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            With love to Tasha, my often-imaginary pillion-rider,

although I know how grateful she was not to be.
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            An Apology

         

         You may have bought this book thinking it is about motorbikes. Let me apologise if you did. I know as much about how a motorbike works as I do about ukuleles. I have no idea where to find a spark plug and am incapable of changing a punctured tyre. Finding the right hole to put the petrol in is a challenge.

         No, this is not a book about motorbikes but a book about going off into the back of beyond, somewhere over the mountain, and finding out what is on the other side. Despite my utter incompetence as a mechanic, I did sort of learn on the job how to ride a motorbike and it was motorbikes that took me off beyond the horizon. I usually did it by myself because going solo gives you complete freedom and freedom is what biking is all about. This is a book about finding freedom.

         When I gave this book to a few friends to read, several said that it was moronically stupid, not to say irresponsible, of me to head off on a motorbike into places like Patagonia on tyre-shredding back roads with no passing traffic, out of reach of a phone signal, and with nothing but circling vultures for company because, if the bike had broken down, I would have been incapable of fixing it and the vultures would have had an excellent lunch. 8

         However, I am an optimist and believe that things will always work out for the best in the end. They did, moronically stupid maybe, but what adventures I had. I hope you like them as much as I did although, as you will see, there were some scary moments on the way.

         Enjoy the ride but please don’t think it’ll teach you anything about spark plugs.

         ANOTHER APOLOGY

         You may have bought this book thinking, thanks to the subtitle, that I had ridden a bike twice round the world.

         Yes, but no.

         When I added up the distance I had travelled on my bike trips outside England, they came to a bit over 50,000 miles. The circumference of the world is just under 25,000 miles so, yes, the distance travelled was more than twice round the world, but the trips themselves were on five different continents and took me wherever that month’s wind happened to be blowing. Circumnavigating the globe like Magellan, no. But shooting off on random trips to the back of beyond, yes.
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            Across Europe: Orient Express

         

         In 1989 I had chucked in my job in the financial world, I was in my forties and in good health, I had an understanding wife and two lovely daughters, and just enough money in the bank that I didn’t need to get another job right away.

         So, I took motorbike lessons.

         The first part of the test required you to drive round a course of cones laid out in the empty parking lot of Wimbledon Greyhound Stadium. After a bit of coaching, I passed that with some ease. A month later I took the second part of the test, on a tiny 125cc bike rented from the driving school (some lawnmowers have bigger engines). This test was on public roads in Croydon with the examiner on a motorbike behind me. I had earphones connected to him by radio. I crept along, careful not to make a mistake, as he barked, “Next available left”, or “Emergency stop” into my headphones. Everything was going swimmingly until, right at the end as we were returning to base, I carved up a Ford Mondeo at a mini-roundabout and was summarily failed. To this day I don’t know who has right of way at a mini-roundabout. Ignominy. Two months later I took the 10test again, met no Mondeos on mini-roundabouts, and passed. 11
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         12Once I had passed the test, I didn’t buy a bike. Guislaine, my half-French wife, pointed out quite forcefully that I had no need for a motorbike and as we were counting our pennies at the time it would be an unnecessary extravagance. The French have never really got motorbikes. Sadly, I couldn’t disagree.

         However, ever since I was a child I had looked with longing at motorbikes as being a short cut to freedom and the best way to find out what lay on the other side of the hill. I am no petrolhead and mechanics are a mystery to me but having passed my test I began reading biking magazines. I did this in private as I didn’t want to have to explain why I was doing it, but a man can dream.

         I knew little about bikes, but I knew roughly what I wanted. I didn’t see myself crouched like a jockey over the tank of a Japanese sports bike or an Italian racing machine. I certainly didn’t want a Harley. I wasn’t sure who Harleys were for, but they weren’t for me. I wanted a powerful, long-legged, touring machine that would allow me to sit up straight and that would keep on going for ever.

         A friend of mine from university, an American called Jim Rogers who had been wildly successful in the financial world as the original partner of George Soros, had given up his job years before me and ridden a motorbike around the world. Later he wrote a best-seller about it called Investment Biker. Jim had ridden a thing called a BMW R100RT. I had little idea what this was, but I remember Jim writing that he didn’t want a bike that was going to break down and he was confident that the BMW wouldn’t. Nor did it. If it got Jim across Africa, Russia, Australia, and China, it was the right bike for me.

         I was too broke to splash out on such a big purchase at the time I passed my test. but over a year later I made some unexpected money on a rash speculation. I suddenly found myself with what felt like enough found money to go out and do something silly but not enough to do anything serious. I consulted Guislaine, who could have found many uses for the money but who knew about my secret longing and suggested I buy a bike before we spent it on anything sensible. Thank you, Guislaine. 13

         The next day I found myself standing in the BMW showroom on Park Lane, stroking a steel grey BMW R100RT: a massive creature with fairings, slanting windscreen and the legendary “boxer” engine that looked as if it belonged in an industrial museum. This was not surprising as it had been originally designed in the 1920s, five years before the first Zeppelin crossed the Atlantic. BMW had had seventy years to iron the bugs out with its boxers. I liked that. Fixing bike engines was not part of my biking dream, and this was the bike that had got Jim round the world without breaking down.

         In 1991 you had to have held a licence for over a year before you could purchase a bike bigger than 250cc, the idea being that you would have a full year to gain experience on a smaller bike first. In my case I hadn’t owned a bike since passing the test, so I had gained no experience whatsoever and had practically forgotten how to ride one, yet here I was stroking a beast weighing almost half a ton with an engine of 1000cc, bigger than many small cars. As I had held a licence for over a year, I was now technically able to buy a bike of any size. The salesman was no fool. He smiled but said nothing. He recognised the moon-struck look of a man who has just fallen in love. I bought the 1000cc bike.

         “I’ll come back tomorrow to pick it up,” I said to the salesman in my gruffest voice, hoping to sound like an experienced biker. “Oh yes, and can you get me a crash helmet for tomorrow too, please?” I had never owned a crash helmet. For my test I had rented one from the bike school.

         “Of course, sir, what kind of helmet?”

         “Um, yes.” Helmets came in different types? I looked wildly round the showroom. “Just like that one there,” pointing in what I hoped was a decisive manner at a nifty-looking thing with a chin-piece you could raise.

         Next afternoon I was back in the showroom. The salesman took me round to the garage in the mews behind where a giant BMW R100RT stood, gleaming grey, and looking slightly threatening. The salesman presented the bike to me, gave me a run-down of what the switches and buttons did, and waited for me to ride off. Was that a smirk on his face? I didn’t want to admit to him that I had never ridden anything bigger than the near-moped on which 14I had taken my test. The BMW, at 1000cc, had an engine eight times bigger.

         “Um, remind me exactly what this does,” I said in as nonchalant a voice as I could muster. He gave me another detailed explanation which passed straight through my brain without making a permanent home in any part of it.

         I mounted the bike with what was meant to look like swashbuckling confidence. This evaporated as I struggled to move the thing off its centre stand.

         “Sir, you’ll need to push harder than that,” said the salesman as I threw my weight into the handlebars. “Are you sure you’re OK on this?”

         “Am I OK on this? Ha-ha, yes, no problem,” I put on my gruff voice again. “Oh yes, more than OK, been riding bikes for years.”

         He smirked again and I wobbled off out of the garage into the London rush hour. I was terrified. I was about to ride something eight times more powerful than the biggest bike I had ever been on out into the maelstrom of Park Lane rush-hour traffic.

         I inched the bike out of the mews and on to Park Lane where I began to creep down the bus lane. Traffic screamed past. The terror was mounting but I gradually became aware that this giant bike was on my side. It was going to look after me. It was like a faithful horse as it steered me round the six-lane vortex of Hyde Park Corner. I felt it respond as I banked gently into the corner, and I only had to give a gentle tweak on the throttle to find us accelerating away from the taxis which were coming at us like Focke-Wulfs.

         Later that afternoon I set off to drive the bike up to Norfolk where we were living in a little house on the marshes, and where Guislaine was waiting for me. It would be a three-hour drive. Other than the Wimbledon bike lessons, I had never ridden on the open road before. I discovered that when riding a bike you become a different driver. You start to use senses that are asleep in a car. What excitement when I got off the main road passing Newmarket and onto an empty side road and felt the huge creature bank and swoop into bends with the grace of a butterfly. That gave me a feeling I had never had in a car. Open-cockpit flying must have been like this. 15

         The bike, my new companion of the road, had already acquired a name. Motorbikes, like cars and boats, are feminine. My BMW might have been feminine and even curvaceous but underneath those curves she was also big and muscular. Being a BMW I felt her name should begin with a B, but she was no delicate Barbara or Bella: this was Bertha the pride of Bavaria. As we cruised through the Norfolk countryside, I felt that Bertha and I had become a team. We were a We. I sensed that she would look after me.

         Like many people who have spent much of their lives working in offices, I have always had an active fantasy life. One dream had been a journey across Europe, not for the sight-seeing, but for the journey and the feeling of being free of anything to tie you down. Anyone who had to ask, “What’s the point of that?” wouldn’t understand any more than I can understand why people run marathons. The weekend after buying Bertha, she and I set off for Istanbul. I had never ridden a bike in the rain, at night, or on a busy motorway. I had made no plans. My total bike mileage had been the trip to Norfolk and back. Now, I was proposing to set off on a round trip of 4,000 miles. I would have to learn on the job.

         Guislaine understood. She worried but she understood. We talked about her flying out to join me in Istanbul, but we didn’t want to tempt providence by making firm plans till I got there.

         This was October, a time of volatile weather. I had intended to leave on a Monday morning but the forecast, “France very stormy on Monday: heavy rain likely to be accompanied by winds as high as 100 kph”, meant that I fled down the M2 to Dover at dawn on Sunday hoping to stay ahead of the storm. I had yet to ride in the rain and wasn’t looking forward to it.

         We lived then in Norfolk, but we also had a houseboat on the Chelsea Embankment as our London pied-à-terre, or rather pied-à-l’eau. I spent the last night before leaving aboard the boat with Bertha parked on the Embankment. Having decided on the trip I had spent much of the week in motorbike shops buying kit. Bike shops are storehouses of wonder. Who knew how much kit bikers can buy? Leather; Gore-Tex; PVC; exotic fabrics; gloves; goggles; helmets; boots; chaps; one-piece suits; back, knee, and kidney 16guards; all with a multiplicity of pockets and zips. There would be rain: this was October in Europe. I would need to be rain-proof. It would be cold: we would be crossing Alpine passes. I would need gloves. Goggles? No. But special glare-defying glasses? Yes. Leather was a problem. Real bikers wore leather, but I didn’t feel I was yet ready for leather. That was for real bikers, not amateurs like me. I settled for Gore-Tex.

         On Sunday, in the pre-dawn light, I carried the pannier bags out from the boat to Bertha.

         Soon Bertha was packed and ready for the road. I fastened my helmet, zipped up the new biking jacket, slipped the map into the transparent pocket on top of the tank-bag, opened the petrol tap, pushed Bertha off her stand, fired up the engine, and glided out into a chilly grey dawn.

         I had no exact route as I wasn’t sure how far I’d be able to go each day. I had imagined that about four hours in the saddle would be enough, but a bike-riding neighbour told me that he had once covered 500 miles in a day. Allowing for stops that could be twelve hours. Istanbul was almost 2,000 miles away. I had calculated on two weeks to get there and back and I wanted a couple of days’ rest in Istanbul, but I had no idea whether this was do-able or not. I would have to average around 400 miles, further than London to Edinburgh, every day. Was that possible? I didn’t know.

         I had spent hours with my newly bought maps spread out on the floor working out possible routes. When, and always if, I reached Istanbul I didn’t want to take the same route coming back. And this was 1991, with communism in Europe having only ended a year earlier, so eastern European roads were likely to prove a challenge.

         I decided on a northern route out, dropping down through France, Germany, Switzerland, Austria, Hungary, Romania (rioting miners trying to overthrow the new post-Ceauşescu government permitting), and Bulgaria to Turkey, while taking a southern route back, across Greece and through Italy and France, using the overnight ferry from Greece to Italy to bypass the terrible civil war in Yugoslavia, a country caught in the ferment that accompanied the end of communism. 17

         The storm and I hit France at the same time. I arrived in Nancy that night, after four hundred terrifying miles from Calais, exhausted from a day fighting gale-force winds and stinging rain. Despite singing to keep my spirits up I had been scared and miserable most of the day. Fighting the gale, adjusting for the bow-wave of cork-screw air pushed out by huge trucks, and trying to gauge the slipperiness of the surface occupied every ounce of my brain. These were new sensations I was having to learn on the job at 70 mph on traffic-heavy wet roads.

         For a moment in the afternoon, the rain had stopped and a pale sun had come out long enough to dry the road as Bertha and I came down the Meuse Valley. The road curved gently along the valley and, as the surface dried, Bertha began to find firm footing round the corners. For a surreal hour we found ourselves biking along with participants, so the stickers on the cars proclaimed, of a Liege–Rome vintage car rally; Bertha and I glided along avenues of poplars escorted by gleaming Delahayes and Frazer-Nashes.

         Then the rain returned, spitting bullets, and the wind rose once more to give me a final buffeting before docking for the night at the Hotel Mercure in Nancy, a grim and charmless place. I called Guislaine to tell her I had crossed France. I told her about my day.

         “Darling, why exactly are you doing this? It doesn’t sound much fun. No-one apart from me knows what you’re up to. Why don’t you just turn round and come home?”

         “Well, no,” I stuttered while asking myself why not do exactly that. The day had not been fun. “Tell you what, I’ll do one more day and if it doesn’t get any better, then I’ll come home.”

         Next morning I was woken by the noise of cars splashing through water in the street. The dawn sky was thick with rain clouds and the wind still whistled. I contemplated giving up, but continued, with dread. I’d give it one more day. My biking dream was crumbling around me. With a sinking heart, I put on my rain gear, stowed the luggage and pointed Bertha to the road.

         Dodging through the mist-shrouded mountains of the Vosges, the view was dramatic and the driving a nightmare. On a bike the front brake is 18the one that has the power, the back being an auxiliary like the parking brake on a car. This works well in the dry. In the wet, if you use the front brake too hard when you are going anything other than straight you skid out of control. I had to learn that while edging my way through the leaf-sodden bends in the Vosges mountains.

         Things got worse when we crossed the border into Germany and found ourselves sucked into the autobahn system to get past Freiburg. It was an old autobahn, and the road was a narrow two lanes each way with a slippery concrete surface and traffic on the slow lane going at 75 mph. Welcome to Germany. Overtaking in these conditions was hard. I discovered that a big truck, just like a big boat, leaves behind it a quarter-mile bow-wave of turbulence which builds to a climax as you pull out to pass it, but, as you go past, sucks you back violently the other way.

         Then everything changed. We had reached the Black Forest, and the road was dry. The traffic was left behind on the autobahn and the road curved sinuously through the pines. Bikers from all over Europe came to ride there just for the fun of it. The Black Forest had long swooping bends through undulating glades, and little traffic apart from bikers, there for the sheer enjoyment of biking these swooping roads. It was a strange but gratifying feeling to find myself part of a new fellowship. As bikers pass on the open road they salute each other. At first I found myself returning their salutes with a majestic wave, until I realised this made me look like the Queen Mother and learned the appropriate acknowledgement of a two-inch lift of the outside hand and an upward flick of the little finger.

         I stopped for lunch: a sandwich and a glass of fine German beer, sitting outdoors by Lake Konstanz. The ride through the Black Forest and sitting in the sun by the lake had restored my spirits. I was on a high. So this is what biking was all about. I set off with my visor up and my Ray-Bans on. And then the rain came down. This set the pattern for the next few days. Just as I would be wondering how much more punishment I could take, everything would come right and there would be an hour or two of sun-filled ecstasy.

         I avoided motorways where I could. They make for boring riding and, 19even when they pass through scenery as beautiful as that between Innsbruck and Vienna, you don’t have the spare concentration to admire the views. My rule became that when it was wet I stayed on the motorway and ate up the miles and when the sun came out I sought out the small roads and the mountain passes.

         The high point came when the rain paused and I left the autobahn for the Alpine road up through Lech and Zürs over the Arlberg Pass and down to St. Anton. The Arlberg Pass is the watershed of Europe. Everything to the North and West drains into the Atlantic, most of it through the Rhine, while everything to the South and the East joins the Rhone, the Po, or the mighty Danube on their journeys to the Mediterranean or the Black Sea.

         The bike rose and fell like a lapwing on the long mountain bends. Brake, change down, bank to the right, lean in, knee out, change down again, let the bike fall sideways as the bend tightens, just a touch of throttle to pick her up before she goes over, and now some more throttle to bring her upright and then, throw the weight the other way, and bank to the left for the next bend. The sparse traffic was left behind like sweet wrappings. The best moments were those instants on a long S-bend when I flowed out of one curve and brought the bike up and into the opposite bank for the next. The sensation and the high was the same as slaloming down a field of fresh powder on skis.

         If those were the high points, things didn’t get much worse than the four stomach-clenching hours from the Hungarian border at Nădlac to Sibiu in Romania, where I spent the night. In 1991 there were few private cars on the road in Romania. The traffic consisted of Romanian-made diesel lorries which sputtered and coughed and left bits behind them in the road, agricultural machinery, horse-drawn wagons, and weary peasants plodding from one village to the next. The main road was just wide enough for a tractor to overtake a hay wagon. In the rain the already slippery road surface was made worse by a top dressing of diesel oil and horse dung from the hay wagons. This gave a surface on which riding something with two wheels required skills which I wasn’t sure I had yet learned. When night fell it 20became worse. The tractors and horse carts had no lights and my powerful headlight wasn’t much use through a smear of mud.

         But that night I felt like a star. There was a hotel in Sibiu, the Imperator Romaniul, which Nicu Ceauşescu, son of the recently assassinated dictator, had had restored to a point where every surface was either marble or mahogany. Bertha, a rarity at that time in Romania, was parked in the place of honour under the main canopy and soon attracted a crowd. The old-fashioned architecture of her great finned engine was something they could appreciate.

         Next morning, when I left, again a crowd gathered and I felt like a medieval knight preparing for battle as I slipped on my helmet, waterproof over-trousers, and gloves, stowed the luggage in the panniers and inserted the folded map in the transparent cover of the tank bag. The more knowledgeable spectators pointed at the bike and kept up a commentary: “Now he’s turning on the petrol. Look at those carburettors.” I felt like a fraud as they knew so much more about engines than I did.

         Bertha’s star quality in Romania was a blessing. There was a petrol shortage at the time with queues of a hundred cars or more at the infrequent petrol stations. I drove hesitantly up to the front each time and, instead of the other drivers objecting as they had every right to, they got out of their cars to wish me well and admire Bertha. My GB plates identified me as coming from overseas and everyone seemed genuinely happy that despite its troubles Romania could still attract foreign visitors.

         By the time I reached Bucharest, the rioting miners, who had sworn to bring down the post-Ceauşescu government, had gone home. I was able to photograph the bike in front of the recently burned Parliament building until President Iliescu’s motorcade came out and the guards, who had been quarrelling about who was next going to sit on Bertha and have their picture taken, hurriedly shooed me away.

         That night, after five days on the road, I reached the Black Sea near Varna in Bulgaria.

         I had crossed Europe. 21

         After five days of battling with gales, rain, German autobahns and Romanian roads, the Bulgarian coast was a paradise. There were neat white hotels set in lush gardens and a shoreline of rocky coves and sandy beaches. After checking in, I biked to dinner in the next village, just in T-shirt and jeans – no helmet, no gloves, no jacket. I had an illicit feeling of freedom with the wind through my hair and on my bare arms for the first time.

         It was here that the great Roman poet Ovid had been exiled in 8 AD for eight years of moaning after he wrote Ars Amatoria, one of the great love poems of that era. What was he complaining about? What a charming place. Next morning I saw his point. A great storm had rolled in from the Black Sea. I looked out with a mixture of excitement and terror and was thankful that I only had 300 miles to cover that day to reach Istanbul.

         Bikers develop a blind person’s sensitivity to road surfaces – the slipperiness of the white line in the middle, the join left by a road mender, the qualities of grip of different types of tarmac and concrete. This new skill was tested to the limit when I took a short cut, an inland route, to the border through the mountains. The road ran through forest and over heath, the surface varying from leaf pulp to sheep droppings. In places the road had collapsed over a cliff edge and Bertha and I had to pick our way over the debris. The cold was intense. I had stopped in a bus shelter in Varna to put on a sweater. I hid from the rain under a cliff to put on a second. By the time I reached the Turkish border at the pass beyond Malko Tarnovo I had on almost all the clothes I possessed and the noise of chattering teeth echoed round my helmet. I tried singing to keep my spirits up, but that fogged the visor.

         There was a two-hour delay at the border while Turkish officials sipped tea and bullied Bulgarian traders on their way to Istanbul. I was sent to a special room to get a visa; a moustachioed officer flicked through my passport and then left the room with it. After fifteen minutes I asked where he had taken it. “Toilet.” I was relieved when he eventually brought it back with its pages intact and a visa stamped in it.

         Every day I kept reassuring myself that I’d broken the back of the journey and things couldn’t get worse. Each time, I was soon proved wrong. 22I still don’t like to remember the four hours from the Bulgarian border to Istanbul. The fiendish Edirne–Istanbul road was narrow but it was the main artery connecting Turkey with the rest of Europe, making it a thundering road-train of speeding trucks.

         The rain never let up while the cold and wind increased. Water had penetrated my rainproof suit and I felt as if I was sitting in cold rice pudding. Each time a truck swept past in the opposite direction it was like standing on the edge of a station platform when an express screamed through. We were hit by a wall of solid air and tossed about like a canoe in the rapids.

         At last, the Edirne road was behind me. I was in the suburbs of Istanbul and almost glad to see rush-hour traffic, even if it was Turkish rush-hour traffic. At least it moved at a slower speed. The only problem was that I had no idea where to go. I vaguely remembered Istanbul from my one previous visit, but I had no map of the city. God and Bertha would guide me. We took a random turning through a gate in the medieval city walls and nosed our way gingerly into Istanbul proper.

         Suddenly a sparkle of light on water popped up on the right – the Bosporus. The twinkling lights the other side were in Asia. Now I truly had crossed a continent. I had been to Istanbul once before and locating the Bosporus allowed me to get my bearings. We puttered past the six minarets of the Blue Mosque, over the Galata Bridge, and up the hill to my hotel. There are many luxury hotels in Istanbul but only one that was right to stay in after crossing Europe: the Pera Palas. The Pera Palas is a wonderfully old-fashioned place, built in 1892, an Ottoman palace to accommodate the first passengers from the Orient Express. I had arrived on Bertha, a one-passenger Orient Express. The Pera Palace was the only place for us to stay.

         I was received with grave courtesy by Hakan at the hotel desk as I stumbled in dripping and steaming in bike clothes and helmet, trailed by a smartly uniformed porter carrying the pannier bags. I had no booking, but when I told him I had biked from London he bowed and said, “Sir Morland, you are welcome. I will give you the suite where Agatha Christie liked to stay.” Agatha Christie had written much of Murder on the Orient Express in the 23Pera Palace. When I was shown into the room it looked as if Agatha might be popping back to write another chapter at any moment. It was room 411 and has been preserved unchanged. Bertha was parked in a place of honour by the main entrance. When I next saw her, poor, bedraggled, road-stained Bertha was shining and spotless. The hotel staff had cleaned and polished her.

         Next morning, I met Guislaine off the plane from London. She had told me to telephone when I arrived and she would then get on the first plane out. Superstition about tempting providence stopped us from making plans sooner. We had a weekend of bazaars and mosques and little fish restaurants. It rained most of the time but we didn’t care. Bertha stayed in the Pera Palace garage, apart from a trip to the Blue Mosque to pose for photographs. Guislaine was worried when I told her how bad conditions had been on the journey out.

         “How awful. You must have been miserable. You look changed.”

         That made me think. I probably was changed, but first I was filled with gratitude at surviving.

         “You know, I was tired, cold, uncomfortable, and often scared, but I was never unhappy. I wouldn’t say I enjoyed it all, but it was a great thing to do and the bits that were good were fantastic.”

         I would have liked to say more because the trip had been so much more, but I could not find the words. The experience I had been through was not one I could share.

         On Monday, I said goodbye to Guislaine, who was staying on for some sight-seeing before flying home, and headed off at dawn into the obligatory thunderstorm. Another thunderstorm? Hadn’t I been punished enough on the way out? We’d even survived a dust storm in Bulgaria. Surely I had seen it all.

         Not quite. The thunderstorm washed a mudslide onto the motorway so that it had to be closed and traffic diverted to the old, clogged coast road. This was flooded, the water a foot deep. Would Bertha be able to handle it? I hesitated but then put my head down, engaged second gear, and prayed. Clouds of steam rose as brown water washed over Bertha’s hot flanks, mud splashed on my visor, and bow waves from passing trucks slopped over us. I 24held my breath, waiting for the engine to sputter and fail as water got into it but Bertha chugged through without a hiccup. When we reached dry land I tested the brakes and revved the engine. Everything was good, the only casualty being Bertha’s horn whose imperious Teutonic klaxon had been reduced to a mere burp. 25
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         26That was the last trial. It was as if I were being tested, and the rest of the way home was a reward for surviving. The sun came out and the wind dropped. Bertha and I coasted along the Aegean, swept across the glorious Pindus Mountains on a road that flirted with the Olympian Gods, and came down to the Ionian Sea on the other side of Greece. I took breakfast in an olive grove and a ferry up a tranquil Adriatic. I stood at the stern rail after dinner with a glass of brandy in my hand looking to the East at Yugoslavia in the depths of its civil war. While the boat sliced quietly through the calm water, 50 miles away thunder and lightning flashed and rumbled over the war-torn land.

         There followed a night in Stresa on Lake Maggiore and a pink dawn. At 6 am Bertha and I set off to cross the Simplon Pass. There is an excellent modern tunnel through the Simplon. Only idiots take the old, long, bendy way over, rather than through, the mountain. How glad I was to be an idiot. Crossing the old Simplon was the high point of the trip, like surfing the perfect wave in Hawaii – two hours of long bends that floated round the flanks of the mountain. At the summit was the old monastery that had looked after travellers and from time to time sent out St Bernard dogs to find them.

         The plan was to spend the night in Paris and then drive on to Calais the next day, but I was on such a high when I came down from the Simplon that I didn’t want to stop. We arrived in Paris as night fell. I nosed Bertha onto the périphérique, but instead of heading for the centre of the city, I thought, “What the hell, let’s go for it.” We cruised round the périphérique and an hour later popped out the other side of Paris, “Direction Calais”.

         Seventeen hours after leaving Lake Maggiore, Bertha and I skidded onto the midnight ferry from Calais. Three hours later at 2.30 am we banked gently into a deserted Parliament Square after twenty hours in the saddle and 27800 miles on the road, the longest drive I had ever done in one day. Just three more miles to go to the houseboat.

         Along the Embankment I was slaloming Bertha from side to side, Europe twice crossed and 4,000 miles behind us. When I had set off two weeks earlier I hadn’t known how to ride a motorbike. Now I did. I had my visor up and was singing with joy while tears rolled down my face. I hoped a policeman would stop me.

         “Now, now, sir. Going somewhere are we?”

         “No, officer, I’ve been.” 28
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            Life Before Bikes

         

         The motorbike trip to Istanbul and back came at a dividing point in my life. Before that I had spent twenty-two years working in London and Wall Street for investment banks. It was a different era to that of today. Banking was a more civilised pursuit then and a less well paid one. All the same, it had been hard, and at times gruelling, work. After ten years on Wall Street I had returned to London during the 1980s to run the branch office of First Boston, a big US investment bank.

         The work could be exciting, particularly when we were working on a big deal, but the satisfaction was visceral more than intellectual. I did not want to spend the rest of my working life shouting down a phone. At the time First Boston was one of the most successful firms on Wall Street thanks to its dominance of the late 1980s mergers and acquisition business. We became overconfident and began taking big bets with our own capital in what later came to be called private equity. Too many of the big bets were going wrong and in 1989 we had to be rescued. One of the giant Swiss banks, Credit Suisse, which had been trying to become a major player on Wall Street for many years, took us over.

         Although it had often been tough, I had enjoyed working for First Boston, but the acquisition had come at a time when I was already thinking 30it was time for a change. I had no wish to work for a Swiss bank, so, shortly after the acquisition was announced, I resigned. I was then in my mid-forties. I had saved up enough that we, that is Guislaine, my wife, and Tasha and Georgia, our two daughters, could get by for a couple of years if we sold our house in London, but before the end of that period I would have to have found a way of earning a living or I would be forced back to Wall Street. And so, in April 1989, I packed up my desk and left. After twenty-two years working for other people, having nothing to do and no-one to report to felt strange, but also strangely exhilarating.

         I began taking motorbike lessons … Twenty-two years chained to a desk breeds a desire for freedom and nothing gives greater freedom than an open road and a motorbike.

         Now that I was jobless, we had to downsize. We sold our house in London and moved to a holiday cottage in Norfolk. The cottage was in Blakeney, a little village on the north Norfolk coast, a place of tides and salt marshes, looking out over the angry North Sea, with geese wheeling in the sky and seals lolloping on the sandbanks. If the south coast of England is cosy and twee, the north Norfolk coast is wild and elemental, a place of big skies and shimmering horizons.

         I needed to earn enough to save me from having to return to Wall Street. I have always been fascinated by markets, particularly stock markets, governed as they are not by numbers but by psychology, fear, and greed. I have also always liked doing the opposite of what other people think is a good idea. If you follow the herd there are too many people smarter than you who are there already, ahead of you. If you go off by yourself and root around in an undiscovered corner of the forest you might find something worthwhile no-one else has noticed.

         This led me to Africa. I had never been to Africa, but its attraction to me was that, in investment terms, neither had anyone else. It was shunned by the investment world. Africa was the last virgin corner of the investment universe. For investment people it was as empty and unmarked as Mars. That intrigued me. 31

         I did mention to a few knowledgeable friends that I was thinking of looking for investments in Africa. Their reaction varied from scorn to hilarity. The lack of interest appealed to me. One thing was certain. No-one else was stupid enough to do what I was setting out to do.

         I began travelling to places like Ghana, Nigeria, and Egypt, all places with fledgling stock markets. I did some homework first and set up meetings with local companies, government privatisation ministers, journalists, and academics so I could get a rounded picture of these new, to me, countries. What they must have made of me I don’t know. To them, I was a strange old white man who was showing an unaccountable interest in their companies, something no other foreigners were doing at the time.

         I formed Blakeney Management Ltd which I registered at Companies House. It had £100 in paid-in capital. I was the chairman and chief executive, as well as being its sole employee. I now had a job and two titles. I told anyone in Africa who asked that we were a leading African markets investment firm. That was true enough as we were the only one. And the garden shed of our little Blakeney cottage turned into Blakeney Management’s Global HQ.

         I now needed some clients. I began doing the rounds of my more adventurous investment friends from my previous life. I told them I was doing research into the next investment frontier, Africa, demographically the world’s fastest growing continent. I doubt if any of the people I went to see had the remotest interest in investing in Africa but, like smart people everywhere, they were curious about the new. I told potential clients that if they paid me a consulting fee I would do my best to find them attractive investments in Africa.

         Gradually I signed up a few clients. For most of them the motive was probably friendship or pity rather than the belief Blakeney Management might bring them anything useful. For instance, I went to see the legendary Barton Biggs, the man who had set up Morgan Stanley Asset Management, whom I knew as I had worked with him at Morgan Stanley in the 1970s. I told Barton what I was doing. At the time his firm was managing hundreds of billions of dollars invested round the world, much of it in emerging markets. He laughed. 32

         “Miles, I’ve never heard of anyone investing in African markets. The only functioning place is South Africa and we can’t touch that because of apartheid. However, I can promise you that Morgan Stanley is not going to dick around in places like Ghana and Nigeria itself so if you want to dick around for us, go ahead. I’ll tell my people to sign up to your service.”

         So, it was the dick-around factor that got Blakeney Management its first client.

         Barton, who sadly died a few years ago, was the first and I will always love him for that. My second was Soros Management. George Soros in those days employed a mercurial American, Gerry Manolovici, to look at newly emerging markets. He was known universally on Wall Street as the Prince of Darkness, although I never found out why as he seemed to me a charming man. I went to see him. He was delighted by my stupidity. He rocked with laughter.

         “Man, you have as much chance of making me money as I do of being the next Pope, but I like your chutzpah. Sign me up.”

         I did.

         Quite soon, I had ten clients signed up, each paying me what to them was loose change but to me made the difference between having to head back to Wall Street with my tail between my legs to find a job, and making an independent living. I loved it. Finding things out first hand for yourself is the best thing in the world and possibly the thing that sent me off on motorbikes to undiscovered corners of the earth.

         Once more I found myself working very hard but this time I was working for myself, not a big Wall Street firm. I was lucky. Africa, while remaining a complicated place, began doing better and big investors like pension funds began coming to me and asking me to invest money there on their behalf. Tiny Blakeney Management went from being a consultancy to managing over $2 billion of institutional money. Later, Development Partners International (DPI), an African private equity firm I set up after I handed Blakeney Management over to my partners in 2006, managed another $2 billion.

         I was back in business and I was my own boss.
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            South America: In the Tyre Tracks of Che

         

         A part from the trip to Istanbul which happened in 1990 before my new African venture got going, biking had to take a back seat to business for a long time. The better the business did, the less time off I had. After all the years working for big firms, I found, like so many people, that building your own business was exhilarating but left little time for holidays, let alone bike trips to far-off places.

         Bertha, the faithful BMW R100RT on which I had made the trip to Istanbul, was starting to look old-fashioned as BMW brought out new, more stream-lined bikes, but still with the legendary “boxer” engines. I said an affectionate goodbye to her and traded her in for a more modern and streamlined BMW R1150RT, which had an even bigger engine.

         Sadly it was spending most of its life locked up in a garage. Occasionally, I would get away for a long weekend and head for a cross-channel ferry. I made two trips to Italy, one crossing the Alps via the Mont Cenis pass, the one which Hannibal had taken with his elephants on the way to Rome, and one over the same Simplon pass that I had last crossed on the way back from Istanbul. 34

         Once I had to go to Madrid for a business meeting but instead of flying, I popped the bike on the overnight ferry from Portsmouth to St Malo, crossed the Pyrenees over the Roncesvalles pass, where, 1,200 years earlier, Charlemagne’s army had been slaughtered by the Basques, down to Pamplona and on across the high plains to Madrid. I remember coming down from the Pyrenees into the flat lands below, fighting my way through a black thunderstorm, and then, as I biked along a drying road by the side of a beautiful lake, I went through an endless cloud of yellow butterflies. I stopped to clear my visor and found my biking gear covered in yellow butterfly smudge. Biking had not lost its magic. You don’t get that kind of experience in a car.

         As Blakeney Management grew, I found myself with little time for play or indeed motorbiking. We had, with sadness, sold our cottage on the Norfolk coast and moved closer to London as I needed to be there for my job pretty much full-time. Blakeney’s office moved from the garden shed in Norfolk to a converted loft building on the river in Chelsea close to the houseboat I had bought when I gave up my job, now our London base.

         The bike trip to Istanbul became a distant memory. Had I really done that?

         Then, one day in 2007, fifteen years after the Istanbul trip, by which time Blakeney was big enough that I could get away for a two-week holiday leaving the firm in the hands of the excellent people who had joined me, I went to see a film. It was in the Chelsea Cinema opposite the Old Town Hall in the Kings Road. The film was called The Motorcycle Diaries. It told the story of how in 1952, Che Guevara, later to be Fidel Castro’s consigliere as ruler of Cuba but then a medical student in Buenos Aires, took a trip with his fellow student, Alberto Granado, across Patagonia, over the Andes, down into Chile and on to Bolivia to work in a leper colony. The trip was made on Il Poderoso, The Powerful One, an ancient 500cc Norton. The bike broke down constantly, struggled to get over the Andes, and eventually expired in Chile forcing them to do the rest of the trip by bus. Che drove the bike with Alberto on the pillion. 35

         
            [image: ]

         

         I watched the film, enthralled. As Il Poderoso struggled out of Patagonia into the Andes, memories of my crossing the Alps on a bike some fifteen years earlier overwhelmed me. I was banking with Che and Alberto into the bends. I could feel my pulse quicken. As they descended into Chile, a thought began to worm its way into the back of my brain. If them, why not me? If then, why not now?

         There were many excellent why not reasons. I had never been to South America. I didn’t speak Spanish. I couldn’t reasonably take my bike to Argentina. I was a hopeless mechanic. I had hardly any off-road biking experience. These were just the first reasons not to do it that popped into my mind. Above all, it would be lunacy for a 64-year-old man with no real experience and no local knowledge to undertake such a trip.

         Wouldn’t it? 36

         By this time, Guislaine and I had parted. We both came to the conclusion that we were not partnership material. We divorced but have gone on loving each other. We had given it a good go, thirty-one years from start to finish. And we had had two much-loved daughters, Tasha and Georgia, although we had lost Georgia a few years earlier, something for which nothing prepares you.

         Tasha, now a grown-up woman in her thirties, was my closest family. I did talk to her about my following in the tyre-treads of Il Poderoso. She was not enthusiastic about her aged Dad heading off into the God-knows-where on a bike, but she didn’t try to stop me or blackmail me into not going. Thank you, Tasha.

         I don’t think I seriously thought I was going to make the trip but, “just for fun”, I began buying maps of Patagonia, and reading up about people braver and more qualified than I who had made bike trips in South America. Of course, one of the things that made my trip an impossibility was that I would not have the time to ship my bike all the way to South America and no one in Argentina would be foolish enough to rent a big BMW to a 64-year-old Englishman who had never been to South America.

         However, a little time on the Internet produced the impossible, a firm in Buenos Aires who were happy to do just that: Rentamoto. Their website proclaimed: “We are the first Argentine company that rents BMW motorcycles. Our motorcycle rental has an actual fleet of 30 BMW GS motorcycles. We choose to rent BMW motorbikes because they add quality, comfort and safety to your way of riding, adapting, due to their versatility, to the diversity of Argentine roads. We offer premium services for those who share the adventure spirit, passion for motorcycles and searching for new and inspiring tours.” Today, Rentamoto no longer exists but, if you are tempted to head off to Patagonia on a big Beemer, I believe you will find that R40Moto is their successor company.

         Suddenly, my autumn after-work evenings began filling up with calls and emails to my new friends, Pablo and Nicolas at Rentamoto. Would I have to join a group tour? I didn’t want to do that. No, señor, just pick up your bike, ride it 37a couple of times round the block to show us you are competent, and off you go. What about insurance, breakdowns, and crossing the border into Chile? No problem, señor, we will take care of all those things. Um, you do know I’ll be 64 when I come to pick up the bike? Don’t worry, señor, it is true that most of our renters are in their 30s and 40s but last year we had a man of 75 and he loved it.
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