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Foreword

			I know little about bicycles but to attempt to cycle fifteen thousand kilometres, without back-up, through some of the most demanding terrain on earth is clearly no mean undertaking.

			There are all too few young people like Tim Garratt and Andy Brown who, in this money aware age, are driven by a spirit of adventure and are willing to give up comfortable, safe lives for the hardship and danger of arduous venture.

			This fascinating account is a kaleidoscope of sharp observation, humour and revealing introspection. We are taken on a voyage of self-discovery and are confronted with some of the crucial issues facing everyone living in the world today.

			Readers will surely find themselves reassessing their lives and be inspired to reach out and follow their own dreams.
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Something Happened

			Andy

			A delicate essence of human excrement, finely blended with rotting fruit, followed me down the station platform. An ageing brown cow with a hunched back nuzzled through a waste bin and contentedly chewed on a portion of crumpled newspaper. Beyond the cow, in half-light, lay a human corpse. A man in his thirties, lying to attention, feet slightly splayed and eyes staring up at the vaulted wooden roof. It was midnight in Agra, northern India. The air was still; the stench and the heat oppressive.

			Ahead, in the dim fluorescent light of the platform, a scabby dog staggered around going nowhere, shaking violently and frothing at the mouth. He used to be a greyhound. Now, his rear leg was broken and gleaming white bone jutted through skin and black gunk. Odd tufts of ginger hair hung to purulent, pink flesh. I skirted him and climbed aboard the train.

			The engineer was stoking up the boiler, ready for the off. Squeezing my way along the narrow corridors in the dark, I stumbled over sleeping bodies, a mother cuddling a child, a wrinkly man two hundred years old, several families on the move with their pots and pans, chickens and bulging white bundles. Using my lighter, I located the numbers painted on the ends of bunks and found my way, eventually, to my reserved bed.

			Sitting smoking clay pipes on the opposite bunk were two white guys. ‘Wild place, eh?’ I said as I lit a candle and introduced myself. Their names were Wink and Tim. ‘Did you see the dog?’ I asked. ‘He’s hoping to find someone who will be kind enough to shoot him in the head,’ said Tim. They were English like myself.

			Wink wore a flying helmet, but his resemblance to Biggles ended there. They both wore lightweight cotton, bought for a penny or two in some local market. In dim, flickering light we chatted amicably for a while about diarrhoea. A small boy came down the gangway selling chai. He waited patiently while we drank the sweet brew from fragile clay cups.

			An open hand appeared at the window, resting on the ledge. We ignored it for a minute. Tim eventually looked out. ‘Christ, look at this,’ he said. ‘We’ll have to give this guy something.’

			I moved over and looked down on the beggar and was shocked at the sight. His face was horribly contorted; skin seemed to drip off his skull like melted chocolate. Dark, empty eyes stared back from beneath folds of skin. He just stood there, not speaking, hand out. We each gave a few rupees to ease our consciences.

			At last the train lurched into action and we lay back and tried to rest. Sleep was impossible with the banging of the carriage couplings and the rolling of the old beast, instead we recounted adventures long into the night.

			‘How about a little poetry, Watson?’ said Tim, looking to his friend.

			In the dark, swaying train, Winker Watson recited Coleridge’s Kubla Khan, from beginning to end. It sounded fantastic, although he probably made half of it up. I responded by reciting If, by Rudyard Kipling and certainly made half of it up!

			Wink, the poet, worked in a scrap metal yard, melting down beer barrels; Tim was a teacher of English and Physical Education and they both lived and played rugby in Telford in Shropshire.

			The three of us hit it off and went, eventually, up to Nepal, where we trekked, laughed and philosophised for a few weeks in the Himalayas. At about sixteen thousand feet, on the well worn trail to Everest Base Camp, I got sick and headed down, while they got sick and headed up.

			I had met Cassie a short time before I went to India and when I got back to London we moved in together. I was really ill, amoebic dysentery, giardia, campylobacter and fish flukes were all drawing lots for my food before I could get to it. When Cassie eventually got tired of the smell, she pushed me into The Hospital for Tropical Diseases in St. Pancras, where I was fed nothing but cream crackers and after dinner mints; not because they were any good for me, it was just that these were the only foods the nurses could slide under the door!

			For most of the next four years I behaved like an ambitious, suburban career boy, while Cassie and I toddled along quite happily. I devoted myself to the petroleum industry and made respectable, safe progress through the corporate ranks. The pension fund was building up nicely, I had a few shares, the cottage was stylish – stripped pine, Monet prints, mandolin on the mantelpiece and magnetic messages on the fridge.

			Every morning a pile of paper an inch thick dropped on my desk and needed attention. I pushed and tweaked the business relentlessly; for this my staff used to call me the electric ferret. I travelled the country spending two or three nights a week in hotels trying to avoid ball-bearing salesmen at the bar. I persuaded people to believe in company policies in which I did not believe myself. The company squeezed every possible hour out of me; they owned my soul and my passing youth. Every month I paid a thousand quid to the mortgage company and every month the value of the cottage went down by the same amount and I worked harder and harder. I seldom slept peacefully, or found time to walk in the hills, watch the sunset, play with my nieces or see my friends. The more successful I became, the harder it became for Cassie to put up with my unpredictable mood swings and my miserable face.

			Meanwhile Tim, Wink and I only met up a handful of times. I dragged them down to London for one or two wild parties and they, being good old rugby-playing Midlanders, thought me rather yuppyish; though compared to real yuppies I was a yokel! When everything started to change for me I had not seen them for nearly two years. Tim had even lived in London for six months but I had always been too busy to see him.

			On a dazzling, blue January day I was invited to a business lunch in the private dining room of a country pub. It was a jovial, mutual back-slapping affair for the key management.

			When the meal was finished the Director held the floor, ‘... and most of all,’ he said, ‘ I have to thank the Sector Managers, Andrew and Bernie, who have each made around a million pounds net profit over and above their targets this year. Without their innovation and persistence we would not have turned this company around or achieved these tremendous results.’ He paused dramatically. ‘Outstanding performance guys.’ There was real emotion, his voice even cracked on the word ‘outstanding’. Now it could have been the Châteauneuf du Pape talking or perhaps his jubilation at his imminent promotion and return to Aussieland on the back of our success, but he seemed to mean it.

			‘Christ,’ I thought, nodding my head in thanks, ‘this job’s done then.’ The job and the figures were not important to me: being successful and collecting the recognition was all that mattered. I had now achieved what I had wanted. Another thing struck me; ‘Outstanding achievement’ he had said, but where exactly was it? I could not see it or touch it; it was just a set of figures on paper. There would always be more petrol and more figures stretching on forever. My pioneering spirit would not allow me to plod on into middle age with more of the same, so what could I do now?

			Perhaps reading my mind, the Director pulled me aside a few days after the lunch and said he was trying to sort me out a secondment in Europe or the States to ‘keep me interested’ and ‘moving forward’. ‘No promises though.’

			‘Yeeee haaa!!’ I thought, ‘Now that’ll be a challenge.’

			I soon attended a five-day assessment programme, where twenty assessors analyze every move of the twelve candidates. The prize at the end of countless tests and presentations was a place on the fast track to oil stardom. When the fifty-page report arrived a month later the summary read, ‘While Andy is certainly able to operate at Grade Eleven (the grade of the posts mentioned in the US and Sweden) it is the view of the panel that Andy is too entrepreneurial and too innovative to become a senior manager in this organisation.’ This was worth rereading a few times. It wasn’t that I wasn’t entrepreneurial enough or innovative enough, but too much so. For five years I had been under the impression that I was working for a business. I had clearly got it wrong; it must have been a government I was working for, perhaps in the Eastern bloc. It also struck me that no senior managers apart from my immediate boss had made any mention of the fact that I had produced an extra million pounds profit from the seventy businesses under my control. No ‘Well done.’ No ‘How did you manage that?’ No ‘I bet you sacrificed a lot to do that!’ In fact they didn’t seem to care whether I made ten million or lost ten million. They seemed to be playing chess while I was playing World Cup football.

			Alone one night, flicking around for a late-night movie, I was assaulted by images. The usual thing, you know: starving babies, injustice, apathy and greed.

			‘... 250,000 children die each week from easily preventable diseases...’ the presenter informed me.

			Not wanting to witness such misery I reached for the ON/OFF button, but was stopped, ‘... $2.5 billion per year, the amount spent on cigarette advertising in America, would prevent most child deaths in the developing world …’, the presenter went on, ‘... the quarter of the planet’s population which lives in the north consumes three-quarters of the planet’s resources...’ On and on she went. I could not switch off.

			The head of Oxfam came on, ‘… What is living? What is life?’ he asked, speaking slowly. ‘Living is discovering your intellect and using it ...’ He was forceful and angry. ‘… for hundreds of millions of children there is no possibility of living in the true sense ...’ More pictures of deformed, miserable, homeless children.

			My cheeks were wet with tears. I felt embarrassed to be a European; ashamed that I was healthy, that I was capable of anything and doing nothing. I cried for the children starved of opportunity and I cried for my life, full of opportunity yet unfulfilling.

			Another Friday evening, dark and drizzly. Windscreen wipers slid in time to Roy Orbison singing Mystery Girl. I joined Roy in the good bits, ‘…Darkness falls and I, I take her by the hand, take her to my twilight land …’ We were not bad together Roy and I. We could have been great, except that when I went up he went down. The powerful car felt like a cheetah zipping up the motorway.

			My phone rang. This would be my own mystery girl, Cassie. It was her first day back. Roy Orbison was cut off in mid-flow. Pushing a button, I spoke to the microphone above my head. In case it was not her I said a formal, ‘Andrew Brown’.

			‘Drasvadure!!’ said the voice. It was her, bursting with enthusiasm. That word, some sort of Russian greeting, sounded like, ‘Does your arse fit you?’

			‘Yes, thank you,’ I said and we both chuckled as always. ‘Hello, it’s lovely to hear your voice. Are you OK?’

			‘Yes. Come home, I want to see you.’ She had been filming in the Soviet Union for five weeks. Too long, much too long!

			After the call I turned the music up and sang on happily. Ahead, brake lights banged on across three carriageways. We all stopped, sat and waited. No movement. Must be an accident, I thought. Why do people have to have accidents on Friday evenings? Why can’t they wait until Monday morning? It’s so damned selfish. Eventually we started moving again, a metre at a time. Flickering jets floated down across the night sky. Where had they been?

			I was so looking forward to seeing her tonight. Cassie had been twenty-one when we met. I was twenty-six then. She had lifted me up when my marriage had ended and taught me to enjoy living. Cassie was a beautiful girl, marvellous in lots of ways; bright, artistic, mischievous and passionate. I felt I would never find anyone better. Through her I had discovered the theatre, great art, foreign movies, toe-sucking and taramasalata. I confess that, before Cassie, I had even eaten white bread.

			The traffic crawled forward. We had moved half a mile in thirty minutes. I switched the tape off and listened to the radio. After a while the announcer said, ‘… and London’s traffic this Friday night … There are long delays on the M25, anti-clockwise, approaching Heathrow Airport.’ I could have told him that.

			Things, though, had changed between Cassie and me over the last few months. It just happens. Work had got in the way, my electric ferret trips all over the country and her filming trips to the Soviet Union were starting to tell. We had started to form our own separate lives.

			A large dark shape loomed up gradually on the left hand side of the motorway. As I edged forward, I could make out a crane, forty feet high. Ten minutes later I was level with the mighty praying mantis of a machine as it stood deserted on the hard shoulder. I inched past and was confused to see the cars in front zooming off into clear road. There had been no pile-up after all.

			I exploded, ‘You mean I’ve sat in a queue for half an hour, while you lot have taken your turn to stop and look at a crane? A crane!! You stupid bastards!!’ This was the last straw.

			Had they no awareness of how their actions affected anyone else? Or was it that they were aware, but did not care?

			Who were they, these motorway loonies, these crane spotters? People driving expensive company cars; they had power and position. They were off to warm, comfortable homes in the suburbs. All this talent, education, ingenuity, drive and skill being wasted on trivia; making and selling things that we do not need, while the world is crumbling about our ears. Their lives so dull that a crane was interesting. People LIKE ME!!

			I realised I had always wanted to be in their gang and bit by bit, over the last years, I had joined. I was one of them, self-absorbed, inward-looking, unproductive and I despised myself for it. I was, after all, making my living by selling the earth’s resources, polluting, using and consuming. My life was almost void of giving.

			I pulled the car over onto the hard shoulder beyond the crane and turned the whole thing over in my mind. It just hit me, sitting there in the car: I did not want to be one of these people any more, or more accurately I did not want to be me any more.

			It is a shocking experience finding that all you have worked for is worthless. I just sat, oblivious. There had been something else I had wanted to do, once. That might be a way out. What was that? I had a vague memory of studying maps and jotting notes on weather. I could give up the job, satisfy my stupid ego and my lust for adventure, drop the millstone of the mortgage, leave this poisoned air far behind, and maybe do someone a little good at the same time. There had been an idea; I had left it tucked away in a dark place at the back of my mind, safely out of view for two or three years.

			Had I been in a movie, I would have jumped out of the car right there. Leaving door open and engine running, I would have kicked off my sensible, shiny shoes, discarded the white shirt and Paisley tie and crossed those muddy fields to the roar and bright lights of the airport and caught the first flight out. But no. Too straight. Too stiff.

			I kept my own counsel for a week while I mulled over my life. Work suffered, my head was full of distraction. I took long walks along the Thames towpath in the evenings, while a battle of conscience raged in my head. Wait for the job in Europe. No, break out and find new ground. Think of the dangers. You are thirty years old, grow up will you? You’re still young, in your prime, you should be out hunting, it’s a natural instinct. Knuckle down. No, make your life extraordinary. You’ve got it made, don’t chuck it all away now. Stay with Cassie, get married, have kids. No, no, you fool, live your life as if your life depends on it. There was no easy solution, the price was going to be high whatever I decided.

			‘I have something to tell you,’ I said to Cassie at last. We were in the sitting room, reading and drinking a cheap Safeway Rioja.

			There was a worried silence, then, ‘What is it?’ She was more than beautiful, she was elegant and offbeat. She leant forward, supporting her chin gracefully with the back of her hand. I did not want to lose her. Her cheek bones statuesque. The dark silky hair was high on the forehead and severely short at the back, an image of cool efficiency.

			‘I’m going to cycle round the world.’ For something so major for us both the words came out surprisingly easily.

			More silence. ‘Oh yes?’ she said at last, flatly, not believing, ‘Er ...Why?’ Even a hint of mockery. Her mahogany eyes were piercing and unyielding, missing nothing. She was weighing me up.

			‘Come with me, Cassie, this life is no good for us. These jobs and the expense of living are destroying us.’

			‘Why, AB?’ she said calmly, putting down her book.

			‘Time’s ticking away, I have to do something before my spirit is sucked out of me entirely. We can do it together.’

			She held my gaze. ‘AB, this life happens to be good for me, and anyway the furthest I’ve ever cycled is to the shops to buy sherbet dips when I was twelve. It’s just not my thing.’ Her face showed concern and strain but she was too strong and too proud to cry in front of me, even if her emotions pushed her. She would not give herself away.

			‘Cassie, I love you. I don’t want to leave you, but I have to do something real. It’s too painful and too wasteful playing by the rules all the time. I’m tired of being a suburban money grabber. There has to be a better way to live, that’s all.’

			‘And what about the house?’ she said.

			‘We’d need to sell it if you come – if you don’t come, I don’t know. I’ll need my share to finance the journey. We don’t really own it anyway, the mortgage company owns it. It’s just an illusion.’

			‘Well, listen, AB, I can’t come with you. I don’t share your need to escape from life.’

			‘No, no, you’ve missed the point,’ I enthused. ‘I’m not escaping from life, I’m escaping to life. Life is calling and asking more from me.’

			‘Well, maybe.’

			We sat silently for a few minutes. Cassie refilled the wine glasses and said, ‘I can see that you must go or you’ll just drift with your dreams and be a misery for ever.’ I was to be released. She paused for a moment, ‘Don’t expect me to wait for you though,’ she said coolly. ‘I have my own things to do.’

			So there it was, the ultimate price. Love. To find happiness I had to give up what I loved best.

			After some months, I kissed Cassie goodbye, handed her my key and walked down the crazy paving path which I had laid myself a year earlier. I had proudly left my initials in the wet cement on the step by the front door. I reached the gate, turned to look at Cassie and the cottage, my life. This was the point of no return. I had managed to rescue half of the last dribble of equity in the house before the plummeting economy swallowed it, barely enough though for the trip, and nothing compared to the effort I had put in over the years to pay the goddammed mortgage. Though laden with a box of books, I waved, turned and walked out into the world. At that precise moment my life changed irrevocably, but it was not the joyous release I had expected. Never have I felt more sad, more lonely or more frightened.

			I reckoned I still needed a year to plan the project. I rented a room in a house nearby and left Cassie to carry on with her life in peace.

			There would be nothing to stop me now but my own lack of will. No means of transport but cycling had even crossed my mind; nothing else offered such self-reliance, speed, cleanliness and simplicity. There is something pure and natural about revolving, repeating and rolling forwards under your own power.

			There was much to figure out: Where to go? Which route? Who would come with me? For which charity could we raise money, and how? How much would it cost? What equipment would be needed? How do you fix a puncture? Would some bastard stick a knife in my back in some unknown backstreet? What about the wild animals and diseases? Was I just having a nervous breakdown? This last question kept popping up with alarming regularity.

			 I had not adjusted a set of brakes since I was eleven and I would not have known a bottom bracket if it had fallen out of my bottom, so I took the first positive step in all this planning by deciding to take two weeks off work to cycle from John O’Groats to Land’s End. The top of Britain to the foot. After all the upheaval I had caused so far, it was also about time I discovered whether or not I was actually up to cycling long distances.

			As the train glided north across the green and pleasant Scottish lowlands, I could not help thinking, ‘This is a bloomin’ long way from Land’s End. What have I done?’ Somehow it did not matter that it all seemed too difficult. A microchip in my head had taken over my life. Once it was switched on it could not be switched off; like sex, once you have started you cannot stop, you are not really in control. Somehow I would do this thing.

			At Thurso Station I met a girl. I lifted her bike off the train and fate did the rest. She too was doing the End to End ride, with a relay of friends to keep her company.

			Suzanne Taplin was a bubbly character, short and strong with a pretty, rounded face, bright eyes, straight brown hair and was a dedicated, verbal communicator, if you know what I mean.

			She was a primary school teacher, frustrated with the new compulsory testing. ‘People are leaving the profession in droves,’ she said. ‘It’s not the same any more, this Government’s trying to control everything we do. Too many rules and forms.’

			As we sat in the pub at John O’Groats, it was hard to get a word in once she had started. We made each other laugh though, and connected. Suzanne had done some travelling and was very active with swimming, cycling, rowing and horse riding. I could see that behind the chatter she had a special strength.

			‘Do you think you’ll do any more travelling?’ I asked.

			‘Maybe. I suppose now is the right time whilst I’m still single. If I meet someone special I probably won’t have the chance again.’

			My faithful, yellow mountain bike was accustomed to the Thames towpath. It liked the flatness, the ducks and the pub by Hampton Court Bridge. Leaving John O’Groats, I was alarmed at the effort needed to persuade the bike to move at all. It was in a sulk over the panniers I had asked it to carry, stuffed with a tent, stove, too many clothes, food, spares. I had to talk very gently to let it know that I was, indeed, its friend.

			I cycled with Suzanne and her friend, Bridget, for a few days along the Scottish coast and through the mountains.

			While scooting past fields of freshly rolled wheat, I divulged my vague plan.

			Suzanne visualised me struggling along mud roads in Asia, in unbearable heat and dismissed it, ‘You are NUTS! It’s not possible ... Is it?’

			‘Haven’t you heard, Suzanne,’ I said, quoting one of my beloved motivation tapes, ‘the choicest fruit is always to be found on the highest and most precarious branches. You just have to reach out further and take a risk to win it.’

			‘Nuts.’ 

			On the way south towards Land’s End, having left Suzanne and Bridget in Edinburgh, I asked the bike how it felt about a teensy-weensy detour to Telford to see the boys. You should have heard the language!

			I turned up on Tim’s doorstep unannounced, hungry, dirty and particularly smelly. He took me in without a word, fed me and later whisked me off to the Red Lion in Wrockwardine Wood.

			Tim is an uncompromising rugby centre, with hard features and solid build. He has sparkling blue eyes and short curly hair. Ladies find him good looking.

			‘How’s Wink these days?’ I asked as we sat down to our first pint.

			‘He’s great. He found he didn’t have enough time to read poetry at the scrappy, so he left and joined the Fire Brigade instead. He got married recently. You remember Maggie, don’t you?’

			‘Yes, of course, that’s great. Marriage is further away than ever for me.’

			‘How’s Cassie?’

			‘Ahh, don’t ask. She’s picked up with a new man, and she seems really happy. It’s hard to handle. Anyway, what’s happening with you?’

			Tim recalls: I remember Andy sitting there looking lean and mean. The cycling was obviously doing him good. His blond hair and round glasses made him look like a cross between John Lennon and a Surfer’s Paradise beach bum. It was surprising to have him pop up out of the blue after two years.

			‘Hm, I’m in a bit of a rut really,’ said Tim. ‘I’m not attached at the moment, so I’ve been thinking I might do some more travelling; go off to South-East Asia for a while. Life’s a bit too easy here, you know. Don’t you think we hear so much bad news all the time from everywhere else. I have an idea to go travelling again to see if the world is as shitty as it’s made out. How about you, what are you up to?’

			‘Ah ha,’ I thought. 

			I asked Tim, ‘How do you feel about risking everything, to find out if you can cycle round the world?’

			This very nearly put him off his pint, and that is no mean feat.

			‘WHAT, TONIGHT?’ he chuckled.

			‘No, next year, a twelve-month journey,’ I said. ‘I haven’t worked out the details yet, but it’s got to be different and difficult; none of this catching buses and pushing bikes up hills rubbish; a proper expedition.’

			I gave him ample time to think it over. After five seconds I said, ‘What do you reckon then?’

			Tim protested, ‘I haven’t ridden a bike since I was a kid! And anyway, what would be the point?’

			‘That’s just it, I’ve been missing the point. I got caught up in the trap of suburban life, collecting things and chasing comfort. I’m tired of it all, it’s meaningless. Now I want discomfort, to reconnect with myself and with real things like hills, forests, wind and rain. I need more purpose to my life. We take food, water and shelter for granted but for over half the world’s population, the attainment of those most basic needs is an impossible dream, while we all live like kings at their expense. I’d like to think that there’s a way of balancing things out so that we have less and they have what they need to live real lives.’

			‘Oh yeah?’ scoffed Tim. ‘How?’

			‘I have absolutely no idea, but I want to try to find out. You have to start somewhere. We have to go and take a look. We only have one chance of life in this world and this world has only one chance of us. We should try to contribute more. Anyway, whatever happens it’ll be a great adventure, eh?’

			Tim recalls: The idea seemed totally absurd to me. How could anyone possibly cycle around the world in twelve months? And as for Andy’s ideas on balancing the supplies to human needs, well it seemed a bit far fetched. Over the following weeks, however, I began to see what he meant and became more aware of my need for some kind of fulfilment. The prospect of continuing year after year, treading the same waters, was suffocating and the thought of going off to South-East Asia just for the hell of it seemed empty. Andy’s idea was a lifeline that could save me from drowning in a sea of security. If I had the guts to join him.

			I left Tim to think and pushed on to eventually reach Land’s End overflowing with hope and dreams.

			The company was very understanding. ‘Poor chap’, they thought and humoured me, probably not believing I would pull it off. They allowed me to set up an in-house charity fund-raising scheme and even left a door open for me to return to work for them (on the off chance that I come back alive). Through the winter and spring I assembled the team, gained commitment to the plans, and ploughed through a mass of logistical issues and the dream slowly became a solid entity.

			A year after the Land’s End journey, on a sweltering August morning, stuck in the typical traffic jam on the M25 were three people not on their way to work, but on a journey of discovery.”

			At Heathrow Airport, a television reporter asked Tim, ‘What do you expect to be the hardest part of the journey?’

			‘Well,’ he said, ‘the deserts, mountains and jungles.’

			‘So, all of it really.’

			‘Yes. All of it.’

		

	
		
			Australia
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			We must all hang out together,

			or, most assuredly,

			we shall all hang separately.

			Benjamin Franklin, 4th July 1776

		

	
		
			
A Flying Wombat Called Ethel 

			Tim

			Will Mr. Ray Johnson please report to the information booth immediately,’ a woman’s shrill voice boomed over the tannoy. ‘Mrs. Johnson has been waiting for him for over two hours.’

			A loud cheer went up from the crowd into the clear morning sunshine.

			‘He’s in the bloody pub missus,’ someone shouted.

			‘Piss off and leave him in peace!’ called another.

			The crowd roared its laughter, high on the camaraderie of people having fun.

			Suzanne, Andy and I had chosen Bondi Beach as the starting point of our journey. Unfortunately, so had the City to Surf half marathon and we found ourselves competing for space with several thousand runners, back-up teams, spectators and hot dog vans. The race had started at Sydney Opera House two hours before and was finishing here on the grassy esplanade overlooking the beach.

			A clown, complete with red plastic nose, baggy yellow trousers and red braces, jogged past juggling multi-coloured balls. Minutes later a large, black gorilla loped towards me. I clapped him on his way.

			‘G’day,’ came a grunted greeting as he passed.

			I stripped down to black cycling shorts for a ceremonial dip and Suzanne paddled amongst the white breakers of the Pacific Ocean to fill a miniature plastic gin bottle with water.

			‘It’s symbolic,’ she explained with a smile. ‘Coast-to-coast, east-to-west. This water will travel with me all the way to Perth where I’ll set it free in the Indian Ocean.’

			I was impressed. I would never have thought of something like that, but then girls are different, aren’t they?

			Exhausted runners were still collapsing under the finishing clock as we lined up our bikes to start. This was the last time we would look so smart, if a little pasty-faced from too much British sunshine! Crisply ironed white T-shirts boldly stated our mission – CYCLE FOR I.T. – Biking Across 3 Continents for Intermediate Technology. On the back of the shirts were green outline maps of Australia, Africa and South America and a dotted line indicating our intended route. Were these absurdly simple statements the product of supreme confidence or just foolish arrogance? I had a feeling we were soon to find out.

			‘This is weird,’ said Andy. ‘All these people are just finishing their journeys and we’re just beginning ours.’

			We sat astride the bikes and held hands, Suzanne in the middle. Andy blessed the trip, ‘Here’s to success and friendship.’

			‘To success and friendship,’ we chanted, shook hands and took our first pedal.

			Three hundred metres down the road we stopped for lunch!

			Saracen, a British bike company, had kindly provided us with three gleaming, black mountain bikes which meant Andy and Suzanne did not have to bring their veteran steeds out of retirement. It also meant I had something to ride, as I had not previously owned a bike. Each bike was fully loaded with twenty kilograms of kit. We had decided to be totally self-sufficient, which added a lot of weight to the panniers, but allowed flexibility. We were carrying tents, sleeping bags and stoves. Our route would be a world’s first and we were planning on three hundred and sixty-five days to get the job done – fast enough with all that gear.

			I was new to the cycling game. Andy had repeatedly advised me back in England to go out and get a couple of ‘fifty-milers’ under my belt, carrying full kit. But the weeks before we flew to Australia were pure mayhem, too hectic to spare the time. Final planning and emotional goodbyes to families and friends we were not to see over the next twelve months had left us drained. It had been difficult to leave my girlfriend, Phyl, at the station. I had met her three months before we were due to leave. She had known from the beginning that I had been fully committed to the expedition, but this did not make parting any easier. I boarded the plane with more pints of Guinness than cycling miles under my belt after our warm-up trip to Ireland.

			‘I prefer to hold with the true traditions of the great British amateur. Too much preparation smacks of vulgarity,’ I told Andy when he had last enquired about my state of readiness. In reality I was not feeling nearly as confident as these words of bravado suggested. I knew I was physically fit from a hard season of rugby and the demands of my job, but I had my doubts about the coming challenge. Would I be able to pedal a fully laden bike up to a hundred kilometres, day after day, week after week? Would my knees seize up in the middle of a desert? What if I got sick and had to give up? What would I do if I got bitten by a snake or knocked off my bike by a truck? The sun would be too hot, the Aboriginals too fierce, the beer too cold. The list of doubts went on and on and on …

			Over the previous nine months we had set up fund-raising schemes which involved organising a major collection of petrol gift vouchers, sponsored bike rides, selling hundreds of T-shirts and pestering our families, friends and local businesses for donations. All the money would be going direct to charity as we were funding ourselves.

			Six months after their first meeting at Thurso Station, Suzanne and Andy had started a relationship. It was intense and passionate. Periods of deep affection were punctuated by great eruptions of anger and misunderstanding. At these times words and heavy objects flew around hitting any unsuspecting bystander!

			The excitement of planning and preparation further fuelled the bond between Andy and Suzanne but also their explosions. They had realised this was not a sustainable set-up for the trip, too unbalanced and too emotionally charged. Three months before the off they agreed to split, but it was a bitter split. You can’t just snap your fingers and switch from passionate lovers to friends without a little confusion.

			The pill had stuck in Andy’s throat when, three weeks before departure, Suzanne had declared she was in love. In love with a new guy called Richard. We all sensed a rocky road lay ahead.

			Once away from the urban sprawl of Sydney we found ourselves heading south into the great open spaces of New South Wales. It slowly dawned on me that, no one was going to bring us food, water would not appear at the turn of a tap and no one would show us the best camping spots or the safest routes. The wilderness offered a unique sense of freedom but it also came without safeguards or guarantees.

			It was strange, but I had never really thought about hills before. In a car they are effortless. On a big heavy bicycle they are murder! Another realisation dawned – seventy kilometres is less than an hour’s drive, but using pedal power it is a whole day of hard work. My concept of distance was changing.

			During these first few days it was a novel experience to be alone, with only myself for company, for many hours each day. It seemed, for as far back as I could remember, that there had always been people around; noisy school kids, friends, family. There had rarely been a chance to escape, to find time to reflect on the hectic path of my life. At times I had felt as if I had no control over what was happening. It was all like a bobsleigh ride that had gone out of control. More than once in recent months I had thought, ‘Stop the world, I want to get off!’ Now I had the glorious luxury of all the time and space in the world to clear my mind, reflect on the past, live the moment and make plans for the future.

			We stopped by one of the small streams that regularly crossed the road. They all had names like Murphy’s or O’Sullivan’s Creek. As I gulped down the cold, clear water and refilled my bottles I considered the names and the history behind them. Back on the bike, pedalling away in a steady rhythm, my mind began to drift – I bet Murphy was a bank robber out of the Ned Kelly mould of Australian outlaw. Vivid, colourful images formed in my head. I could see Murphy, complete with iron helmet, long brown overcoat and pistol in hand as he blasted his way out of a bank with a big bag of cash. O’Sullivan, on the other hand, had a droopy moustache, thin greasy black hair and a mournful face. He was the lawman who gave the orders to gun Murphy down. I saw O’Sullivan’s dark brooding eyes and cruel mouth as he stood over the outlaw lying bleeding in the dirt.

			At this point my attention was jerked back to reality by the piercing shriek of a klaxon, as a huge truck hammered past threatening to suck me under its massive screaming wheels. Where had I been for the last few kilometres? I shook myself out of the daydream and wondered whether I was going to be able to cope with all this time living inside my own head during the coming months.

			After two days on the road the whole expedition looked like falling apart. We stopped for lunch in an idyllic spot under a shady tree, on the bank of a creek. You could have cut the tension between Andy and Suzanne with a Swiss Army Knife. I had been cycling ahead all morning, I had no way of knowing what it was all about.

			We pushed the bikes back on to the road and started pedalling again. Suzanne soon started to lag behind and we stopped to wait for her. ‘Are you okay, Suzanne?’ Andy asked as she pulled up.

			‘No,’ she replied.

			‘What’s up?’

			‘I feel so alone. This land is so empty and I don’t feel as if you and Tim are really with me.’

			‘Suzanne, don’t you think I feel lonely as well?’ Andy told her. ‘I think about Cassie and my friends and miss them just as much.’

			‘Andy, you’re nuts, you left Cassie ages ago. She’s happy with someone else now. There’s no comparison. I just find myself wishing I could be with Richard the whole time.’

			‘But you’ve only known him three weeks, Suzanne,’ said Andy rather bemused. ‘It’s early days yet. You need to get your head down, forget about him and it’ll pass.’

			She rounded on him angrily, ‘You’re just impossible Andrew. I want to be with someone who understands me!’ 

			‘You’re right, Suzanne’, he said, ‘I don’t understand you. You have this incredible opportunity but your heart and mind seem to be back in England with Richard, not here with the team.’

			Suzanne glared at him and snapped, ‘How dare you say that to me? You know very well how much time and effort I’ve put into this project. Don’t question my commitment and don’t blame anything on Richard. He has nothing to do with it. If you were a real friend you would understand that it’s just not possible to forget about somebody you care for very deeply!’

			‘That’s great, seeing as you hardly know the guy.’

			This really did the trick.

			‘Right! That’s it!’ Suzanne blazed. ‘I’ve had enough – I’m quitting! I knew this was all a mistake!’

			From the grim, determined look on her face it seemed as if she had made up her mind. She turned her bike around and started to pedal north.

			Andy let her go, continuing to pedal south. I sat stunned, going nowhere.

			Andy recalls: I was beginning to see all the months of hard work being pulled apart and a dream start to fade almost before it had begun. After a few hundred metres I turned around and pedalled after her. I always knew I would; there was too much at stake. I couldn’t understand, after all the commitment she had shown towards the project, how she had let herself fall in love a few weeks before leaving to cycle around the world. But then I’m just a man. What do I know about the female mind? I felt a very strong sense of responsibility towards Suzanne. It was, after all, because of my influence that she had become involved in the first place. We had pledged to look after each other come what may. It was not on for anyone to cycle off and quit after only a couple of days, no matter what the provocation.

			After five minutes they reappeared and nodded to each other unsmiling and without a word we carried on as a threesome.

			We rode through vast, lonely eucalyptus forests, the three of us spaced out hundreds of metres apart, following a smooth grey ribbon of road undulating into infinity, and then past great open areas of grassland untainted by man’s machinery or artificial boundaries. I felt small and insignificant amongst the grandeur and scale of it all; an ant crawling on the underside of the world.

			I had a tendency to ride off ahead, frustrated at having to slow my pace to suit the team. I was feeling strong and felt the urge to put my head down and burn up a few kilometres. Inevitably, I found myself waiting and brewing tea in the bush by the side of the road. When the other two eventually caught up they were chatting away happily and from their accusing glances I assumed that I was now the villain.

			Andy recalls: Suzanne and I had been letting off steam. Once we had calmed down, we felt we understood each other a little better and were back on an even keel yet the underlying problems and my depression deepened.

			The way we pitched the tents that night was a study in body language. Andy’s tent faced towards the road, Suzanne’s faced in the exact opposite direction, towards the forest and mine was somewhere in between, facing the campfire. Things were obviously not right between us and I stared into the glowing embers of the fire deep into the night, reflecting on the situation. None of us really understood exactly what was happening, only that it was threatening the future of the expedition.

			We had realised, well before flying out from London, that we were three very different characters. We each had our own ideas on how things should be done, which rarely seemed to match up with the other two views. Each of us had our own quirks but, most of all, our independence. This fierce independence which we all treasured so much in our lives back home made it difficult for us to behave other than as three individuals.

			Andy had always been the most committed to the project. It had been his concept and he had thrown himself tirelessly into the planning and organisation from the outset. I had nicknamed him ‘Joe Admin’. He was always so well organised, planning everything down to the last detail, covering all angles, leaving nothing to chance. It had been Andy’s dynamic energy that had kept the project going. He had set up the petrol voucher scheme with BP which was bringing in thousands of pounds for Intermediate Technology back home. He had been a dog worrying a bone, never letting go, never accepting defeat, always optimistic and dedicated to the cause. He did not believe in the word ‘cannot’. This single-minded drive in search of perfection was Andy’s strength, and was to help carry us through many problems.

			Suzanne shared Andy’s single-minded pursuit of personal targets and was also quite a perfectionist. If a job was to be done then it had to be done correctly, no half-measures, no corners cut. We had all been very impressed with the way she had organised her charity bike ride earlier in the summer, back in Wiltshire. It had been planned with the military precision of a budding Napoleon and brilliantly executed. We were certainly not in any doubt as to our job responsibilities on that Sunday morning! Always full of energy, she could be great fun and the life and soul of any party. At the same time she could also be headstrong and unwilling to compromise in the interests of the team.

			We had read that less than a dozen women had ever cycled from Sydney to Perth. I knew Suzanne was determined to add to the number.

			I was the laid-back member of the group with a more easy-going approach to life. I was not going to get stressed out by the bad feeling, nor would I become involved in petty arguments. It annoyed the others intensely that I did not consider the situation to be of earth-shattering importance.

			I had a feeling that night in New South Wales, that with such an interesting triangle of characters we would, indeed, be in for more fun and games long before we had pedalled the five and a half thousand kilometres across Australia!

			On the road the three of us rode apart, just close enough to see the person in front. I felt my body gradually hardening, slowly adapting to this new form of exercise. I was now able to maintain a steady pace, hour after hour, rhythmically turning the pedals, conserving energy, leaning into hills, sitting up in the saddle to free wheel into a breeze on downhill gradients. 

			 I was beginning to relax and sink into the rhythm of our new existence. Life had taken on a different slant now that our time was no longer dictated by the restrictions and responsibilities of work. Waking in the morning these days was a different experience. There was no school to go to, demanding kids to teach, bills to pay or people breathing down my neck. That morning I felt like a child again, in those long ago days when I had woken without a single worry to cloud the horizon. I had no idea what was going to happen each day. I decided to let everything take its natural course and to enjoy this new-found feeling of freedom.

			I was, of course, fooling myself. We had given ourselves a tight schedule of twelve weeks to cover over five thousand kilometres. To achieve this we would need to pedal an average of eighty kilometres per day, five days a week.

			On the morning of the eighth day I stuck my head out of the tent to find myself surrounded by kangaroos in the small forest clearing. They reminded me of huge tame, grey rabbits nibbling contentedly in a back garden. It was difficult to believe they were in fact wild animals. The ’roos were everywhere, bounding in between the tents, munching the grass and lounging sleepily in the early morning sun. I was intrigued by these gentle animals with their light brown fur, huge flat feet and tiny arms. I had a desire to get close enough to stroke their fur, and was surprised to find that a female let me walk up to her and touch her long furry ears. A tiny black nose and a small, clawed foot poked out from her pouch. I reached tentatively in and was surprised that Mum carried on munching grass, trusting and unworried. The pouch was blood-warm and velvet-soft, a really cosy place to hide from the world whilst you got things sorted out. I touched warm silky hair and floppy ears before the little joey struggled, as if to say, ‘You’ve woken me up. Go away and leave me to sleep.’

			It was still very early and there was no sign of the other two stirring. I decided to explore our camping place. The grassy clearing in which we had pitched the tents the previous night was a couple of hundred metres wide and led down from dense forest to the sea. We were surrounded by spindly gum trees with peeling, silver trunks and bushy tops. The pale, cropped grass of this natural park gave way to the shale and sun-bleached pebbles of the beach. We were in a bay with wooded promontories, jutting into pale blue sea on either side.

			I sauntered along the beach, firing smooth stones into the noisy surf and laughing at my friends the ‘roos, basking in the sun like lazy holiday makers.

			The whole bay was teeming with wildlife. Noisy Rosella parrots squabbled in thick bushes, their crimson and metallic blue feathers glinting in the sunshine. I listened to the strange, melodic, chuckling song of a kookaburra somewhere deep within the forest and tried to picture the bird which sang so beautifully. It was a perfect retreat, there would be no cycling for the next couple of days.

			Later that morning we met an Aussie couple walking on the beach. Brad was in his late thirties; a big man whose body was starting to put on the bulk of middle age. He wore an old baggy sweater with red nylon wind proof and had the soft white hands of a businessman. His three-day stubble suggested he had few cares. Alison was a quiet, petite woman a few years younger than her husband. I was struck by the mass of red hair which she wore tied up. She was dressed in a comfortable old sweater and the type of training shoes normally reserved for gardening. We chatted for a while and Suzanne invited them to a tea party at ‘our place’.

			That afternoon there followed a bizarre party which Andy later described in a letter to his two young nieces:

			‘Along with our two Australian friends, about sixteen kangaroos turned up for the tea party. It is difficult to be exact about the number of furry guests as none of them was actually invited or even sat down. Most of the kangaroos sampled the tea but were not too keen. A parrot watched the proceedings perched on the kettle and one guest put a big clawed foot in the mango juice. Everyone seemed to like the special cheese with fruit in it but someone ate all the chocolate chip cookies. The liquorice disappeared and the sticky buns were a real treat. After a while the guests decided to dance. Kangaroos are very good dancers with big back legs especially designed for the job and small front paws to hold their partners. We did have one small problem – there were only five of us humans and too many roos, which meant some of us had to dance with four or five lively partners. The parrots sat on shoulders playfully nibbling ears or swooped noisily to capture tasty crumbs. Suzanne even had to run into the sea to escape her furry admirers.

			After a while the sticky buns ran out and the party gradually started to break up. Everyone agreed it had been a lovely afternoon, and we must all do it again sometime ...’
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			Dancing with roos

			That evening we squashed into Brad and Alison’s caravan for roast dinner. I was impressed that Alison could produce such a marvellous feast, using a portable barbecue, in the middle of nowhere.

			‘So how are you Pommies finding good old Oz?’ Brad asked over dinner.

			‘Well, so far so good,’ replied Suzanne. ‘The hills have been really hard work but we love the sunshine and the Australian way of life.’

			Brad laughed, ‘You mean barbies and drinking the piss!’

			‘That’s one way of putting it,’ Andy smiled. ‘But we haven’t seen the real Australia yet.’

			Brad sounded surprised, ‘What do you mean, the real Australia? Look around, isn’t this real enough for you?’

			‘I think what he means is the rough stuff, the outback,’ I chipped in.

			‘Oh you mean the Back O’Bourke. I wouldn’t bother. It’s full of bulldust and flies, leave it to the Abos.’

			‘I’d love to meet some Aboriginals,’ said Suzanne.

			Brad raised an eyebrow at this. ‘I’d steer clear of the Abos if I were you, darlin’. As far as I’m concerned they’re a dirty, degenerate race, good for absolutely nothing. The state has tried to swamp the problem with dollars. Saw it myself up in the Northern Territories. Cash handouts, building expensive settlements and giving the Abos fancy four-wheel drives. The whole thing has been a bloody disaster! They waste the cash on cheap grog, the houses are broken up for firewood and the vehicles abandoned as soon as they run out of gas!’ A seething resentment poured from his lips. ‘What the government should do with the Abos, for their own good, is stick ‘em all in a reservation up north somewhere and charge the tourists ten bucks a time to see ‘em. At least the lazy bastards would be bringing some money into the country instead of sponging off the state. They’re paid for being black. Listen, I’m not a racist – I just don’t like Boongs.’

			Suzanne was incensed ‘If they’re so useless, how come they’ve survived here for forty thousand years? They just have a different way of life to the whites. It’s not wrong, just different.’

			‘What do you know about it?’ snapped Brad. ‘You’ve only been here five minutes!’ It was disappointing to have travelled to the other side of the globe in search of enlightening new philosophies and cultures only to find the same old prejudices, racism and bigotry I could have heard back home. Perhaps the depressing message was that these are an integral part of man’s nature to be found wherever you travel.

			I knew none of us agreed with Brad’s views but as we were guests in his caravan, eating his food and drinking his beer, I felt this was not the best moment to start an argument. I changed the subject in the cause of peaceful relations. 

			‘How long are you and Alison going to be travelling for?’

			‘Jeez, I don’t really know, mate. I had a horticultural business back in Adelaide, got pissed off with all the bullshit flying around so I sold up, married this little girl,’ he put an arm around Alison’s slim waist, ‘and headed off into the sunset. So, we’ll be on the road as long as it takes, I reckon.’

			This seemed to be a popular dream – to jack everything in, hitch up a caravan and satisfy the nomadic spirit that seems to be in Aussies of all ages.

			After Pebbly Beach the weather turned and we found ourselves pedalling through torrential rainstorms, hailstones and high winds. Six feet of snow had fallen in the Snowy Mountains just to the north-west and skiing conditions were perfect. A few days previously we had been sunning ourselves on the beach. Andy had suffered badly from asthma for many years, a condition aggravated by polluted London air. He had a few difficult days, coughing and wheezing in the wet and cold of the Victorian winter, stopping regularly for a puff on a Ventolin inhaler.

			Slowly getting stronger, fitter, harder, we pedalled up to eighty kilometres each day through the picturesque coastal towns of Narooma, Bega and Eden. Each one clean and tidy, full of civic pride. Neat rows of whitewashed wooden bungalows reminded me of sleepy, small-town America. Some perched bravely on the edges of grassy cliffs, overlooking a breezy blue Pacific.

			We stopped late one night and pitched the tents amongst great silver gum trees, having battled for eight hours in the wind and rain, up and down steep hills. The rain was hammering off the fly sheets as Andy and I locked the bikes to a tree.

			‘This is what it’s all about, mate,’ I said. 

			‘Yeah, it’s great, isn’t it. We’re right out in the middle of it now,’ said Andy.

			Overhearing this, Suzanne said testily, ‘Don’t think it’s only you boys who can enjoy a bit of hardship.’

			Andy and I crawled into our tents and were soon snuggled into our sleeping bags whilst Suzanne heroically stayed out, in the pouring rain, to cook the meal. It took her five minutes to fetch water from the creek and another ten to light the two damp kerosene stoves. First of all she produced two steaming mugs of tea with ginger nuts. Next came billy cans full of macaroni cheese with added mustard. The feast was completed with semolina and a dollop of raspberry jam.

			‘You’re a complete hero, Suzanne,’ I said, handing back the empty can to be washed up.

			‘I second that,’ came Andy’s voice from his tent. It certainly made a change from Andy’s ‘Pasta Surprise’, famous throughout the world (the surprise being that there was nothing but pasta in it). His porridge with added apple was something else entirely! Food had become an obsession. I often caught myself dreaming about it whilst pedalling along. Big steaming stews, juicy steaks, liver and onions, all floated in front of my eyes at some stage during the day. We were burning up massive amounts of calories. Regular, dedicated eating was the only solution.

			After doing the washing up, Suzanne handed us cups of coffee and disappeared into the forest. Andy peeked out of his tent and glimpsed a quite astonishing sight through the torrential rain.

			‘Here, Tim, you’re not going to believe this; she’s taken off all her clothes and she’s out there in the creek having a bath.’ 

			‘Cor, she really is a hero,’ I said, pulling my stinky sleeping bag over my head.

			The following morning I woke to the steady rhythm of rain falling on my tent. Six-thirty, still early yet. I’ll just give it ten more minutes to stop and then I’ll get moving. It is funny how easy it is to convince yourself of anything if you really try. What I should have been thinking was ‘Great, a little drop of rain won’t hurt anyone. Come on Garratt get yer boots on and get out there!’ Instead, I continued to lie there in a comfortable stupor and talked myself into ‘another ten minutes, just in case the rain stops.’

			At seven I had a fit of guilt and dived out of my cocoon into cold driving rain. ‘Wakey wakey, up and at ‘em!’ I called to the other two tents. I was greeted by deafening silence, not a stir. Obviously I was not alone in my weakness this morning. After a few moments Andy’s head appeared.

			‘What time is it?’ he asked. This was a question which always bugged me. Andy had decided before the trip he was sick of his life being ruled by the constrictions of time and had decided not to have a watch. This was all well and good but he must have asked me the time on ten occasions each day.

			‘It’s gone seven,’ I told him. ‘We should make a move.’

			There was still no sign of life from the other tent as we lit the stove for a brew and started to pack up the kit. Andy approached Suzanne’s tent.

			‘Hey, Rip Van Winkle, shake a leg, we’ve got a continent to pedal across.’

			‘I’m thinking,’ came the reply.

			‘Oh great,’ said Andy, raising his arms helplessly to the heavens. ‘We’ve only been on the road twelve days, we’re already two days behind schedule and she’s thinking,’ We all knew, whatever else happened today, we were in for a soaking. Andy and I wanted to get on with it.

			I made porridge and tea for everyone and handed Suzanne’s to her through her tent flap. By the time we had packed up all our gear there was still no sign of movement from the third tent. Andy tried again. ‘Come on Suzanne, we need to get going. You can’t lie there all day.’

			‘I’m still thinking,’ was the only response.

			‘Okay. How about if we meet you in the next place twenty kilometres down the road?’

			‘Alright, I’ll see you later,’ she called.

			The Bell Boy Hotel appeared, after an hour’s gruelling effort, through a shroud of heavy rain, at Bemm River. The hotel was the only building in Bemm River. Andy and I leaned our bikes against a white, peeling wooden wall and walked in. It was a strange, run-down place which, judging by the broken windows and bandaged furniture, was home to the serious drinkers of the area. It reeked of masculinity. The head of a crocodile stared, glassy-eyed, from the wall beside faded, black-and-white pictures of bearded men hell-raising in the bar. I sat on a sagging brown settee which seeped yellow foam from a dozen wounds. The only welcoming thing about the whole place was a roaring log fire. An ancient radio-set sat over the fire, spurting Aussie Rules Football. The place was seedy and unkempt, full of discarded boots and hats waiting for the return of their owners. A chainsaw hung from a nail behind the bar. Was this for decoration or was it a lethal weapon in the barman’s armoury, kept for occasions when the drinking games really went over the top? Who were these wild men who drank in this run-down shack, sixty kilometres from the nearest town? Did they appear magically from the forest at opening time?

			I approached the big, bearded barman. He was barefoot, wearing tatty denim shorts and a grimy blue T-shirt which read, ‘I don’t have a drink problem, I drink, I get drunk, I fall down – no problem!’

			‘Hello,’ Andy greeted him.

			‘Uhhh,’ he grunted. ‘Pommies.’

			‘Yeah, we’re cycling.’

			‘On bikes are yer? People think they can cycle in Oz, but when they get here they find out how big she is. Where yer goin’, Melbourne?’

			‘Yeah and then we’re going to try and cross the Nullarbor to Perth,’ I told him.

			‘Nullarbor eh, you Pommies won’t get past the snakes and Abos.’

			‘Well, we’ll give it a go,’ I said, ‘and if by any chance we should make it, then we’re going to try to cycle across Africa and South America.’

			‘Oh yeah’, he snorted, ‘and my mother’s a flying wombat called Ethel!’

			We all laughed.

			‘Do you have anything we can eat?’ Andy asked.

			‘Nope.’

			‘Okay, anything to drink?’

			‘Beer.’

			I could tell this guy had won trophies for outstanding conversational ability.

			‘We were thinking about something a bit warmer. What about coffee?’ I asked hopefully.

			‘Folks round here don’t drink coffee.’

			‘Well, we drink coffee, so what’s the chance of getting some?’ I persisted.

			‘Suppose I might,’ he grunted and ambled off into another room.

			‘Friendly guy,’ Andy observed.

			‘Yeah, a real barrel of laughs.’

			We waited half an hour for Beard-Face to reappear with the coffee. It was luke warm with a nasty white skin floating on top.

			‘If the coffee’s not hot enough I could give it a blast,’ he grunted to nobody in particular. I thought, ‘What? Why not just boil it in the first place?’ Just what had this guy been doing for the last thirty minutes?

			At this moment Suzanne walked into the bar having completed her meditations. She looked damp but happy.

			‘Watch out for the barman,’ Andy advised her. ‘He’s a real comedian.’

			I decided to skip the coffee and make the most of the fire to dry out a little. Pulling off a sodden boot I found a squashed spider with definite red markings on its back. I approached our friend the barman for the benefit of his local knowledge.

			‘Excuse me,’ I said, placing the spider gingerly on the counter with the aid of a long fire poker. ‘Could you tell me what this is?’

			The big barman studied it carefully from all angles before replying gravely, ‘Yep, I reckon that’s a spider.’

		

	
		
			
Cruising the Great Ocean Road 

			Tim

			You blokes are not Greens, are yer?’ an aggressive red-faced man challenged. ‘Coz if yers are, we’ll have to beat the shit outta ya and ask yers to leave!’

			I had just walked into the gloomy spit and sawdust bar of the Gum Tree Hotel in timber town, Orbost, closely followed by Andy and Suzanne. After two weeks on the road we had just crossed the Great Dividing Range which runs for two and a half thousand kilometres from the northeast tip of Australia all the way down to Victoria in the southeast. This range divides the fertile eastern coastal strip from the barren desert lands of the interior. Early convicts believed, to the west of the range lay China.

			We had camped in a gum tree forest the previous night and crossed from New South Wales into Victoria early that morning. It had been another day of sodden pedalling in heavy rain. A warm, friendly bar had seemed a good idea. I was beginning to think we may just have picked the wrong one. I quickly realised we looked out of place in our green and blue Goretex jackets. The rugged-looking men at the counter were dressed in an assortment of jeans, T-shirts and donkey jackets. The atmosphere was not friendly. We were a welcome distraction for these locals and they obviously sensed the chance of some entertainment at our expense. My new-found buddy thrust his beery face within inches of mine, giving me the full pleasure of his buffalo breath.

			‘And another thing, mate, we have two rules in this here bar – no poofters, no sheilas (women) and no Greens!’ He leered at Suzanne then turned to wink at his mates, propping each other up at the end of the bar. ‘What do you blokes say?’ He looked for support.

			‘That’s three rules, Wal,’ one of his mates corrected him.

			‘No poofters yeah, but we don’t mind sheilas, Wal,’ another added.

			Before long there was a full-scale debate going on concerning the rules of the bar. We were soon forgotten; left to sup our beers.
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