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Foreword

Traditionally, the rite of passage of world travel or the Grand Tour was the sole province of the rich and titled. More recently the young gap year cohort supported by the umbilical cords of mobile phones and internet communication have taken their place. These three lads from Barnsley fit neither category, which makes this book a particular joy. 

In a world currently starved of travel and adventure by a pandemic it is refreshing to be able to share an extraordinary journey undertaken by ordinary people. Not that Mike Padgett is by any means ‘ordinary’. Now retired, he has made his mark in this east Yorkshire village of Sancton leading conservation campaigns and serving the community. He is often seen riding his treasured motorbike or, during lockdown, running and cycling in all weathers for exercise. Just the person to share an adventure with – you can rely on Mike.

Members of the village film club also know Mike from the film Kes and the iconic football scene. The first to be picked by the overbearing games teacher (Brian Glover) is Padgett - “Padgett, you’re inside right” because he is the good footballer and teacher wants to win. As real life and fantasy coincide it is perhaps not stretching credibility too far to consider As Far As We Can as what might have happened next to at least some of the characters. Certainly, Barry Hines, the author of the novel on which Kes was based would be pleased to see his former pupil, Mike Padgett, in print and continuing his tale. As are we all. This is an adventure to be enjoyed, whatever your age.

Rob Thomson

February 2021



Preface

As a child I used to look out of the window when it was raining and imagine I was somewhere else. At first the neighbours across the street were concerned to see my glum face and used to ask my mother if I was all right. ‘He’s happy enough,’ she would say. ‘He likes to be outside exploring.’

That feeling of wanting to get out and look around became more urgent the older I got. When I’d explored my street, I wanted to explore all the other streets on my council estate. When I’d done that, I wanted to explore Barnsley town centre. And on it went until one day in my late teens I knew that the only way to satisfy the desire to see as much as possible was to travel around the world.

Most of my mates wanted to travel around the world as well but there was always a reason not to pack it all in and go: a steady job, a pension, a girlfriend, too busy having a laugh, no Barnsley Bitter for sale overseas. All good excuses. So, when I set off to Australia with two companions in a converted van in 1973, I promised to keep a diary intending one day to write a book about the travels for my family and friends.

It’s taken forty-seven years to finally sit down and fulfil that promise. I hope that this book captures some of the spirit and joy of that year long adventure.
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Magic

Mashhad: 23 January 1974

We parked the van on a quiet backstreet, wound down the windows and smiled at any young Iranian woman who looked our way. As usual Tony quietly made the most impact, I was happy with my score, and I think Lol was happy with his but you could never tell with Lol. When our egos had been sufficiently massaged, Lol climbed into the back and put the kettle on for the morning brew up, Tony jogged across the road to a kiosk to buy cigarettes and biscuits, and I lifted the engine cover and checked the oil level. There was no need for discussion. We’d been on the road for ten weeks now and we knew what had to be done and who had to do it.

The kettle had just begun to whistle when a young Iranian student in denim jeans and jacket invited himself into the van and sat down on our bed. I was a bit suspicious of him at first but I think he was just practising his English, and he was helpful, telling us unprompted the answer to two things we had been thinking about (and a third thing that only Lol had on his mind).

The student said, ‘You will always find the best food in the market place. If it gets too cold for you to sleep in your vehicle the cheapest and best hotels can be found in the old part of the city. You will find a good brothel a hundred kilometres along this road on the left.’

That was all he said. He declined our offer of a cup of tea, shook our hands and hopped out of the van. He seemed like a good guy but we still counted our 8-track tapes. 

Tony finished washing up and as we put on our sunglasses ready for an hour of sight-seeing there was a tap-tap on the windscreen. We expected to see the young Iranian student again or maybe the local beggars but this time it was a well-groomed youth with a hard face and perfect white teeth who smiled at us through the window. He was about our age, his English was excellent, even better than the young student’s, and he had the patter of a good salesman.

‘My name is Magic Mohammed,’ he said. ‘Welcome to Mashhad. It is a wonderful city in the middle of great change. Women are becoming more educated and every young man wants a Porsche Carrera.’

Tony, being a car man, liked Magic Mohammed straightaway and invited him into the van for a smoke. We told him we had travelled overland from England through Europe and Turkey and mentioned the scary rumours we had heard about Afghanistan, hoping he might dispel some of our fears. We even showed him the long knife we kept hidden under the driver’s seat in case of bandit trouble. I wasn’t sure whether it was the knife or our bold itinerary that made him flash those perfect white teeth again.

Mohammed enjoyed talking and he didn’t seem in a rush to leave. Thankfully, there was a lull for a few seconds and Lol, not one for small talk, said it had been good to meet up but we had to get going. Mohammed looked at his slim gold watch.

‘The Afghanistan border will be closed by the time you get there. Please come and join me for tea at my brother’s house. His name is Ali. You will be most welcome and you can stay the night with us, if you like. We have good quality smoke. And we have something that could be to your advantage when you arrive in India.’

And he flashed those perfect white teeth again. We had been on the road long enough to know that occasionally adventure came dipped in bullshit. 

‘That’s great,’ we said in unison. ‘Lead the way.’ 

We might have looked like three hippies, Lol with his thick ginger beard, waistcoat and cheesecloth shirt, Tony with his long blond hair and David Cassidy good looks, and me with my Joe Cocker hair and chin, but we weren’t aimless and carefree. We had a plan. Not so long ago we were two gas fitters and an electrician cutting pipes and running cables on building sites in Yorkshire. Now we were on the road to Australia, and about to sample a bit of magic.

Ali’s apartment was bare except for a Persian carpet covering half the floor, a room divider, a stereo unit in a wooden surround and a few wall posters of Eastern skylines. Three bearded, long-haired youths were sitting in a corner listening to Ozibisi. Two were rocking and chanting to the rhythm and the third was beating a Tom-Tom drum, eyes closed, in a world of his own. I had heard the album before. It was doing well in England when we left.

Ali was a slimmed down version of Mohammed and even more handsome. His teeth were just as perfect and with his short black hair and blue beard he looked like a barber’s shop model. I admired his good looks, but I didn’t fancy him, quickly reminding myself of the good times I’d had with my girlfriends. Ali showed us a trick where he flamboyantly passed a bead from one hand to the other and then asked us to guess which hand it was in. I had seen something similar a couple of years ago when I was down in London for the weekend with a friend. It took place on a street corner on King’s Road. A man, looking round suspiciously, pulled a tray out from under a newspaper stand and started sliding three upturned tumblers around, asking passers-by to ‘find the lady’. A small crowd gathered and somebody had a go and won a few pounds. It looked easy and one smiling black guy got sucked in, winning every call at first then losing more and more. When he lost £20 in one bet, I went up to him and told him it was a con. The next thing a bloke in the crowd shoved his face into mine and said, ‘You’ve ten bob in your pocket and that’s all you’ll ever have. Fuck off.’

Now we played pass the bead and Ali rolled a joint. I didn’t inhale deeply and nothing happened. I’d managed to avoid smoking dope in Delphi and I was hesitant and a bit sceptical. Tony, who told us he’d smoked many times and taken pills in nightclubs in Manchester, didn’t inhale too deeply either, not wanting to rush the hit. But Lol, who was almost as inexperienced as me, sucked on the weed as though it was a Park Drive tipped and when he stood up to go to the hole in the floor, he could hardly walk.

‘Me legs are like chuffin lead,’ he said and Tony and I laughed as he tried to climb over the edge of the Persian carpet and drag his lower limbs to the toilet.

Mohammed and Ali, foxed by the Yorkshire accent, looked on in confusion at Lol’s battle with gravity. The three African lads in the corner were so far into their music that if Lol had stripped naked and back-flipped all the way to the toilet they wouldn’t have noticed.

Lol was gone a long time and I went looking for him. I tapped on the toilet door.

‘Has tha fon thi legs, yet, Lol?’

There was no response and I tapped again. Then I heard the bolt slide and Lol came out, unsteady, chin on his chest. When we were back sitting cross-legged on the floor, he closed his eyes and I could tell he’d been crying again.



August 2018 - Squires Bike Café, Yorkshire

Friday morning and Squires Bike Café just off the A1 is quiet. By eleven o’clock it will be packed. A few hardy riders are enjoying their bacon sandwiches and coffee outside where the early morning sun catches the picnic benches. I turn in and park the bike well away from any other bike so Tony will see me when he pulls in.

It’s been 45 years since we set off to Australia in the VW van. Tony and I have stayed in touch throughout that time even when we both got married and moved away from Barnsley. We’ve been on many bike rides together during those years – France, Spain, Ireland, Wales, Scotland, and of course England including many trips around our home county of Yorkshire. We always said riding kept us young.

A few bikes come in, mostly solitary, and they park in neat order, the riders casually securing helmets to bike frames and removing ear plugs before ambling into the café for breakfast. In between these sedate arrivals, a red sports bike comes in loud and fast and squeezes into the nearest gap. The young rider flicks down his side-stand and walks away without looking back as though he has just wrestled a bull to the floor. He pulls off his helmet, sticks his mobile to his ear, and strides towards the café laughing into the air. I try to imagine the adventure he is sharing and I have to smile.

I hear the familiar sound of Tony’s bike and recognise the Rossi replica helmet as he turns into the café and parks his machine next to mine. Tony takes off his helmet, runs his fingers through his grey hair and pushes up his sunglasses. He looks the part, as always.

‘Good ride, Tony?’

‘It’s a bit chilly for August, old lad,’ he says and we shake hands.

We find a quiet table inside the café and I fetch the drinks. Tony warms his hands on the steaming pot of coffee.

‘I’m really looking forward to going up to Scotland.’

‘Me too,’ I say. ‘We’ve never ridden up the west coast. All those beautiful roads through the mountains and the lochs.’ 

‘Let’s hope the weather stays good.’

‘Did you have a look on Facebook?’

‘Yes. Nothing.’

‘Well, it’ll be good fun searching for him,’ I say. ‘Any excuse for a long ride.’

‘Do you think we’ll recognise him, if we find him?’

‘Will he recognise us?’

We haven’t seen or heard from Lol for over forty years. A few years ago, someone told Tony they thought he’d got married, had a massive heart attack and moved overseas. With this November being the 45th anniversary of the start of our journey, we thought it was about time we found out if Lol was still around and if he was, get together to celebrate the occasion. After a lot of searching, we were told by an old friend that Lol was indeed still alive and had a house in Barnsley and a place in Spain.

A couple of weeks ago I rode over to the Barnsley address we’d been given, intending to make a surprise visit, but no one answered the door. An initially suspicious neighbour, after listening to my story, told me Lol was away. He thought he’d either gone to his place in Spain or he was up in Scotland in a log cabin he rented. It was somewhere north of Ullapool on the coast, he thought. But he wasn’t sure. 

Now Tony pulls the fat off his bacon and presses his sandwich until the tomato sauce seeps out. One of the staff behind the counter shouts number seventeen and a rider stands up and collects his full breakfast.

‘Lol never said much to me when we were travelling,’ Tony says. ‘I never knew for certain why he went travelling.’

‘Me neither. Mind you. I never really knew why you went travelling. I’m not even sure why I went travelling, either. I wasn’t sure then and I’m still not sure now. It just seemed the right thing to do.’

We laugh at the freedom and naivety of our youth and the place goes quiet and for a minute I think it’s something we said. We look up and everyone’s eyes are on two attractive young women in full leathers who have just walked in and are shaking their long hair loose. I look at Tony and he looks at me and both of us sigh. They are about the same age as we were when we set off to Australia.

‘When you think about it,’ Tony says, ‘we didn’t talk to each other much at all when we were on the road.’

‘We were young lads. Too busy looking for women and adventure.’ 
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Where it Began

In the Spring of 1973, my best friend and fellow gas fitting apprentice Trev and I finally finished the two motorbikes we had been building for over a year in our garage and we couldn’t wait to take our shiny new machines on a long run to test their reliability. We had talked of riding all the way to France during our three-week holiday to stretch the bikes and our minds. Neither of us had been abroad and the thought of cruising on foreign tarmac excited us.

I’d known Trev since junior school. Both of us failed our eleven-plus and ended up at Longcar Central School and then joined the Gas Board together. Trev was a wiry, bony lad and pound for pound the strongest kid I ever knew. He was also mentally tough and I think he got that from his dad. While everyone at senior school was letting their fringe grow long and having a modern square cut at the back, Trev would be called in off the streets by his dad every second Sunday and given a brutally short haircut. I think that’s what turned Trev into a rebel. When he left school, he grew his hair long and if there had been a Hell’s Angel’s chapter in Barnsley, he would have been president.

Our motorbikes were choppers with extended forks and fat back tyres. Mine was blue, a BSA Golden Flash 650 motor in a sprung hub frame. Trev’s was black, based on a Triumph 500 Bonneville. On the garage wall for inspiration, we had the iconic Easy Rider poster showing Peter Fonda and Dennis Hopper cruising the American highway on their choppers.

The finished bikes felt good. We had test ridden them over short distances, mainly to Sheffield and back, me in my green beret, Trev in his stars and stripes bandana. We once set off to Scarborough but only got as far as Malton because it started to rain and we didn’t want to get our shiny bikes wet.

Our days in the garage fine-tuning the bikes were full of excitement and the planned trip to France was drawing near. Then along came Lol.

Lol was a gas fitter at the same depot as Trev and me, three years older at twenty-four, and fully qualified. He never said much to anybody in the yard, eager to get out and earn his bonus, often picking up his job sheet in silence and driving away while the rest of us stood around chatting. And he had a reputation for looking after number one. We’d all been told about the time he was working as an apprentice to an old fitter and he’d been sent to the fish shop to get fish and chips for them both. When he came back, he said to the old guy, ‘Bad news. I dropped your bag,’ and he handed over a broken bit of fish and a few scruffy chips. And the fitter didn’t even get a refund.

I only worked with Lol once. I was his apprentice for the day. When I left a matchstick in his tin of flux (we used a spent match to paste the flux onto the fittings), he told me he’d warned his last apprentice that the next time anybody did that he would punch them. I thought that was a bit out of order, and not being one to back down, I said it’s a good job it was me, then.

Lol had been engaged to his fiancée for two years. A date had been set for the wedding and in anticipation of a homely life together he had taken out a mortgage on a newly-built semi-detached bungalow in a quiet cul-de-sac within walking distance of the gas depot. Twenty-four years old and ready to settle down for ever. Then we heard his fiancée had run away with the manager of a big store in town. Lol never said anything but you could tell he was devastated. He had a pale complexion to start with and now it was like lard. In a man’s world of blowlamps, grease, pipes and hammers, nobody talked to him about his loss or asked him how he was feeling.

No doubt in need of friendship, Lol teamed up with me and Trev, taking us in his little red Hillman Imp to the nightclubs in Wakefield and Sheffield, and it was on one of those nights out when he put his head in his hands and started crying. I could see his back heaving and I put my arm around his shoulder. He never spoke a word.

One day, Lol said he wanted to get away from everything and he asked if he could follow Trev and me to France in his Hillman Imp. The more the three of us talked about travelling abroad, the more the idea developed into a bigger adventure. I had read how a journalist in London, sick of the daily routine of work, planned to ride a motorbike to India and beyond. The idea excited me. Work as much overtime as I could, save every penny, pack in my job and go east. I felt as though I’d grown wings, poised on the edge of the white cliffs of Dover ready to soar into the sky. We kept dreaming and bought a map of the world. We read motorbike magazines and travel magazines and we learned about Marco Polo and the Hippie Trail to Nepal.

One night we took our folding camp beds over to Lol’s unfurnished bungalow, now with a sold sign hammered into the little front lawn, and after a few cans of lager and countless replays of Silver Machine by Hawkwind, our ideas became wilder.

‘Why not head for Australia or New Zealand?’ Lol said. ‘Go as far as we can to t’other side of the world.’

I said, ‘Now that sounds like fun. And then come back t’other way so we’d have gone all the way round the world. It’d be a right adventure.’ I turned to Trev. ‘We could get a new motorbike each, all the same model, something like a Honda 250 twin,’ I was nodding to Trev, trying to encourage him. ‘They’re cheap and reliable and easy to handle. And we could stay on camp sites to save money.’

Trev said he wasn’t keen on that idea. He didn’t want to go on a little Japanese 250 twin. Lol said he would prefer to go by car. We went quiet.

I said, ‘Okay then. What about cycling to Australia?’

Lol said, ‘Cycling?’ and Trev wouldn’t even look at me.

‘We could use trains and boats and buses where we had to,’ I said. ‘Hitchhike a lift on the back of lorries if necessary. It’d be a cheap option. I’ve read about people doing it on their Jack so I’m sure the three of us could do it together.’

Lol, not known for undertaking physical exercise, pulled out his AA Road Map of Great Britain 1973 from under his camp bed and using his thumb and index finger as a divider, worked his way slowly south.

‘Mmm,’ he said after double-checking the distance. ‘It’d tek us two bloody weeks to get to Dover.’

We all went quiet again. I was fit and liked exercise but I also wanted to get to Australia while I was still young.

Lol said, ‘How about buying a campervan, then? No hotel bills. Share the driving.’

I thought it was a great option, not as exciting as going by motorbike, but I could see the van taking us to places a motorbike couldn’t reach. Trev didn’t like the idea. I knew it was because his heart was set on riding his Triumph. He couldn’t drive and had no intention of learning. He would be a mere passenger, and Trev wasn’t a passenger. We saw less and less of Trev and when he left the gas board to set up his own business, he went his own way.

So, now it was just me and Lol and we spent hours in his bungalow planning to pack it all in to go travelling round the world. Then one night in the King George Hotel in Barnsley, a new face came on the scene. A guy called Tony, somebody neither of us had met before, came up and said he’d heard we were planning to go to Australia in a camper van before the end of the year. It was then that I realised our adventure was no longer a dream, a wish, a game. It was real. With consequences.

‘Travelling is in my blood,’ Tony said. ‘I wouldn’t mind joining you if there’s room in your van.’

Tony was twenty-one, the same age as me, and he lived with his parents in a little detached bungalow in Ward Green, a posh estate on the outskirts of town. He was a fresh-faced guy, an electrician working for a small electrical company where his dad was the foreman, and he had long blond hair and a baby-smooth chin. He was an only child, gentle and kind, and easy to get on with.

Tony said, ‘I’ve been abroad quite a few times. When I was a child, I went to Majorca every year with my mom and dad.’

Instead of mam he said mom.

‘And I went to Spain for a period last year with another guy. We worked in a bar for three months.’

When he said he had recently started seeing a new girlfriend, Gloria (apparently, they’d had eyes on each other for years), we wondered why he was so keen to travel abroad again. My hunch was that he was testing his new relationship. Or maybe he thought he could do better, which was hard to believe once we met Gloria.

On the outside, Tony was neither ambitious nor flash but he had a quiet love of sports cars and he talked about film stars and rock stars as though he knew them personally. I thought perhaps he was hoping to find fame and fortune on the road. Whatever the reason, his motivation seemed more complicated than Lol’s simple desire to escape the misery of rejection. Tony seemed genuine. We liked his easy-going manner and he became traveller number three.

I wasn’t sure what was motivating me to travel. Like Tony, I had a girlfriend. Well, a part time girlfriend. Her name was Jean. She worked in the office at the water board in Wakefield. She dressed like a hippie and had the face of a model but we weren’t in love. I didn’t need to test our relationship and unlike Lol, I wouldn’t have been heartbroken if she’d run off with someone else, and neither would she if it was me doing the running off. We had great times in bed together but both of us were looking elsewhere for love.

I couldn’t think of a clear and simple reason why I wanted to look over the wall around my home town but a few thoughts kept surfacing in my head, thoughts a bit too heavy to share with two relative strangers.

The first was around illness. I was a good footballer. I’d made the Barnsley Boys Under 15 squad when just fourteen, having captained the Under 11’s, and signed schoolboy forms with the club. Then just weeks before my fifteenth birthday, I was diagnosed with rheumatic fever. I knew it was serious when my mother started crying and I remember thinking as the ambulance took me to hospital, if those bells go off, I’m done for. The cardiologist mentioned a heart murmur and I was confined to bed for three weeks, the first two flat on my back, no pillows, fed by nurses. I was in hospital for five weeks in total and the straightforward path to professional football that I’d taken for granted looked to have come to an end. While in hospital, I watched, through the window opposite my bed, a pair of magpies flying in and out of their nest high up in a big ash tree. Each time they flew away, I went with them. Their freedom and sense of purpose put things in perspective. Nature is a great leveller and I’ve always felt part of it. I thought come on. It’s no use moping around. Get out and get on with it. The sky is big.

The second thought was to do with the film Kes. The film was adapted from the book, A Kestrel for a Knave, by northern writer Barry Hines, and it was filmed in Barnsley. It shone a light on the education of kids like me. It was an international success and I thought if Kes can travel around the world, what’s stopping me?

The third was to do with the subservience I saw at work. I remember one example in my first year as an apprentice. I was carrying old Tom Smith’s tool bag over my shoulder on our way back to the depot to pick up a roll of lead pipe. Tom was coming up for retirement after fifty years at the company. We’d bought our beef sandwiches ready for our break and I was looking forward to meeting up with my fellow apprentices back at the yard for a chat and a quick game of cards. We were about a mile and a half from the depot when Tom stopped dead and looked at his watch.

‘It’s twelve o’clock,’ he said. ‘Dinner time,’ and he sat on the wall overlooking the canal and bit into his sandwich.

‘You’re joking, Tom,’ I said. ‘We’re only ten minutes off the yard.’

‘Dun’t matter. Twelve o’clock is dinner time. I’m not going to start breaking the rules now.’

Tom died three months after retiring.

The final thought that wouldn’t go away had been in the background for a few years and was to do with the way my parents lived. Sometimes I used to look down on my dad, watching him race the pigeons he kept behind the Royal Arms Hotel every Sunday morning no matter what. Training them every day in between shifts at the pit and a pint in the pub, letting them out to fly, bringing them back down to feed, locking them up again.

Pit, pigeons, pub. It seemed a waste of life. My mother had to force him to take her out to the pictures for a night off, or persuade him to sit with other couples in the pub lounge instead of leaving her on her own while he played dominoes with his mates in the bar. My mother, like a lot of miners’ wives, learned to manage and it was a struggle. The way my parents coped with their hardworking lives had a big effect on me. There was a good chance the world would close in on me too before long and I thought better get out while you can before the routine of survival takes over.

Initially we considered buying a Land Rover Defender to take us on our adventure. If we were going to do some serious overlanding, we wanted to look like serious overlanders. But we were advised that a Defender would be uncomfortable on a long journey and would need constant maintenance. We calculated our likely mileage and the terrain we would encounter and opted for a VW camper van. We’d read how these vehicles were loved by travellers around the world and we would never be far from a VW garage. That weekend we saw a two-year old VW converted van advertised in the Sheffield Star for nine hundred pounds ono. The van looked good under the street lights and when the owner invited us in to his kitchen to talk through the documents and history, he sounded genuine. We agreed to buy the van pending an AA inspection. The owner said he couldn’t guarantee holding on to it and if someone else came up with the money in the meantime he would have to let it go. The three of us went outside to discuss the purchase. It was our first big decision and it only took a minute.

We were excited about the van and proud of the way we had worked together to complete the purchase. I could just about afford my three hundred pounds share providing I worked overtime for the next few weeks and didn’t go out. My mam said if I was short, she had a few pounds spare in the little brass tin she kept in the top kitchen cupboard out of sight of my dad. But I could never borrow anything from my mam. I knew it would take her months to build the savings back up again, and maybe years, if the rumours were true and the miners were getting ready to strike for a decent pay rise.

I could have sold my motorbike but I’d only just finished it and hardly had the chance to take it anywhere. Ken, a fellow gas fitter, offered to look after it for me in his garage while I was away and said he might consider buying it off me if ever I was desperate. I would have to be desperate. One day, I thought, if I ever come back home, that bike might take me on another big adventure.

Ken was a good friend of mine. He went to Holgate Grammar School and joined the Gas Board as an apprentice the same year as me. I didn’t know Ken before the gas days although it’s possible we would have seen each other as we walked down Racecommon Road to the bus station from our separate schools, the noisy Longcar lot on the left of the road, the aloof grammar school lot on the right.

Ken was a few months older than me and first to get a car, a bright yellow Ford Anglia with wide wheels, spotlights, and leatherette sports steering wheel. We would drive to Blackpool and Scarborough and have some great fun chatting up the girls and finding out who we were. Ken was known for being tight with his money and for keeping his head down at the first sniff of trouble. One night we were in the Palatine pub in Blackpool and there was a fight and somebody was arrested. Gang members of the guy arrested went round every table asking customers to give any spare change they had to help get their friend out of jail. I asked no questions and gave them the money to avoid having my head kicked in. To my amazement Ken pretended to look through his pockets and then told the big Scottish guy holding out his hand that he had no change. We refer to that night as the moment Ken’s avarice overcame his cowardice.

When Ken got married, our lives took a different path. I used to rib him about settling down. Having a mortgage around his neck for the next twenty-five years. Keeping the front lawn neat and tidy. Making sure his car was as expensive as the neighbour’s. Washing it on the drive every Sunday morning. It was strange in a way. Ken ached to go travelling around the world and I had a longing to find the right girl and settle down.

There were no side windows in the van. It had a two-ring gas cooker, a bed for two small adults (two inches of foam on top of a sheet of plywood above the rear engine), and a five-gallon water carrier. Tony built and fitted a rack that covered the whole roof and he installed an 8-track stereo into the dashboard. I fitted a third seat in between the two front seats and Lol’s uncle, a mechanic, fitted an engine cut-out security switch under the driver’s seat. We bought two jerrycans for spare fuel and a folding spade from the Army Stores on Eldon Street and Tony fastened two spare wheels and tyres on to the roof rack. A small selection of spare parts and a first aid kit together with one of my mother’s old carving knives, which we kept under the middle seat for self-defence, completed the van preparation.

And finally, the route and the leaving date were agreed. We will follow in the footsteps of Marco Polo and head for Nepal before sailing to Australia from India, leaving Barnsley on Wednesday 28 November. We worked out how much it would cost in fuel and food to get to India, assuming it would take us around four months. Then from India we hope to find a merchant ship and work our passage across the Indian Ocean to Australia. The AA provided us with an itinerary, including a warning to drive through Afghanistan as quickly as possible, and they wished us the very best of luck.

Tony quit the electrical firm where he worked, and Lol and I handed in our notice at the Gas Board, doing our best to show loyalty in case we ever wanted our jobs back. On our last day at work, the office staff and gas fitters pinned a map of the world to the noticeboard in the yard so they could keep a track of our journey and we promised to send them a postcard from every country we visited.

The week before our departure date, we bought the Barnsley Chronicle and laughed with embarrassment and pride at the photograph showing the three of us thumbs up and smiling in our VW converted van. The headline read:

Overland to Australia

 Marco Polo’s route across Europe will be retraced over the next six months - by three Barnsley men in a converted van. They plan to travel overland to Australia.

They hope to begin their journey on Wednesday. From France, they will thread their way through Europe and into Turkey as far as India or Nepal before taking the ship to Australia.

They plan to stay there for about a year and if they like the country may settle there.

If they decide to come home, they will turn the journey into a round-the-world trip by coming back through America.

Why Australia? ‘We heard so much about the place,’ Mike said. ‘We went through a lot of ideas and came up with this one. We aren’t going specifically to Australia. We want to go as far as we can and see as much as we can along the way.’

We looked at each other and Lol said, ‘No going back now, lads.’

*

On the morning of 28 November, I packed the tins of beans, packets of dried soup, bottles of shampoo and toilet rolls into the cupboard above the two gas rings, double-checked the roof rack security ropes holding down the spare wheels, the jerrycans and the folding spade, and went back inside to collect my flying jacket.

‘Right,’ I said. ‘That’s it. Time to go.’

My mother wouldn’t let me linger in the front doorway to say goodbye. She was a superstitious woman, unlike my dad (except when it came to having the same numbers every week on his Vernons pools). My mother always said a door was a symbol of mystery, fortune or danger to come. Or the end of something. To stand in the doorway was to loiter in the in-between world. Not a good place, she said. I didn’t believe half of it and I know my dad thought the only reason not to hang around at the front door was to keep the cold out. I kept moving and everyone followed me up the garden path, my mother, dad, two brothers, David and Jonathan, and two sisters, Sandra and Anne. We hugged and cried and said goodbye, and a few of the neighbours looked on from their front gates, an honour usually reserved for funerals. Jonathan was only three, a late surprise for my parents, and saying goodbye nearly broke my heart. I could justify leaving home to everybody except him.

I left the estate and drove to the other side of town to pick up Tony. Everyone there had been crying, as well. His mother and dad looked as though they couldn’t believe their only child was leaving to go to Australia. Tony’s girlfriend, Gloria, hugged him and kissed him goodbye and through tears asked me to make sure he ate well.

The excitement of finally setting off to the other side of the world took over and by the time we reached Lol’s house we were singing in carefree harmony to Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young, Teach Your Children.

I parked the van right outside Lol’s parents’ kitchen window and we were about to jump out and share the goodbyes when the front door opened and Lol came out carrying his little beige travel bag. He shut the door behind him and his head was down. We could see his mother and dad through the window but they didn’t look up from their breakfast. They didn’t even wave him off when we drove away. It was just as though he was setting off to work. He looked sloughed at the cold send-off, on the verge of crying, but he didn’t say anything and neither did we. He put his bag in the back of the van, climbed into the middle seat and said, ‘Let’s get off, then.’
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‘Shall we get off, then? Scotland here we come.’

Tony nods and we both automatically check our mobiles. Nothing urgent. I drink the last of my tea and we say cheers to the lasses behind the counter.

‘I’ll just nip to the loo,’ I say.

‘I’ll be outside.’

‘I don’t know how you manage to ride with a belly-full of coffee in your bladder.’

‘It’s never bothered me.’

‘I thought it might be prostate trouble but I’ve had it checked. It’s a nuisance. I can’t go two hours on the bike now without having to stop.’

‘Did you have the finger up the old…?’ Tony doesn’t finish his sentence. He would never say arse or anything that sounded like swearing, especially in a busy café where a woman might overhear. Instead, he gestures to show where the doctor’s middle finger would go and I look round in case somebody is watching and wondering what we are talking about.

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘Just like that.’

Outside and the sun is stronger now but the air is still chilly. Bikers are arriving every few minutes and the parking area is beginning to glisten with chrome and colour. Tony sees me rubbing sun tan lotion on my nose and cheeks.

‘What’s that tha putting on all over thi kite?’

Even though both of us left Barnsley more than twenty years ago, we always slip into the dialect when we disagree on something. It’s a filter, softening the words, stopping a difference of opinion escalating into an argument.

‘Sun screen,’ I say. ‘I’m hoping we’re going to get plenty of sun.’

‘I don’t bother with anything like that,’ Tony says pulling on his balaclava. ‘Or ear plugs.’

‘I’ve had skin cancer. I don’t want another one.’

I told him about my skin the last time we went out for a ride but it can’t have registered. I can only see his eyes and I know he is working on a reply.

‘It’s too late for that now, old lad,’ he says.

I smile and put the sun screen away. I’ve brought enough for both of us. He’ll probably ask me for some later if it gets hot.

‘Are you leading,’ I say. ‘Or do you want me to go first?’

‘Go for it.’

Tony pulls on his helmet. I push my ear plugs in and put my hand on his padded shoulder.

‘Same as usual. If we get split up, I’ll pull in and ring your mobile.’

We are always getting split up, especially when I’m the lead rider. Busy roundabouts are our speciality. Tony has all the racing gear and his bike looks mean with its orange wheels but he’s not the sharpest at roundabouts. We ride out of the cafe and for the first few miles we hardly see a car. There are plenty of bikers, nodding in solidarity, heading to the café like bees to a hive. A couple of bikes overtake us and I wonder if it’s the two young women we saw in the café. Something to talk about when we next stop.
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Into Europe

1-7 December 1973

It had been a long day motoring through France and across the German border. Miss Collins, my long-suffering French teacher at school, had been right when she said Frenchmen wore berets and rode bicycles, though if ever I saw her again, and assuming she didn’t run away screaming, I’d let her know the cycles now have little motors driving them.

It was getting cold in Europe. Last night in Nancy the temperature dropped so low the shampoo bottles froze solid and the van’s ceiling was decorated with ice nodules from our breath. We thought there would be sunshine everywhere once we left England and none of us had brought warm clothing apart from a flying jacket each. The only way to survive the cold night had been to fasten the three sleeping bags together and share body heat. It had also been a good way to get to know each other. We still hadn’t probed each other’s reasons for leaving home to travel around the world. Maybe we had consciously avoided discussing the topic, scared by the thought of living so close together in a van for months, hoping our own personal motivation would keep us united all the way to Australia.

The mental effort involved in driving on the right and handling foreign money, together with the tension built up over the last few weeks as we prepared to leave our homes and secure jobs behind, had tired us out. When we arrived in Baden-Baden late in the afternoon on Saturday 1 December, we found out that life was about to get even more stressful. There were posters on every lamp post and traffic lights warning drivers of a twenty-four-hour driving ban starting at three o’clock on Sunday morning. It was, according to the traffic police we quizzed, due to the oil crisis.

We had read in the papers back home about the Arab oil embargo and the potential for petrol shortages. OPEC (Organisation of Arab Petroleum Exporting Countries) had threatened the nations they saw as supporting Israel during the Yom Kippur war, which ended a month before we set off. It looked as though only the United States of America, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Canada and possibly Japan would be affected so we hadn’t taken much notice. The crisis must have worsened and we wondered how many other twenty-four-hour driving bans we might come across during the rest of our journey.

The ban meant we were not allowed to drive until three o’clock on Monday morning. It was going to be a long, cold Sunday, especially with no heater in the van. As I sat in the driver’s seat, the candle flickering on the cooker top in the fast-fading afternoon light, I could see Lol lying on the bed in his flying jacket resting his eyes and as usual rubbing his feet together with the accuracy of a metronome. I nudged Tony and we shook our heads at his old-man’s habits. Lol’s ginger beard was getting thicker and over the last few days he seemed to have aged, or maybe it was the cold, artificial light.

To kill time and keep warm during our enforced delay we sat at a table in the same café for nearly the whole of Sunday, spending three precious marks. When the café closed at eight o’clock, we zipped up our jackets and went straight across the road into a cosy hotel. We bought one coke each, sat in a corner as far away as possible from the bar and kept our heads down. By midnight, we were the only customers. We knew the manager and staff were talking about us and eventually their stares made us zip up our jackets again and leave. On our way out I gave the unresponsive manager a cheery bonsoir and Lol added ta-ta for na. I don’t think the staff understood or appreciated the rhyming joke.

Outside it was freezing cold and we had to knock the snow off the van doors before we could open them. We suffered the cold for an hour, wearing our sleeping bags and every piece of clothing we owned.

Lol said, ‘This is getting dangerous,’ and he wrapped a towel around his head. There was never a crease in Lol’s clothes where there shouldn’t have been a crease and always one where there should have been and even the towel looked tidy.

We were too cold to laugh at his home-made turban and when it got to half past one, feeling light-headed and numb, we decided to start the engine and turn on the heater. If we were caught by the fuel police, we would plead ignorance. I turned the ignition key and the engine spun freely but wouldn’t start.

‘What’s wrong with this thing?’ I said. ‘It must be the cold. It’s got to the engine.’

Tony said, ‘Let me have a go.’

We swapped seats, glad to be moving our limbs. Tony turned the key and the engine spun freely for a minute but there was still no life.

‘Strange,’ he said. Tony never swore.

Lol said, ‘Tha might have flooded it. Let me have a go.’

We all swapped seats again and Lol sniffed the air for petrol. After a few minutes of silence and praying, he turned the key. Nothing.

We kept trying, each of us using our own technique, and it was two o’clock before I realised I’d left the engine security cut-out switch turned on, the one Lol’s uncle had fitted under the driver’s seat. By that time the battery was dead.

When it finally got to three o’clock, legal drive time, we took turns to push the van in an attempt to bump start the engine. We tried for an hour, the wheels skidding in the snow, and were flagging in the sub-zero conditions when a German youth in an Audi saloon appeared out of the night and gave us a tow. Eventually the van started and we shook his hand so hard he had to ask us to let go.

Driving so early in the morning, deep in the white Black Forest, sitting side by side, wrapped in our warm flying jackets, felt like being in a tiny aeroplane. For mile after quiet mile, we never saw another vehicle and our tyres rolled over the snow without a sound. The light from our headlights, dispersed by the whiteness, sharpened the night and made the trees look as hard as fossils.

We were marvelling at the silence and serenity when we came across a Mercedes stuck in a ditch and two people at the roadside looking on helplessly. The car’s headlights were still on and steaming in the falling snow. We left our engine running and headlights on dip to illuminate the scene and could see that one of the rear wheels of the Mercedes had spun itself deep into the ditch, spraying the surrounding snow with soil and grass. There was blood on the driver’s chin and the snow at his feet was spotted red. Both he and his female passenger were wrapped in heavy fur coats and smelled of alcohol.

There was no need for an explanation, a request for help, or a translation. We attached one end of our tow rope to the rear of the Mercedes, the other end to the rear of the van, and with Tony driving, and me and Lol, and to a lesser extent, the injured driver, pushing hard against the back of the van, we pulled the Mercedes out of the ditch and back on to the road. The driver said, ‘Thank you boys, thank you boys, thank you boys. You are Great British people,’ and he pressed ten German marks into my hand. We remembered the young German Audi driver and thought favour repaid.
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