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Foreword

			Sir Ranulph Fiennes, OBE

			Alastair Humphreys’ expedition was out of the ordinary.

			In today’s world of dashing up Everest in less than a day, sailing round the world in 10 weeks, and best-selling books about three-month motorbike rides, Alastair’s journey stands out as amazing. It was probably the first great adventure of the new Millennium.

			This journey was an old-fashioned expedition: long, lonely, low-budget and spontaneous. It was a life on the road rather than a whirlwind break from home.

			An expedition lasting four years requires tremendous persistence, flexibility and self-discipline. To cycle, mostly alone, so many thousands of miles down the lonely roads of some of the world’s wildest regions demands great strength and toughness – mental as well as physical.

			When Alastair’s carefully prepared plans to ride through Central Asia to Australia collapsed, he would have been forgiven had he shrugged his shoulders at the tough luck, given up and returned home to have a go at something else. But to change his route so drastically, to turn spontaneously and ride instead through the Middle East and Africa showed enormous determination, lateral thinking and a love for life and for adventure.

			He aimed high, minimised his risks as best he could, and then leapt in with enthusiasm, trusting to the general good nature of mankind to help him through. The reward was an impressive circumnavigation of the planet crossing five continents that a journey! Alastair certainly did not take easy options on his journey (a winter in Siberia, a summer in the desert of Turkmenistan are examples) and this of course made success all the sweeter.

			Alastair set himself a ferocious challenge, an old-fashioned quest, and got on his bike to see how hard he could push himself, what he could endure, how far he could go. He must be proud of pulling it off, against the odds and against the doubts of so many.

			I am sure Alastair learned a great deal, about the world, about himself, during the often lonely weeks and months and years of hard work. This expedition demonstrated that all things are possible if you work hard enough to achieve them. I would like to congratulate Alastair on his impressive accomplishment and wish him the very best of luck with his future exploits.
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			Sir Ranulph Fiennes 

			Explorer
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The Road Ahead

			All that you are experiencing now,

			will become moods of future joys,

			so bless it all.

			– Ben Okri

			Days are long on the road. Pack up and pedal into the dawn. Ride until sunset. It’s easy to kill time but you can kill distance only by riding. Roads roll on forever, linking and connecting and reaching so far ahead that to think about the end is to think of something that feels impossible. So settle for today, for earning the small distance that the day’s long hours will allow you. Roads drenched with rain, stinging hail, pulsing heat, slick ice, buffeted by winds on loose gravel, deep sand, tangled rocks, thick snow. Roads of smooth tarmac down mountainsides on sunny days with warm tailwinds and scenes of impossible beauty. Roads furious with traffic through grim slums, bland scrub, concrete jungles, polluted industrial wastelands. Monotony in motion. Roads too hard and too long that break you, expose you, scorn you, and would laugh at you if they cared. Roads too hard and too long that you pick yourself up from, have a word with yourself, and make it to an end you once doubted. Roads you have never ridden to places you have never seen and people you have never met. Days end. A different sunset, a different resting point, a different perspective. A little less road waits for you tomorrow. A little more road lies behind you.

			Choose your road. Ride it well.

		

	
		
			For my vast support team of strangers, who became friends.

			If you’re not hurting you’re not riding hard enough.
If you’re not hungry you’ve eaten too much.
If you’re not cold you’re carrying too many clothes.
If you know you will succeed it’s too easy.

		

	
		
			
Beginning

			Dreams in the dusty recesses of my mind.

			TE Lawrence

			My journey begins. The bags are packed, my head is shaved (a ‘new beginning’ type thing) and I can think of no convincing excuse to back out. I am trapped on a runaway train that I set in motion myself but now am powerless to stop. I don’t want to do this. I wake up feeling physically sick with fear. I can’t do this. I roll out of my bed for he last time, open my curtains for the last time and look at my beautiful view of the Yorkshire Dales for the last time. I realise that if I take stock of all these ‘last times’ then I will be in floods of tears before I even make it downstairs (for the last time). I have to do this. I focus my efforts on smiling for the sake of my parents. Everything seems surreal. Is this really happening to me? I don’t have to do this, do I? I stuff a tin-foiled pack of sandwiches into my panniers as if I was heading out on a jolly day trip, awkwardly wheel my heavy, cumbersome bike out of the garage, wait while Dad asks the neighbour to take a final family photo, hug everyone goodbye, and I am off. As easy as that. I have crossed my first border: from dreaming of a big journey to being somebody who is on that journey.

			The start is inauspicious. After 50 metres my mother yells at me for forgetting my helmet and I have to trudge back to the garage for it. I then realise that, despite the months of research into mountain roads of the Andes and Sudanese border crossings, I have no idea which road to take out of my village. So I guess. I guess wrong. And my father shouts, and points me right.

			Finally, I round the corner, my home is gone and it all hits me. The mounting pressure and months of denial all explode inside me, and I burst into tears. I have just left from my front door to try to cycle around the planet. I have left behind everyone that I love. If I was a brave man I would turn around right now. Go home. Go home, and admit that it was all too frightening. Instead I keep pedalling.

			What on earth are you doing, Al? You bloody idiot.

			This is one of the worst moments of my life.

		

	
		
			
Short on Boldness

			Whatever you do, or dream you can, begin it.

			Boldness has genius, power, and magic in it.

			Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

			In order to ease myself in gently, and to say some more goodbyes, I stayed with friends along the way through England to Dover. By the end of the first day the face-punch of reality had kicked in. I was knackered. This was going to be difficult in every way. I spent the first night at my friend Richard’s house in Cheshire after a less-than-gentle 85-mile debut day. I could barely eat, because of the nervous turmoil in my belly. After dinner I leant back in my chair, listened to one of his father’s corny jokes, rubbed the unfamiliar texture of my shaved head, and felt like I was on a runaway train, unstoppable and out of control, yet I did not feel strong enough to hang on.

			The next hundred miles to the home of a friend in Worcestershire was better, although it was hardly the gentle warm-up I hoped for. The last couple of months had been a blur of organisation and farewell parties, and no time for exercise. A group of friends gathered for a barbecue. Duncan managed to inflict himself with food poisoning and as I said goodbye to his prostrate form, I wished that it had been me. After one of his Mum’s legendary fried breakfasts I was back in the saddle and the end of England was drawing nearer.

			A sedate couple on racing bicycles asked me where I was heading on my fully loaded mountain bike. I couldn’t bring myself to say ‘Australia’ as I had no faith that I was going to make it that far. I felt a fraud. I said ‘Oxford,’ and they were impressed. I wanted to go home. August sunshine danced through the trees and bees hummed their busy way. Families drove past, enjoying the warm day together. Huddles of friendly cows peered at me over the taut fences.

			I wound my way through the traffic-jammed London labyrinth to Ziggy’s home. My friend Ziggy was also leaving England in a few days to teach in the Botswanan bush for three years. He was having a large farewell party. I had chosen not to have a fanfare departure: perhaps I was thinking of a likely ignominious early return. With my loaded bike, which I had christened Rita, propped in the garden, people raved about my trip, but for once their incredulity struck home. Needing some space I climbed onto the roof of the house and looked over the orange haze of night-time London. Noisy laughter rose from the garden below, with the usual chatter about work, TV, gossip and a little drunken philosophising. I tried to remind myself that this comfortable swaddling was what I wanted to get away from.

			I left Ziggy’s house to a roar of thunder. Heavy grey clouds choked London and uncaring cars carved waves of rainwater over me. I cried my way out of London to Sevenoaks, a feeble 30 miles, before taking refuge with Arno, another friend from Oxford and the most English of all Frenchmen. I phoned Sarah from a chipped red phone box and desperately wanted to see her. But I knew now how much I really loved her, and that I would quit if I saw her again. 

			I delayed for a day, enjoying watching England destroy Germany 5-1 in a qualifying match for the 2002 World Cup. Morale began to rise a little; how could it not after that game? Once I left Arno’s I had no excuse to linger more. It was time to get going. Leaving England was a huge psychological barrier that I was very reluctant to cross, although I hoped that once I did it things would begin to appear rosier. On my last morning in England I made a conscious effort to keep my head up, to drink in details. If things went to plan I would not see her again for a very long time though I would surely think of home every day. The smallest, most mundane aspects of England would all seem fresh and new, yet welcomingly familiar when next I saw them.

			I spent a long night in Dover’s ferry port trying to find a comfortable position on a row of plastic seats with a ridge between each person’s allocated individual buttock space. Throughout the night a recorded message piped up every couple of minutes, ‘Bing, bong, bing, bong: we would like to politely remind you that the parking zone outside is restricted to 10 minutes only. Thank you. Bing, bong, bing, bong: we would like to politely remind you that this is a no-smoking terminal. Thank you. Bing, bong, bing, bong: we would like to politely remind you that we have no intention of letting you get any sleep whatsoever on those special uncomfortable seats. Thank you.’

			The ferry crossing was grim. The Great British Public were delighted that the bar was open at 7am and were boisterously enjoying shouting about how much lager they were going to drink before reaching Frog-land. I cycled out of the cavernous loading bay of the ferry and I was in France. The journey of a lifetime was underway and all I wanted to do was go home. 

			But I soon began enjoying being abroad. It is always an exciting sensation. I was due to meet a friend, Chris, in about a week’s time in Luxembourg. He was leaving England a few days after me so I would ride slowly until he caught up with me and then we would ride together for a while. I left a graffitied message on a road sign for him saying that I was looking forward to seeing him again. I needed the company. My bike felt heavy, loaded with front and rear panniers and a large dry-bag bungeed on top of the rear rack. I had enough clothes to endure the Iranian winter, camping and cooking gear, spare parts, a spare tyre, tools, a Leatherman and enough books to fill a small library. I was carrying the SAS Survival Handbook (with manly plans that never materialised of catching my own food and navigating by the stars), a Book of Facts (to educate myself), a mini world Atlas (to plot and dream), a Teach Yourself to Draw book (my new project), a mini dictionary of quotations (for inspiration), the latest Harry Potter and the brick-like Penguin History of the World. A little excessive, perhaps, especially considering that I had not brought any underwear to save some weight.

			I rode through the killing fields of the First World War around Arras. Half-remembered snatches of poems came back to me, as I reflected sadly on the mad history of those peaceful green fields.

			‘He’s a cheery old card, grunted Harry to Jack as they marched up to Arras with rifle and pack. But he did for them both with his plan of attack…’

			‘…the rifle’s rapid rattle stutters out its hasty orisons…’

			‘… the old lie…’

			The next day was my best so far. I only cried for a couple of minutes in the morning; things were improving. It was starting to sink in that I was actually doing it. I had actually left home with the pure purpose of making this journey. Nominally I had a goal but in reality I didn’t. I would travel until I didn’t want to anymore, until I had cured my wanderlust, until I had learned enough for now, suffered enough for now, tested myself enough for now and done all the things that this journey demanded of me, for now. Whether or not I could make it right round the world wasn’t as important to me any more as having actually taken the first big step. I had learned already that the journey is the reward, and that the destination is purely for others.

			The transition to the Euro was just months away and so my mother had given me all her long-hoarded European coins to spend. I decided on a little detour to Belgium for some retail therapy. It was about 10 kilometres out of my way to the first café across the border. I slapped down my cash on the counter, confident of burgers and coffee. When the smiling girl had removed all the out-of-date coins there was still a respectable little pile of coinage. I asked for as much food as I could buy. She handed me a can of Coke and three small chocolate bars and scooped my coins into the till. A little disappointed at my booty I turned around and pedalled back to France. Oh well. I sang to the cows, “I’m the king of the world: I’ve got a can of Coke and three chocolate bars.” It was dehydrated chicken noodle soup for dinner but this time with chocolate for dessert. I was learning to be grateful for small rewards.

			I had no map as I was still harbouring romantic notions of ambling unfettered across the globe. The novelty of being lost had not yet worn thin. Surprisingly, given our organisational skills, both Chris and I arrived in Luxembourg on the prearranged day. It was good to see him again. Chris was the friend of a friend and we had met the year before when the three of us cycled across South America. Chris looks like a dreadlocked Harry Potter, but beneath his slight frame lies a steel core and a foolish sense of humour. He was going to ride with me to Istanbul.

			Summer was fading into autumn. Toes and noses stung in the crisp dawns. I enjoyed the sight of the World’s Fattest Moped Rider, cheerfully straddling his tiny machine with his legs sticking out, the tyres squashed flat and the engine screaming in protest. Lilac crocuses filled a wet meadow and brown cows crunched them in the rain. The rain fell, day after day. My feet turned white and wrinkly being permanently wet for so long. One day as we ate jam sandwiches on a pavement we looked jealously at a table of girls eating huge burgers in a restaurant. Burgers were beyond our budgets.

			One ordinary wet morning we cycled with a bike shop owner who was out on his morning training ride. He had caught us up and slowed down to ride with us. He led us at a cracking pace down winding little cycle tracks and shortcuts.

			He didn’t speak any English and Chris spoke no German so I translated as well as my school-level German would allow:

			“I think that he just said that an aeroplane crashed into the World Trade Centre in New York yesterday….”

			It was September 12th 2001.

			The next couple of weeks seem peculiar now with the perspective of hindsight. The whole world was frantic, like ants in a damaged nest. The repercussions from the terrorist attacks rushed across the world, waves that continue to wash over us all today. Meanwhile, on the banks of the Danube, Chris and I were cycling to Budapest. We were angered and saddened by the attacks, and anxious and unsure about their implications, but it was hard to feel connected with the world, our world, while we were riding through a country where we knew no-one and no-one knew us and the road was stunning and the sun shone and the river flowed peacefully. Sunshine did not feel appropriate to how we felt we should be feeling.

			Days rolled by through densely wooded valleys and beneath striking outcrops of rock, perched with churches and castles. There were lots of middle-aged cyclists ambling along in ludicrous shell suits and ill-fitting lycra. Some cyclists would pass us twice, firstly on their ride out and then again later on their way back home. I too was heading for home but I was not planning on turning around to get there. A man in a purple cycling outfit and cycling helmet was standing at a bar, beer in one hand, cigarette in the other. I imagined him leaving home and calling out to his wife, “Right darling; I’m off out cycling now.” “Oh well done!” she would have cooed, impressed at her athletic hubby.

			As we followed the river, autumn tightened her grip on the year and my evening swims became ever more vocal. As night fell we would relax beside our campfire and cook noodles. With chocolate biscuits to follow, the living was easy. It was a run of glorious days and some of the most beautiful cycling I had known. Lit by crisp sunlight, the colours of the Danube gorge were amazing: deep blue sky, deep green forests, occasional trees starting to burn with autumn colours, bright green crop fields and the golden shimmering Danube. Clean white houses with red tile roofs crowded round the clean-lined churches with straight and sharp spires or curvaceous cupolas. The bike path veered wildly through head-high maize and dazzling oil seed rape and back along the riverbank. Fallen leaves on the track, clickety clack, clickety clack, my own commuter track. Where was I going? Home, I supposed.

			Early in the morning the sun rose through white mist as we broke camp. Skeins of swans spanked the water as they struggled to take off. Beams of light carved through the clouds. It was easy to imagine a God. A daub of yellow woodpecker battered at the silence and a snake slithered across the path ahead of us. Tiny villages welcomed cycle-tourers with guesthouses and restaurants. I hoped to return and ride that route again one day when I could afford coffee and cake in all the little cafés. After this ride, I reflected, people would ask, “Did you see Macchu Pichu, the Grand Canyon, the Pyramids?” And I would say, “Yes, and I also saw the Danube.”

			We pinched apples from a laden orchard, stuffed our panniers and anticipated stomach cramps. It was a surprise to discover that Austria completely shut down on Sundays. We ran out of apples and were famished. It was raining again too. The only shops open were petrol stations and they were too expensive for us so we just kept on riding into and then right out the other side of Vienna in search of an open grocery store. Is my memory of Vienna a unique one, of rain, grey wet motorway underpasses, tower blocks and closed shops?

			After Vienna it really began to pour. We were soaked to the skin. We looked for a sheltered campsite, an old barn perhaps, but were turned away from the two farms we asked permission at. That would be the only time of the whole journey that I was ever turned away. We could not find anywhere to sleep and eventually the road left Austria and we entered Slovakia in the dark and camped under a motorway flyover. We lit a fire to warm ourselves but were spotted by a patrol of rifle-wielding policemen. I was nervous as they walked towards us. But they merely motioned to us that they thought we were a bit mad, and that we really shouldn’t be sleeping there. However as the weather was so awful they would let us stay where we were so long as we disappeared early in the morning.

			Morning meant that yesterday was gone and we grabbed at it early. The rain had stopped. We emerged through the morning fog into Bratislava, a city that immediately appealed. Compared to Austria the relative poverty of Slovakia was apparent in the cars and clothes of the people. A combination of not really eating the previous day and Slovakia’s favourable exchange rate led to some serious eating whilst the city sat quietly beneath a cold quilt of mist. A brass plaque set into a pavement told me that I still had 1,200 kilometres to travel to reach Istanbul and 15,000 more to Sydney.

			We camped early that evening to dry everything out. With gear spread over the field drying and steaming in the sunshine I studied my new map. I had had enough of wandering free/being lost. From foul to fair: yesterday we had been cold, wet, hungry and slept uneasily in a place we did not feel safe. Today we lazed in a safe campsite enjoying the sunshine, jam sandwiches and coffee. It made me realise that if I had a tough day I must just keep persevering and eventually things would come good again.

			Crossing the river and the border into Hungary we rode past enormous factory complexes brown with rust, decaying and crumbling. In the fields alongside the factories farmers scythed clover and we debated the difference between a scythe and a sickle. Old ladies in thick nylon hosiery picked wild mushrooms, their old bicycles leant against apple trees. We arrived in Budapest and paid for accommodation and a hot shower for the first time in a month. It was a chance for me to wash my intensely smelly and itchy feet. We abandoned the bikes in the hostel and headed out to eat, a feast of traditional Hungarian food: an all-you-can-eat Chinese buffet and a litre tub of ice cream each. 

			The next day I walked to the British Embassy where the newspapers painted a very black picture for my projected progress into Asia. The Taliban were refusing to hand over Bin Laden and war in Afghanistan was looming. I decided that I could not bury my head in the sand any longer and began considering the possibility of having to detour round Central Asia. 

			Grime-streaked workers in their overalls stood at high tables in a gloomy market eating spicy sausage and potatoes with their fingers. I joined them, trying to get my head round the options available to me in this new post-September 11th world. Chris too was wrestling with tough choices. He had decided not to go home after Istanbul. He had an Australian passport and he wanted to go and study there. Now he just needed to tell his girlfriend. I knew how he felt…

			Hungary’s Great Plain was flat to the horizon over acres of vegetables. Bent bodies were hard at work picking paprika and harvesting potatoes and corncobs. We endured evil mosquitoes and then we were into Serbia and Montenegro. The cars were now Yugos rather than Skodas, the drivers hooted at us more and people waved more often. We encountered the first real signs of rural poverty in Europe, tiny dwellings with chickens scratching around outside. The smallholdings and vegetable gardens suggested subsistence living rather than food surpluses and EU subsidies. It felt very different to the Europe we had left behind. There were a few small vineyards and ladies sat beside the road with bunches of grapes for sale. We passed a town that seemed devoted entirely to selling moulded plastic products; rainbows of stacked plastic bathtubs and washing-up bowls. Old ladies in head shawls watched the world go by and hoped for customers.

			Two thousand miles from home now and Belgrade was blanketed in a thick, cosy blanket of fumes. It felt somehow comforting and soothing in the rush hour chaos. Wandering the streets of Belgrade we saw postcard sellers with cards depicting Serbia as a final stronghold against American world domination. Celebratory cards of the September 11th attacks also showed an anti-US sentiment. Sadly, over the next few years on the road, I saw this sentiment blooming worldwide.

			Belgrade comfortably won the prize for the most beautiful women of the ride so far. Tourists were still something of a rarity and we discovered with joy that if we stopped in the street, with map and puzzled expression, then within moments a blonde beauty would stop to shepherd us in the right direction.

			We enjoyed Serbia’s autumnal forests, huge hills, limestone cliffs and the gleaming river (littered with plastic bottles). We asked for water at a hilltop farm overlooking the Danube and Romania. The family invited us onto their patio for very strong coffee and a couple of glasses of homemade apple schnapps. As the schnapps warmed our bellies an old man began jabbing his podgy finger at us and saying, “Bin Laden – BOOM, George Bush – BOOM, Yugoslavia – BOOM, Tony Blair – BOOM.” Having known war so recently he felt an affinity with what was brewing in Afghanistan. 

			Romania felt poorer than the other countries we had ridden through so far, with horse drawn carts, barefoot people carrying buckets of water from the wells, kids begging and rubbing their tummies in gestures of hunger and men asking us for cigarettes. We rode past several wedding and funeral processions in Romania. Both kinds of parade featured jaunty music, singing in the street, and homemade wine slugged from bottles. It was hard at first sight to know whether it was a wedding or a funeral that we were passing. Should I ring my bell and wave gaily or nod gravely and look sombre?

			Kids wielded peashooters and crossbows made from maize stalks. A teenage boy tried to impress his girl by racing through a village on his horse and cart with her holding tight to his waist and shrieking in delighted terror. The towns had derelict, broken-windowed, rusting factories, but some were still belching out smoke. Large arterial pipelines led to and from the factories, often running between a family’s house and their garden or along a pavement. Train tracks across the road faded into the fields, a reminder of Communism’s shortcomings and the economic vacuum that followed its collapse.

			On our first night in Bulgaria we bid a final farewell to the Danube. It lay old, slow and golden in the setting sun. Factories and darkness framed the river. We said a fond goodbye and headed for the hills. Bulgaria’s rolling hills were a pleasant change from the tedious plains of Romania. They reminded me a little of England. An old lady gave us peppers and grapes from her garden and we learned that in Bulgaria nodding your head means ‘no’ whereas shaking it from side to side means ‘yes’. 

			On and on we pedalled; camping in woods and behind hillocks, buying food in dim and dusty village shops, filling water bottles at petrol stations and village pumps. We were growing fit and strong and our minds were hardening to the long hours on the road each day. I was beginning to grasp that this was the lifestyle I had committed myself to for the next few years or for as long as I could handle it. I was learning to adapt to the routine of the hours and days and weeks that, combined together, ease you slowly across countries and continents.

			After a long, painful mountain climb we crossed into Turkey and saw the first signpost for Istanbul, the end of Europe. We slept in a prohibited military zone that night but we didn’t care, we were exhausted. Minarets of mosques called the faithful to prayer. ‘Allah-u-akhbar…! God is Great…!’ My plan to race across Europe, to get as far away from all that held me there before it sucked me back like a magnetic field was working. I felt generally happy and I was now a continent away from home.

			The lure of a bed overcame any sense of foolishness as we raced into Istanbul after dark down a terrifying motorway. Predictably enough we were caught by the police. A little less predictably, the police allowed us to continue on the busy motorway and helped us with directions. Racing afraid down a busy motorway was an unusual arrival at the gateway to Asia. I had crossed my first continent. I was 4,500 kilometres from home. It had been a sad, unexpectedly difficult farewell and beginning to my ride. The journey had definitely begun, but would it be able to continue? The world seemed poised to go crazy and I now had some big decisions to make about where I could go next.

		

	
		
			
The Single Step

			The longest journey starts with a single step.

			Lao Tse

			It was an exciting time of life. Leaving university with the world laid out before me, I was at the junction of a number of paths, unable to see far ahead but with a hazy picture of where each may take me.

			Knowing that one road ultimately leads to another, I knew that I would never come back. It was time to choose. So I chose to leave everything that I was familiar with, everything that I knew and loved and enjoyed. I turned down a good job. I chose to leave my friends and family, my girlfriend and my country.

			I decided to let go of everything that makes life normal, secure and conventionally happy. Like the movie poster in my student halls, I chose not to, ‘choose a big television, choose fixed-interest mortgage repayments, choose a starter home, choose sitting on the couch watching mind-numbing, spirit-crushing game shows.’ I chose something else. I was tremendously excited by life, and didn’t think I would find it where I was. I knew that leaving would be hard, but, like Candide: ‘I should like to know which is worse, to be raped a hundred times by negro pirates, to have a buttock cut off, to run the gauntlet among the Bulgarians, to be whipped and flogged in an auto-da-fé, to be dissected, to row in a galley, in short to endure all the miseries through which we have passed, or to remain here doing nothing?’

			It is a greedy, ungrateful risk to give up everything that makes you happy in the hope that you can find something better. You risk not finding it. You risk finding it and then never being satisfied again, always yearning for more. But I was looking for experiences that nothing, not the dimming light of old age nor financial ruin, could take away from me. Uncertain travel held an appeal for me, a luring magic, an intoxicating release from conventional bonds, a chance for self-testing and self-discovery, and the rushing joy of being alive that I rarely felt at home.

			I chose to leave everything behind: the wasted opportunities, the shiny things I had spent money on and the expectations of conventional living: the race to get a bigger house, bigger car, bigger gravestone. I would have no home, no appointments, no deadlines, no career, no beautiful possessions, no weekend hobbies, no mortgage, no bills, no commute. I would have everything I wanted.

			I wanted to raise my arms and stare in wonder over waves of hazy blue mountains. I wanted to wake in my sleeping bag in the desert as the sun rose between my toes. To shiver in a frost-rimmed tent is to truly appreciate the next warm duvet. A parched desert teaches gratitude for running water. Clarion calls to be alive and to treasure life.

			This is the road I decided to travel, yet another Englishman off on a journey. So there are lions and mud huts and narrow escapes and blood-red sunsets and snow-capped peaks, but really this is the story of a young person alone. Alone on a bicycle. What prompted me to write this book was the depressingly rapid realisation that I am no Superman, no chisel-jawed Victorian explorer, no larger-than-life climber of Everest. I cried a lot, I was scared a lot and I wanted to quit most of the time. If I had known at the start of the journey all that I knew by the end, there is no way I would have dared even to begin.

			My plans started small but rapidly snowballed. I thought that I would like to cycle to India, but maybe then I should just keep going to Australia? And if I made it as far as Oz, then I might as well go to South America… and on it went, until I realised that I was preparing to try to cycle all the way around the planet.

			At university I spent most of my time dreaming of, saving for and reading about adventure. It was only in my final year that I started to develop concrete plans. I became too busy planning my ride to do much studying, and my small bedsit filled with maps and globes. The possibilities were endless and this led to countless hours of happy, unproductive daydreaming. ‘Operation HQ’ was Borders bookshop on Broad Street in Oxford, a fine establishment where drinking coffee while reading books with no intention of making a purchase seemed to be actively encouraged. I would quietly fold down page corners so that I could resume my research on my next visit.

			A sofa and a coffee are the finest travel companions one can have. Armchair travel is often more exciting than the real thing, and always more comfortable. The only limit is your imagination. Don Quixote said that you can ‘journey all over the universe in a map, without the expense and fatigue, without the inconveniences of heat, cold, hunger and thirst’. Reading is cheaper than travelling (in paperback at least) and far more convenient. You can skip the boring parts, savour the good bits, laugh in the face of danger and drop ice cubes down the vest of fear. Sir, Madam, I applaud your choice!

			This happy daydreaming could have been fine if I had kept it to myself. My travels were little more than ‘dreams in the dusty recesses of my mind’. But the moment I began expanding my plans over reassuringly expensive pints of Stella Artois in the Oxford pubs, I was trapped. Make a tall claim to a friend and, no matter how successfully the beer helps him forgive and forget his own nocturnal indiscretions, he will pitilessly remind you of your boasts, until eventually there is no escape. So, word got out, and gradually the idle dream became hectic reality.

			Then I was offered a job that interested me. I sat down and wrote a letter thanking them for their offer but, unfortunately, I could not accept the position because I was going to cycle round the world. Writing that letter was the moment that I realised, with a cocktail of excitement and fear in my stomach, that I was actually going to do it.

			The months before departure were exciting. I attended an Expedition Planning Seminar in the hallowed rooms of the Royal Geographical Society and this gave me the confidence to take myself and my idea seriously. I absorbed book after book about great journeys and adventures and the men and women who had pulled them off. I marvelled at their accomplishments and wondered whether I could do anything remotely similar. There was only one way I would ever know.

			I pored over maps and searched the internet. I spent ages trying to compile a sensible kit list. From Three Men in a Boat I learned that I must not take the things I could do with, but only the things I could not do without. That still seemed to be an awful lot of things to fit into four small panniers. Pages and pages of note pads filled with my scrawl: optimal times of the year to be in northern Australia, addresses in remote lands of unwitting friends of friends who had been offered to me as contacts, wars and monsoons to avoid, ambitious brainwaves on how to secure sponsorship, agitating lists of things that still needed to be done (Dentist! Passport photos! Bottom bracket! Money!), financial calculations on how long I could make my £7,000 of hoarded Student Loans last, insurance queries, equipment wish lists and visa information. On and on they went. I didn’t really have enough money, but that was surely not a reason to not go.

			I decided to ride the length of the three great landmasses on Earth: Eurasia, the Americas and Africa, joining them together to complete a circumnavigation. I would ride from my home to Australia, then from Alaska down to Patagonia and finally back home from Cape Town via West Africa and Gibraltar. I guessed it would take about three years. I thought that I would fly across the oceans. I decided to support the charity Hope and Homes for Children through my journey, raising publicity and funds for them. I cobbled together a website and began hunting for sponsorship. I couldn’t believe how much needed to be done. By the time I began actually riding, I felt that the toughest stage would already be over.

			I thrived on the astonishment when people heard of my plans. Never mind that I had not yet ridden a single mile: people were impressed. Friends hinted that I was being over-ambitious, that a shorter trip would be more realistic. Potential sponsors did not feel that I was a risk worth backing: why not tackle a single continent and enjoy greater odds of succeeding? One bicycle company responded with undisguised scepticism: ‘Do you think we just got off the banana boat?! Of course we are not going to give you a bike for such a ridiculous idea. Go get a job if you want a bike.’

			But I was determined: I wanted to make a journey that was bigger, farther and harder than anybody else could imagine. I wanted something so hard that I would surely fail unless I poured every drop of my being into it. My head was alternately up in the clouds and up my own backside.

			Saying adieu to my girlfriend, was brutal. I had spent the four happiest years of my life with Sarah, but I had no interest in an office life, and Sarah was too sensible to want to cycle the world, so compromise never seemed possible for either of us. It was inevitable that a crunch time would arrive. While I scrimped and saved and planned for my journey, Sarah leaped into the racing currents of the career world and we slowly drifted apart without my realizing it. It was only when the moment of goodbye arrived that I realised how huge a part of my life she was, and just how deeply I loved her. Crying uncontrollably I tried to reassure myself that my anguish was a sign of my commitment to my journey. But that was rubbish. I was throwing away the best days of my life with my best friend for a bloody bike ride. I had never been as lonely as I watched her drive away that last time.

		

	
		
			
Foolish Preparation

			How often is happiness destroyed by preparation,

			foolish preparation?

			Jane Austen

			As I rode the peaceful, rain-sodden countryside of Germany, the atrocities of September 11th had struck. In the confused aftermath, all my plans and preparation had been swatted aside. The shockwaves and repercussions of the terrorist strikes and the outbreak of war in Afghanistan had made my planned route across Asia very dangerous.

			None of this helped my state of mind which had already plumbed new depths of loneliness. Homesick, deeply upset by separation from Sarah and struck at last by the enormity of the task I had set myself, I felt overwhelmed. In those early weeks, as I tried to get my head around my new lifestyle, I had to learn how to cram everything into my panniers, how to find campsites, how to put up my new tent and use my new stove and how to choose a route away from the main roads without getting horribly lost.
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