorm trying to block out the noise, my phone buzzed with a message. My little brother. Bottled. Alive. Operation. Should be OK. Shit. My head raged while the drunk lads bantered, feeling very lonely and far from home. Still weak from the food poisoning and having barely slept long enough to confirm that the back of my eyelids existed, I stayed in Prague to sit in different sunlit plazas and cry it out. I was angry: at myself, at being away, that it happened and that, home or away, there was nothing I could do. Except ride on.


I was still nervous about not making it to far eastern Russia in time for the pre-winter crossings to Japan, so unless forced to, I rested little, clocking 60 to 90 miles a day, my legs finding their own rhythm en route to what I hoped would be an increasing distance. Where I could, I pedalled on major roads, trading off prettiness for pace, remembering home as friends’ playlists scrolled on my iPod. I belted the national anthem through small villages when Siena’s came on, and listened over and over to ‘Home is Wherever I’m With You!’ by Edward Sharpe & The Magnetic Zeroes. It echoed my feelings about Hercules and my changing backdrop of sleep spots. I slept in blossoming orchards, shady forests, empty campsites and cropped fields, alongside hedgerows and on riverbanks, tucked down leafy lanes and in quiet graveyards. I even slept in the shower room of a campground on one wet night. My goal was always to sleep wild and accept hospitality if offered, and to find a hostel or hotel when I needed a shower for me and my kit. On occasion, if it felt like there was nowhere safe to camp, I pulled the ‘security card’ I had agreed with George, the team accountant, and ducked inside for whatever sort of night I could find. My experiences ranged from the salubrious to the slimy and I am sure one of them was a brothel. 


In my tent I tried to tuck out of the way behind walls or hedges, under trees or hidden beneath bridges. Unless there were lots of people about: then I knocked on doors to ask for local advice about camping permissions and was sometimes invited to pitch on their lawn. Sometimes I even asked if I could. My sleeping set-up was my anchor, the repetition of routine as important as what the tent itself represented: the walls drew a line around me and metaphorically shut out whatever had happened that day – be it one to be forgotten or remembered. It gave distinction from the night outside. Though ironically, one of the reasons I love camping is that I feel that little bit closer to the moon. Some of my most memorable 11,000 nights on this planet have been ones when I have slept outside. Like the time my dad tried to convince my five-year-old self that he needed a hammer to set up a new sleeping bag in the garden, when he had actually just bought us our first tent. I have slept out for weeks in the garden every summer since, in various tents and even a home-made hammock, which would have been stellar if it weren’t for the insects. In winter we slept out with hot-water bottles, the back door always left open just in case. Through secondary school the ups and downs of my teenage friendships were heightened and memorialised on the two-, three- and four-day expeditions for our Duke of Edinburgh’s Awards. That I spilled our porridge on two consecutive mornings has never been forgotten by Claire or me. And nor has the time another Claire fell up to her armpits in a bog. 


From the Czech Republic to Poland and on to the Ukrainian border. 


‘You’re going back. Ukraine not allowed,’ said the sludgy green uniform, pointing at my bike, his gold tooth winking at me from beneath a thick hedge of moustache. No foot passengers here. They offered me a lift in one of the beaten-up Ladas waiting to cross to Ukraine just a few hundred metres away beyond the barriers. ‘Or you go to Medyka, 40 mile.’ Apparently not all borders are created equal, so I got back on my bike. The guards laughed as I cycled away, shouting my plans to the queues. Tree lines stitched neat silhouettes against pastel skies. Birds chortled to get all the chat in before dark as I cruised down lanes busy with commuters recently home from a day’s foraging or nest building and others readying for a night hunting. 


In villages en route, storks clattered their bills atop their telegraph poles, which looked like towering flowers with their crowning nest of branches and straw. I came alongside a grandmother on her bike and took off my sunglasses to smile. I mimed and fudged Polish for what I imagined were answers to what she was asking me, which I imagined were the pro forma questions that most people wanted to know: Where are you going? Where have you come from? What are you doing? We laughed at our efforts and she called over some children to translate. Apart from English hellos delivered with something between pride and shyness, they either didn’t know what I was talking about or were not confident enough to bust out their skills. Suspicious older sisters and accompanying boyfriends, a mother in curlers and dressing gown came out to watch and an English–Polish dictionary was brought out to help. ‘It looks like rain,’ said a child, reading from the dictionary and pointing to the clouds. Panni, the smiling bike lady, insisted she take me home as it was late, apparently not going to take no for an answer. Ukraine would have to wait until tomorrow.


After a bath, Panni fed me a rich feast of thick ham and deep slabs of bread which she cut on her stomach like my mum told me that her mum used to do. After dinner we sat in the lounge with her husband. ‘My father asks what are you doing here in our small town?’ their son translated down the phone, while Panni and her pink-cheeked husband waited with eager patience for the return translation. I showed them pictures from home, and showed them the map of my route. France, Belgium, Netherlands, Germany, the Czech Republic, Poland, Ukraine, Russia, Kazakhstan, China, back into Russia and on … Panni did the same with her family albums. Meanwhile, a picture of Jesus looked down at us from his cross in the front room and later I slept with another picture of him looking down at me in the back bedroom. It’s the closest I’d ever been to that man. The next morning they brought out their elderly neighbour to watch me pack. Her weathered hands held on to my gloved ones while she gazed hard into my eyes through clouded cataracts, crossing herself as she said something I guessed was a prayer. I nodded and thanked her, assuming in my sample size of two households that religion must be important around here. Russian Orthodox churches had started to appear recently on my ride, the distinctive domed roofs and emblem of the two-barred cross standing out as new. Kalników had a beautiful wooden Russian church which I wheeled round for a quick look on my way out of town, wondering at the stories of my hosts. We had glimpses of each others’ lives and that was all. I reckoned that this is all it ever could be for me on this journey – vignettes.


I made it to Medyka and into Ukraine that afternoon, feeling more of an anomaly than I had on my ride so far. It was my first official border checkpoint; until now I had only pedalled through an imaginary line, sometimes marked by a road sign, sometimes not. Shifty-looking men tried me for money, offering exchange. A horse-drawn cart went by. Then a Mercedes. In some places the roads were more pothole than road and in others it was smooth and swift. Both within the country and between others, my two-week trek across the middle of the country was one of contrasts. Rural life was manual and labour-intense, a well and a bucket in the garden for water, along with a bearded goat. The odd scatter of cows chomped here and there but I don’t think I ever saw a sheep. Whole families bent double in the fields tilled and planted seeds in strips, grandparents alongside youngsters, collectively stitching a collage across the landscape. In contrast, massive fields stretched for hundreds of acres, worked by the latest sprayers and tractors, one man and machine doing the work of many manual labourers. Only latterly in 2015 when politics flared in the eastern Ukrainian region, stopping its exports, did I learn that the country is known as the ‘Bread Basket’ of Europe, a major exporter of wheat in the area. Old women with tired eyes and wrapped in thick woollen tights, layers of cardigans and pinafores, shawls and headscarves, stood on lonely sentry duty at roadsides selling eggs or bottles of milk. Shops reminded me of black-and-white pictures of 1940s shops at home, shopkeepers standing behind a wooden counter with a glass front stretching across or around the shop, fetching whatever you wanted from rows of jars or boxes on shelves. Yet in one shop I was handed my purchases in a plastic bag from Sainsbury’s. 


The Cyrillic alphabet had appeared and turned road signs into wordscapes to be studied like I do the night sky, learning single constellations and recognising patterns as a handle to finding my way around the whole. ‘Львив, Тернопил, Кхмелнытски, Виннытсиа, Кировохрад, Днепопетровск, Донетск, Луханск’ – Lviv, Ternopil, Khmelnytskyi, Vinnytsia, Kirovohrad, Dnipropetrovsk, Donetsk, Luhansk. Town names were announced in ostentatiously huge 3-D concrete blocks at their perimeter, often accompanied by the prettiest bus stops I have ever seen, their walls mosaicked or painted with stories of life under the scythe and hammer of Communism or in blocks and curves that reminded me of art deco windows. I jumped on any chance to practise my fledgling Russian. Outside a shop one day, a young lad pointed out how I should be pronouncing Ukraine itself, laughing at me as he shouted ‘Uuuuuk-raiy-EEEEEnah!’ while pointing on my inflatable globe to where he lived, repeating it again and again until he was satisfied with my pronunciation. As I stood eating biscuits, a toothless, smiling elderly gentleman in a faded suit and braces, with worn-out shoes, doffed his black cap to me and almost stood on my toes to look at me through smeary thick specs. He didn’t understand my Russian and so I showed him the Ukrainian translation of my ‘Magic Letter’, which outlined the basics of my journey. He screwed up his eyes and furrowed his brow in concentration or confusion, and I guessed that he either didn’t know how to read or couldn’t discern the words with his short-sightedness. 


Riding eastwards on a dappled road in the late morning sun, a scruffily dressed guy flagged me down and asked for directions. I was surprised because I clearly looked like a traveller, likely with no idea of where he wanted to go. He shifted from foot to foot as his eyes darted around him and he pointed on the map at this and that distractedly. A car rushed up and its driver jumped out to ask unconvincingly for more directions before shooting away. His wallet bounced to the pavement and I picked it up and shouted after him. Guy number one grabbed it from me, excitedly showing me all the notes inside before shoving it into his trousers. ‘Fifty fifty!’ he whispered, miming that we could share the money, waiting for me to say yes. I had a sense it was a set-up of some kind, and a police car sidling past at that moment convinced me. I spun away as quickly as the pedals would turn. Every time I saw a patrol car for the rest of the day I did my best to look as casual and invisible as possible. 


The traffic police officers in Ukraine must have been especially bored as I seemed to be waved over every other day as I pedalled onwards. Sometimes they checked my passport and sometimes not. Only one lot asked for money, but the fluffy green dice on their dash reassured me that they were just pretenders and I carried on without waiting to hear their answer. 


Then there was the night signalman who let me warm up and cook dinner on the wood stove in his cosy signal box. He wanted me to sleep in there too, rubbing his thick hands together and stroking his leg, face twitching while we ate. I firmly stuck to my tent outside and fell asleep uneasily, my subconscious chuntering ‘what ifs’ through the night. I woke the next morning to him showing me off proudly to his friends who had just arrived for work. I pedalled off trying to reconcile my conflicting instincts, glad I was alert but keen to continue trusting people and keep those perspectives in balance. Being solo was more of a worry to me than the fact I was a woman, for the simple fact that in duet there is someone else to watch your back. 


There was a lot of kindness, too. A gentle old man in a suit bought me some biscuits, handing them to me without saying a word, and another gave me a rose with a big smile. A shopkeeper gave me some free sweets and another insisted I had a big cup of coffee with his two patrons, which I was grateful for even though I can’t stand the stuff. A teenage lad cycling past with friends pedalled back to me with a bunch of pretty wild flowers on a day when I needed that lift. 


Mosquitoes were a different matter. They invaded my personal space on a daily basis, heralding the start of many months of torment and strategy. I had repellent, a fine-meshed headnet, a long-sleeved shirt and a lot of swear words in my armoury. A forced camp on a moonlit marshland could have been peaceful and still, but for the lilting, burping, farting chorus of croaking frogs at all depths of field. The high-pitched screams of mosquito armies bombarded my tent wall in search of my blood through the night, scooting in before I managed to zip the door shut or track down the tiniest of tears in the fabric to tape it closed. Before long the pale tent inner was blood-smeared and spattered with splatted mosquitoes. On slow uphills I was easy prey.


I felt my most vulnerable to dogs on the slow uphills, too, and came to learn there were a lot of bored strays in Ukraine. Both lone dogs and packs of them took me and, I assume, anyone else on a bike as fair and fun game, sprinting after me, yapping at my heels. I became skilled at squirting my water bottle at them while still pumping hard on the pedals until I realised that stopping and barking back at them was the most effective rebuttal. It also made anyone watching chuckle, as many of my biking antics seemed to do. That was certainly the case on the day commemorating the end of the Second World War in Ukraine after an entire memorial service turned to wave at me as I pedalled past. 


At the Russian border outside of Luhansk, the Ukrainian guards were unflinching in their outsized hats, ignoring an old lady’s tearful, writhing request to use the loo. There were endless rules about what was banned or allowed in Russia, including satellite devices. A muscled Alsatian pulled at its thick chain, snarling and barking as I wheeled Hercules towards the Russian checkpoint. The guards stamped me in with barely a look at my documents. Relieved, I walked towards the final barrier, and saw a traditionally garbed group dressed in military uniform and pretty dresses. They started to sing, their swords at salute. 


‘Welcome to Russia, Sarah. I am Evgenia,’ said the petite lady in civvies. I was being given a traditional Cossack welcome, complete with a cat-sized loaf of beautifully crafted klep. This was the Rostov-on Don region, southern Russia, with rich Cossack heritage, and Evgenia, a government official, had arranged our welcome. I had expected to meet her for a coffee – not a full-on fanfare, and I was touched by the effort. On the pedal into town, as I worked to keep up with Evgenia’s car and police escort, I marvelled that such a high-level official had come to greet me, before realising over a bowl of borscht that she had in fact laid on the escort for me. We stopped at an incongruously Egyptian-themed hotel for a Russian dinner with the owner and various of his friends, who introduced me to vodka, local style. Apparently this meant toasting everything in shots, multiple shots. I was squiffy after four of my most enthusiastic Nazdarovya! 


Cued by Evgenia, arrival committees in the next couple of regions gave me costumed welcomes, presentations of books, flowers, flags and more vodka and loaves over the following three days. Near Morosovski I was given flowers to place at the foot of the vast Second World War monument and asked to say something while translators translated to a small crowd of local officials. At School Number 5 I shared some tales of the journey with teenage students, my first talk of the road. ‘What are the children like in England?’, ‘What do you think of Russia?’ the students quizzed me, and I was impressed by their English and embarrassed that I didn’t have more Russian yet. I planned to bring adventure into classrooms either by in-person visits or satellite calls from the field and an online resource bank, encouraging young people outside. Physically outside and beyond their comfort zones, I wanted them to explore the world and be unafraid of new challenges. A Russian flag stood outside the school and in the classroom and soldiers stood at the gate. Apart from that, it felt much like any other state school at home.


A changing brigade of police cars escorted me for those three days, and on one of them I had three in procession, feeling embarrassingly conspicuous. The officers rode Hercules around car parks, commentating to their counterparts, and made me pose for photos every time a new officer rolled into the duty squad. Only one scowled with a determined persistence, looking thoroughly and theatrically bored each time I caught his eye in the rear-view mirror, clearly feeling that I had disrupted far more important duties or, I suspect, a quiet afternoon of his own choosing. Still, it was a fun gig for the most part and I especially enjoyed them carrying my bags. I had no rules about who carried my luggage, only about who did my miles, which had to be me, whether I cycled, walked or crawled. If I took a lift I marked my spot and returned to the same place. At railway crossings, where traffic backed up for hours to wait for mile-long trains to trundle through with their procession of carriages, the policemen would signal that the barriers were to be lifted and we nipped over. I had enjoyed the advantages and circus of my official stint, but I was glad to solo again, mistress of my own day once more. I had about a week more in which to cross Russia, before Kazakhstan beckoned.


Before my journey, it had been Russia that people were most wary of. I was advised that someone should always know where I was and warned of being drugged and raped and killed or mugged and disappeared, generally by people who had never set foot in the country. I don’t know if the same can be said for the guy in the Czech Republic who asked if I would be carrying a Kalashnikov, but my first few days set the tone for the rest of my time in Russia. Vodka, hospitality and warmth. 
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