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‘Chris is a great example of someone who, when faced with a difficult diagnosis, has shown extraordinary grit and determination to overcome his circumstances and ensure that future generations can benefit from potentially life-saving research.’


David Cameron










To my children Natalie, Marcus and Dexter, and to all those who are living with dementia and its consequences.




This memoir is based on my recollection of events which may not be as others recall them.


Where conversations cannot be remembered precisely, I have recreated them to the best of my ability.


Any mistakes are my own.
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‘Success is not final. Failure is not fatal.


It’s the courage to continue that counts.’


WINSTON CHURCHILL








Dementia Adventure Diary, 4 May 2015, near Espanola, Ontario, Canada


It was past ten o’clock at night and I hadn’t a Scooby-Doo where I was. After a tough twelve-hour day in the saddle, cycling more than 130 miles through rain, wind and sleet, I was tired, soaked through and miserable. A strong headwind had been against me all day and my bum was in bits.


My throat was parched and I longed to stop somewhere and prime the kettle for a cup of tea – my only vice.


My problem was that I’d cocked up big time. The campsite Vicky had suggested I aim for that night was twenty-five miles behind me after I’d decided that I could push myself further that day and wing it. ‘I want to keep going,’ I told her when she rang to find out why I was still on the road so late at night. ‘My legs feel all right and I’ve had something to eat. There’s bound to be another campsite somewhere up ahead, right?’


Wrong, soldier.


As it turned out there was nowhere else for several hundred miles, a fact of my ride that would become a frequent ordeal. I would have no choice but to wild camp by the side of the road in the dark despite the risk of bears, wolves and snakes.


I’d thought this cycling lark would be easy. Sitting on my arse all day – I mean, how hard could it be? But in taking on this endurance challenge I’d dubbed ‘My Dementia Adventure: The Long Cycle Round’, I’d swapped twenty-three years of soldiering for foul weather, winds whipping my face, and cruelly deceptive hills. Armed with a sturdy bike, a sense of humour, and some good old-fashioned British grit, I’d spent my days dodging dangerous wildlife and avoiding near misses with the giant metal monsters that ruled the roads.


Whenever the sun came out I’d be sweating like a moose on heat. Then sudden rains would drench me – something I thought I’d be used to coming from Manchester – but cycling when you’re wet leads to some pretty unpleasant chafing, I can tell you. Not to mention saddle soreness.


Come back, Army life. All is forgiven.


‘I should have planned better,’ I complained to ‘Shirley’, my American-manufactured Surly bike, and the only one still listening. ‘I should have done what Vicks said and checked ahead. She warned me not to try to go it alone. Better still, I should never have bloody decided to cycle around the whole of North America on my own in the first place!’


I thought of Vicky, nearly four thousand miles away back home near RAF Brize Norton in Oxfordshire. I knew she’d be worrying where on earth I was heading now as she followed my signals on the satellite tracker. In between working as a part-time gardener, care worker, and studying for a photography diploma, she had our newborn baby Dexter and her eleven-year-old daughter Katy to care for. Our house was full of packing boxes from our recent move and she often had to stay up until three or four in the morning to be my unofficial ‘Mission Control’ at base camp. God love her.


From the moment I set eyes on Vicks, I knew we were meant to be together. After a fractured childhood, four years in a children’s home and two broken marriages, at thirty-eight years old I needed some stability in my life. I just hadn’t factored in all the other stuff that happened so soon after we met. Neither had Vicky. Incredibly, when she learned she was accidentally pregnant with Dexter and twenty-four hours later we were informed of the true severity of the sentence hanging over me, she barely flinched.


‘I’ve probably only got a few good years left,’ I reminded her, still reeling from the diagnosis. ‘The doctors think I could be dead in seven.’


‘So?’ she said stoically. ‘I’d rather have five minutes of amazing than a lifetime of never having met you.’ And with that one declaration she refused to give up on me – or our unborn child.


Then, when I told her that I wanted to go ahead with my long-planned bike ride while I was still able, raising money for Alzheimer’s Research along the way, her reply was unequivocal. ‘Go, Chris. Do it. Before it’s too late.’


Forward march!


Never one to shy away from a challenge, I won’t let a little thing like early-onset Alzheimer’s get in my way. Every mile I notched up on my tracker was a mile closer to home, and to her. I’d been on the road since 4 a.m. and my left knee was niggling, but it wasn’t a showstopper and I hoped it would square itself away in time. Yes, I’d been far too cavalier and made a stupid error – due in part to my general confusion and increasing memory lapses – but, hey, that was life.


I had to stop thinking. Thinking’s dangerous with me. It was time to forge on and find somewhere for Shirley, my trailer and me. Then I’d pitch my one-man tent, put some calories and my supplements inside me, and try to get some zeds. There’d be no secure campsite with electric fencing for me that night, no Wi-Fi via which to check in with Vicks.


I only hoped I wouldn’t get eaten alive. Not that I’d make much of a meal. The regulation SA80 rifle I’d carried as an Army commando for most of my military career had been replaced with bear deterrents including bangers and spray. The instructions on the can didn’t exactly instil confidence: Use to deter an aggressive or charging bear. The recommended minimum distance between user and bear should be 25 feet. Using the spray improperly can have undesirable effects … and may actually attract bears.


Brilliant.


‘If a grizzly charges us, you’re on your own, Shirley,’ I told my trusty steed as I hurriedly pegged down my tent next to her. ‘Out here, it’s every idiot for themselves.’ Her Union flag was looking bedraggled and her burgundy paintwork and wheel guards were splattered with mud, so I vowed to give her a bit of spit and polish before we set off again in the chill of the dawn.


As the light leached from the Canadian sky and the wilderness creatures began their nightly cacophony, I crawled inside my nylon billet and pulled my mess tin and army rations out of the panniers that made up part of my seventy-kilo kit. I didn’t dare risk cooking up anything that might attract unwelcome visitors so I’d have to eat cold. It would be a bar of chocolate and a cheese and ham sarnie for me.


Scoffing my scran by torchlight, I welcomed the sensation of food in my belly – however unappetising. My rumbling tummy reminded me of being permanently hungry at our freezing-cold council house in Bowdon Vale on the outskirts of Manchester, where I grew up with my brother, Anthony, and two sisters, Ange and Lizzie.


Now Anthony, or Tony as I called him, was forty-three years old and in a nursing home being drip-fed from a tube. I had no idea how much longer it would be before I was in a similar state. I had to stop dwelling on that kind of thing, though. It didn’t help anyone. Sure, one day this cruel disease was going to bite me on the arse, but for now I was fit and well and making this once-in-a-lifetime adventure for a great cause.


Besides, I had a lot to live up to. As David Cameron announced to the nation shortly before I set off (yes, that’s right, the British Prime Minister!), I had his ‘absolute backing’ for my ‘mammoth challenge’ and ‘daunting, once-in-a-lifetime journey’. Speaking in response to an email Vicks had sent to Downing Street to inform him of my challenge, the PM added that I was ‘a great example of someone who, when faced with a difficult diagnosis, has shown extraordinary grit and determination to overcome his circumstances and ensure that future generations can benefit from potentially life-saving research’.


How about that, then? Not bad for a scab-kneed kid from the wrong side of the tracks.


So, it was time for this scab-kneed civvy to get his head down and have some shut-eye. It would be another 4 a.m. start and there was some difficult terrain looming up ahead of me, not least the Rocky Mountains – which I’d have to cross twice.


‘Night, Shirley,’ I called into the darkness, switching off my head torch. As I slid into my sleeping bag, having checked it carefully for critters, I heard a rustling noise somewhere close by and then something screeched demonically. Snapping my torch back on and holding my breath, I listened some more but there was only silence. Wriggling further in and zipping myself right up to the neck, I turned off the light and tried not to dwell on the fact that if I was attacked my cries for help would go unheard in the wilderness.


If in doubt – kip.
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‘It is good to have an end to journey toward;
but it is the journey that matters most in the end.’


ERNEST HEMINGWAY








Dementia Adventure Diary, Spring 2015, Brize Norton, Oxfordshire, England


I’d never been much of a cyclist and was always keener on running and playing football. I’m more of a general all-rounder who’s done the odd sporting event here and there – including one of the biggies, the Mount Everest Marathon, which was a little cheeky in parts.


Although cycling had never appealed to me before, like most people I enjoyed cheering on Team GB at the Velodrome in the Olympics. My perspective changed however when I watched Scottish adventurer Mark Beaumont on his televised 13,000-mile bike ride from Anchorage, Alaska, to southern Argentina in 2010. Mark had already smashed the world record for cycling round the world in 194 days, but his quest to cycle the longest mountain range on earth and climb its two highest peaks in the Rockies and the Andes along the way planted a seed in my addled brain and I was inspired.


Like Mark, I wanted to achieve something extraordinary – both for myself and to raise as much money as I could for the two charities that will undoubtedly end up helping me, and my family. I couldn’t think of a more fitting end to my military career. The work funded by Alzheimer’s Research will probably be too late to make any difference to my life, but it might just save my kids, who are living under threat of the same fate. And ABF The Soldiers’ Charity, formerly known as the Army Benevolent Fund, does a grand job of looking after those families whose military breadwinners have fallen on hard times, so I hoped to raise a few thousand quid for them too.


My initial plan was to complete my Dementia Adventure with Neil Deadman, my best mate from primary school, but he had to drop out at the last minute. It was undoubtedly one of his smartest moves, because he’d have never kept up with me.


Determined to press on regardless, and with Vicky’s blessing, I decided to be as self-sufficient as possible while pushing myself to the limit. For a journey I expected to take a full year, starting in the spring of 2015, I’d be enduring everything from the bitter North American winter to the scorching deserts of Arizona and California on what was very much a personal challenge. I suppose it was also a way of giving myself time to get my head around a future where I’d never be self-sufficient again.


The sad news is that, in terms of my disease, I am far from alone. Quite apart from the rare genetic blight that affects my own family, every minute of every hour someone new in the world is diagnosed with one or other type of this disease that gradually kills off brain cells. One in three of us over the age of sixty-five will have to learn to live with dementia, and two-thirds of those are women – who are twice as likely to develop it in their sixties as they are breast cancer. This represents nothing short of an epidemic and one of the biggest medical challenges the world faces. Alzheimer’s is one of the most common causes of dementia. It’s a ticking time bomb and one of the world’s leading causes of death.


As yet, there is no cure.


In embarking on my solo charity bike ride, I knew I’d be testing my mental and physical endurance to the max. So it was important that I make the route as simple as possible. I chose North America because I’d been there several times before and I knew and liked the place. It’s English-speaking, its people are friendly and it offers a diverse range of landscapes, history and culture. I hoped that, once across the Atlantic, my small wheel tracks would make a big enough impression to raise awareness and secure at least £40,000 for the cause. I’m not sure why I settled on that target figure – maybe because I’d be forty at the end of the ride – but I didn’t honestly know if I’d raise a penny or if anyone would be interested in following my progress. I was staggered then when we topped £20,000 within twenty-four hours of Vicky setting up my website in March, especially as I hadn’t cycled a single mile yet. My online response was: ‘Wow! Many thanks for all the support, everyone!’


Seated at our map-covered dining table, Vicks and I drank umpteen cups of Rosy Lee as we worked out the best route to take me across seven provinces in Canada and through twenty-six US states, following the coastline as much as possible. We began by working out a 14,000-mile route from Ontario but then I added a cheeky 2,000 miles by starting in Halifax, Nova Scotia, on the east coast of Canada. Neil Deadman’s comment on my upgrade was, ‘Nova Scotia? Another little detour! Since when was 14,000 miles not enough?!’


Then I’d pedal all the way across Canada through Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta, British Columbia and the Yukon to Anchorage on the north-west coast of Alaska, before retracing some of my tracks to get back on the road south all the way through Washington, Oregon, Nevada, California, Arizona and New Mexico. I then hoped to ride across the full width of the southern US through Texas, Louisiana, Alabama, Mississippi and Georgia to the Florida Keys, and up the east coast through the Carolinas, Virginia, Maryland, Delaware, New Jersey and Pennsylvania to New York, before returning to my starting point via Connecticut and Maine.


‘I plan to travel light and move fast,’ I told Vicky from the outset, reciting the mantra I’d adopted for my ride. Although I’d pedalled round Yorkshire with some disabled veterans for the Help for Heroes charity, the furthest I’d ever cycled in a single day before was thirty-eight miles through the Cotswold countryside from my home to Cirencester and back – and then only after I’d bought the rig for this trip. As with much of my life, I was just going to go for it. Based on my previous and limited experience, I estimated that I could comfortably ride forty miles a day. With that in mind, Vicky and I had to work out roughly how long each leg would take me depending on distance, climate and terrain, and then figure out where I’d end up during the most extreme seasons of summer and winter.


Vicks also logged my 5ft 7ins height and eleven stone (70 kg) weight into various charts and painstakingly worked out a crib sheet for my dietary needs. She reckoned that I’d need at least six thousand calories and six litres of water per day, all of which we tried to budget for accordingly. I’d carry Army ration packs but would only use them in emergencies, buying cheap high-carbohydrate food along the way.


‘Pizza and burgers every day? What’s not to like?’ I told her with a grin.


We suspected that I might have problems finding accommodation in some of the more remote areas, so I’d try to sleep in my tent as much as possible for ease and in order to keep costs down. I’d only check into a motel once a week for rest days and a chance to wash off the sweat and the dirt.


Once the route was sorted, it was time to get myself kitted out. I wrote a long list of the equipment I thought I should carry but in retrospect I was largely clueless when it came to cycling. Fortunately, I’d paid close attention to the rig Mark Beaumont took around the Americas and I asked a few bike-mad mates for their advice. With a rough idea of what I might need, I went into a local cycling shop called Mountain Mania and announced, ‘I’m about to do a 16,000-mile ride around North America but I know bugger all about bikes. Can you help me?’ They clearly thought I was suffering from some sort of mania myself, but were incredibly patient nevertheless as I went back and forth to discuss the permutations.


With their help, I finally settled on my Surly Long Haul Disc Trucker equipped with a Brooks saddle, Schwalbe tyres, Voyager One trailer, Supernova lights and six panniers. It wasn’t cheap – that little lot came to just short of £4,000, and that was with the discount they kindly offered me. As my tent was going to be my primary home for a year I chose a one-man Hilleberg, which set me back an additional £600. Then I needed a hammock, roll mat, sleeping bag, pillow, air horn, cooking equipment, my ration packs, water carriers, medical pack, tools and spares. I’d require breathable lightweight all-weather clothing, eye and sun protection, a helmet, mobile phone, chargers, and various navigation devices. With its panniers full, my bike and body weight totalled a shocking twenty stone, or 138 kg.


So much for my ‘fast and light’ mantra.


‘Bloody hell, Gurkha,’ one of my mates quipped, calling me by my military nickname. ‘You’re certainly going to be living up to your name with that lot on board!’


I didn’t have a clue how to go about seeking sponsorship for my ride and I didn’t imagine that anyone would want to sponsor me anyway, so I went ahead and coughed up for almost everything out of my recent Army pay-off. Alzheimer’s Research agreed to pay for my return flights, which helped enormously, and some stoic members of our local Rotary Club cycled the 150-mile Oxfordshire Ridgeway over a weekend to raise £1,000 towards my costs. A few of the old boys were so sore they couldn’t even sit down afterwards, but I jokingly called them ‘lazy swine’ and reminded them that I’d be aiming to cycle that kind of distance on a good day.


A couple of friends generously shelled out for a GoPro camera and my Yellowbrick two-way satellite tracking device – the type originally designed for yachtsmen far from any phone signal, and from which I could also send messages and texts. It would ‘ping’ my precise latitude and longitude every few miles and plot them on an interactive map that Vicky and others could follow.


From then on in, though, it was all down to me.


No pressure then.


My biggest problem after I’d forked out more than half of my military gratuity was working out exactly how to balance all my kit on the bike. Each pannier needed to weigh the same as its counterpart on the opposite side or it would pull me over, especially in high winds. Setting off on my first few training rides with my feet clipped into the pedals as advised, I wobbled like a toddler without stabilisers and almost came a cropper. It took me a bit of practice but I finally worked out the best way to manage the weight.


Not that I did much more preparation than that, to be honest. Even though I’d never undertaken anything as challenging as this before, I figured that although the first few weeks would be tough I’d be all right once my legs acquired muscle memory. I’d done quite a few endurance runs in the past and was confident I’d be able to pull it off physically. My only worry was how to keep going day after day and break through the pain barriers, the ‘wall’ that athletes refer to. I just hoped my body would adapt.


Because I’m not at all switched on when it comes to modern technology, Vicky sorted out all the online stuff for me, including setting up my Yellowbrick account, the social media pages that would become the diary of my trip, and our Long Cycle Round website where people could follow my progress via the links and on Google Maps. Then she organised a Just Giving page where friends could donate money towards my target.


Alzheimer’s Research was really supportive from the start and created a video promoting my ride. In it, chief executive Hilary Evans said: ‘Chris’s fundraising efforts mean a huge amount to Alzheimer’s Research UK. It’s fantastic to have someone in his position who’s been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s at such an early age and who has turned around this diagnosis – which is devastating for Chris and his family – into such a positive, showing that there is hope; and Chris has that hope in research … Raising this money is going to help us find those treatments and prevent the next generation of people having to live with Alzheimer’s.’


Robin Bacon of ABF The Soldiers’ Charity added, ‘Chris’s fundraising is having a significant impact because he has such an interesting story … It encourages people to think, “My goodness, if he can do it then he deserves some support.”’


I was almost set to go when there was a last-minute glitch with our carefully executed plans. Booking the flights, we discovered that flying to Nova Scotia would be prohibitively expensive (the thieving weasels!) so we had to settle on Toronto, Ontario, as my starting point instead. If I had the time I still hoped to make it up to Halifax and back at the end of my ride, just so that I could say I reached all four corners of that vast continent and crossed them off my bucket list.


With my airline tickets purchased, all that was left to do was sort insurance and make sure Vicks had everything she needed to follow me on a phone and our two laptops. Then it was time to pack my freshly washed smalls – although only a couple of pairs because I didn’t expect to wear them often under my skin-tight Lycra.


‘Don’t get overtired, Chris,’ she began to warn me as her nerves kicked in. ‘You know that only makes your symptoms worse. And keep taking your vitamins. Listen to your body whenever it tells you to take a break. You’ll make a potentially fatal decision if you’re not thinking clearly.’


I gave her my best ‘get-out-of-shit-quick’ smile and told her cheerfully, ‘Stand at ease, babes. Loads of people do this kind of thing and they all make it home in one piece.’


Her face darkened for a moment. ‘I know, Chris,’ she said quietly. ‘But none of them have terminal Alzheimer’s …’


Fair comment.


The worst moment was undoubtedly saying goodbye to her and my family for what I knew would be the best part of a year. Vicky and I curled up in bed that last night clinging to each other like a couple of shipwrecked mariners. She handed me three envelopes and told me to pack them away for the journey. ‘Only open them when you need a hug,’ she instructed firmly.


I was really looking forward to my trip but secretly worried that I was being selfish leaving her on her own for a year, especially when we had so little time left together. And then there was Dexter to consider. My departure came almost three months to the day since our precious boy was born, and although I had two teenage children from a previous marriage, being a father once again with this diagnosis hanging over me (and them) felt even more significant somehow.


I knew I hadn’t been a great dad to my older kids, Natalie and Marcus, but that was due in part to geography – they lived with their mother in Norway and I’d been ‘Army barmy’ in far-flung countries for most of their young lives. The saddest thing now was that I probably wouldn’t have the time to make it up to them, or give them the kind of joyful memories I never had of my own father.


In fact, I only have two clear recollections of my dad, and neither of them was great. The first must have been in about 1979, when I was three years old. The man I can barely remember wandered into the living room where I was sitting on the sofa with my mum Dorothy, watching television, and he made a strange sound. We looked up and I noticed that he was foaming at the mouth. In his hand was a bottle of washing-up liquid that he’d been drinking from as if it were juice.


‘No, John!’ cried Mum, jumping up to grab it. He struggled with her and was clearly upset. Later that day, two strange men arrived at our house and took him away. Dad shouted a bit at first and then he was gone, led from the room like a scolded child. I didn’t see him again for at least another year and no mention of him was made. Because none of the doctors knew exactly what was wrong with him to begin with, he ended up being sent to a mental hospital.


My second memory of Dad was the time my brother Tony and I were taken to visit him there. I don’t think my older sister Angie came with us then and my little sister Lizzie would have been too young. Parkside Hospital in Macclesfield was a forbidding red-brick building set in several acres of grounds. I remember it smelled overwhelmingly of disinfectant. The wing we were ushered into had an unusual domed roof, like one of the barracks I was later based in. We found Dad drugged up and gone in the head, curled up on his bed like a baby. He was on what we referred to as ‘Planet Pluto’ and being fed through a tube. God knows what medication they gave dementia patients back then. He didn’t know or recognise us, so Tony and I wandered off to play table tennis in a nearby room as Mum sat, pale and silent, by his side.


Less than a year later, on 1 November 1981, my father was gone. I was almost six years old when he passed away. John Richard Graham, a happy-go-lucky and famously unpunctual mechanical fitter who’d once held down a good job at an instrument gauge factory and been happily married with four children, died alone in that loony bin at forty-two. Friends of the family said he looked twice that age by the end. My mother received a phone call at home to tell her that he’d died and she called us kids in from playing outside to tell us. Not that I remember much more than that. What I do remember is that Dad was never talked about and there were no photographs of him on display. It was as if he’d been erased. Mum was devastated but even she had to smile at his cremation because, after years of her telling him he’d be late to his own funeral, he was.


His death certificate states that he died of bronchopneumonia and pre-senile dementia, although for a long time Mum and the family were told variously that he had ‘water on the brain’ or a degenerative neurological condition called Huntington’s chorea. Either way, she never got over it and – in many ways – neither did any of us.


None of us knew back then that his true cause of death was a rare genetic mutation labelled ‘PSEN1’ that cruelly gives Alzheimer’s disease to random members of our family at a premature age. PSEN stands for Presenilin, because it causes Alzheimer’s at a ‘pre-senile’ age. With a faulty PSEN gene, a damaging protein builds up in the brain causing first the connections between brain cells and then the cells themselves to die, which leads to progressive mental deterioration. This build-up happens in all Alzheimer’s cases, but with our faulty gene, it happens decades earlier.


My grandfather had died of early-onset Alzheimer’s aged forty-six, although nobody would admit to anything as shaming as an inherited illness at the time. Instead, they claimed he had ‘shell shock’ after his experiences in the Second World War, which was a common excuse for any unexplained neurological condition along with being ‘doolally’ or ‘feeble-minded’, or ‘going funny in the head’. When my aunt Thelma died of dementia before the age of forty, our relatives still didn’t appear to make any connection and blamed her so-called ‘mental confusion’ on a beating she’d allegedly received. By the time my father died of it, any possible connection was either covered up or ignored.


Thankfully, since the 1980s, scientists understand so much more about the condition and especially about our rare genetic mutation, which occurs on chromosome number 14 in human DNA. They know, for example, that the average age at onset of symptoms is thirty-seven and the average age of death is forty-four. They also know that fifty per cent of people in an affected family will develop the disease. What they don’t know is what switches the gene on and – more importantly – how to repair it.


I was thirty-three and a father of two when my brother Tony was finally diagnosed at the age of thirty-seven. Having eventually been told that I too might be affected, I decided to have the test. That’s when I received the shocking news that I did carry the mutant gene, although I had no obvious symptoms yet. It was four years later and not long after I met Vicky that I discovered that the bomb inside me had detonated.


With a new baby on the way, I became even more determined to do all I could to try to beat my new enemy – the rogue mutation that cruelly threatened to take me away from everyone I’d ever loved. It would quite literally be a fight to the death, and my endurance ride around North America would be my first major bout.


Fix bayonets!


The good news was that I had massive support back home – not just Vicks but my sisters and all my old school chums and military colleagues or, as we jokingly referred to each other, ‘shipmates’. All of them encouraged me privately and publicly. The day I flew to Canada, my friend Neil posted a typical comment on Facebook: ‘My best mate Chris Graham is off to Toronto this morning to start his epic 16,000 mile charity bike ride. Very proud of him. Good luck brother. You’ll smash it, I’m sure!’


With friends like that, I couldn’t possibly give up. Failure was not an option for this soldier.


On the day I left the UK, I fastened my seatbelt, took a deep breath, and sat back as the Iceland Air plane flying me across the Atlantic Ocean via Reykjavik began to speed along the runway. At last it lifted off, taking me skywards to my big adventure and the first leg of my long journey through dementia.


If in doubt – keep moving.




2


[image: image]






‘Life is like riding a bicycle.


To keep your balance, you have to keep moving.’


ALBERT EINSTEIN








Dementia Adventure Diary, 26 April 2015, Brighton, Ontario, Canada


I plugged in my earphones and turned on my iPhone so that I could hear Vicky’s lovely voice in my head. Then, early that frosty April, I headed west out of Toronto on Highway 2 for the beginning of my madcap adventure. Next stop, Anchorage.


With a start in Nova Scotia unaffordable, I was setting off instead from the house of my mate Dean Stokes – ‘Stokesie’ – and his wife Nicole. In a random phone call I’d asked the former sergeant major if I could stay a few nights and if he could pick me up, along with my bike and all my kit, from the airport. ‘I’ve only got a Honda Accord!’ he protested. But he found a larger vehicle and not only met me but took fantastic care of me before my trip, promising to do the same after – if I made it back in one piece. Stokesie even agreed to accompany me on my first day’s ride to get me accustomed to Canadian roads.


‘I can’t believe you’re finally doing this!’ Vicky cried excitedly down the phone, as Nicole waved us off that first morning. I heard Dexter gurgling away in the background and could just picture our infant son, snotty-nosed and red-eyed, resting on his mother’s hip. It would have been about four in the morning in the UK and I’m sure Vicky was utterly cream crackered, but she’d never let me hear that in our daily calls.


The girlfriend I ended up dubbing my ‘long-haired colonel’ had no idea yet what she was in for. Self-sufficiency had always been my objective on this unsupported expedition of mine, but that probably wasn’t realistic with the state of my colander brain. It’s possible that I could have completed the ride without her guidance but it would have been that much more difficult and taken me a whole lot longer. To be honest, I think I’d still be on the road now!


Once Vicks was satisfied that I was on my way that first day and wouldn’t need her further guidance or encouragement for a while, she finally relented and went to bed. Knowing her, she’d only allow herself a few hours’ sleep before getting up again to check on me. I think it reassured her to know that forty-six-year-old Dean, a former member of the Parachute Regiment and chief instructor of jungle training who’d worked alongside me in Sierra Leone, was with me for the first day. And that we’d gone on a sixteen-mile test run together to make sure that everything on ‘Shirley’ was working properly after she’d been rebuilt by the staff at Dean’s local bike shop, Tri&Run in Trenton, having been dismantled for the flight. Visibility was vitally important on the kinds of roads I’d be travelling on, so over a bacon butty after our trial, Dean and I agreed that I should add an extra light to my trailer.


Back we went to the bike shop, where Sandy the owner and Craig the mechanic kindly sorted me out. As we were leaving, I told them, ‘Thanks guys. I’ll come and see you on my way home for a cup of tea and tell you all about it.’


‘We’ll hold you to that!’ they replied, with a thumbs up.


I’d been so relieved when Dean offered to ride alongside me to begin with – well, I say ‘alongside’, but he’d be the first to admit that he found it a struggle to keep up with me. And I was hauling a total weight of twenty stone!


‘That’s when I appreciated just how fit Chris was,’ he said later. ‘I was always behind him and finding it very hard going in the gusty winds, especially once we left sea level and started to climb north. Twice, when we stopped, I fell off my bike with my feet still clipped into the pedals and hurt myself – but mostly my pride.’


Mercifully for Dean, he received a call from Nicole some six miles into the day. A Canadian medic, she rang to tell him she’d been scrambled to Nepal to help victims of the recent earthquake. She wanted him to help her get ready so he had to turn around and go home. I have to admit that was a bit of a scary moment for me. ‘You’re leaving me – on my own?’ I asked, saucer-eyed.


‘Sorry, but Nicole needs me,’ he replied, shrugging. ‘Chin up, mate. You’ve only got another 15,990 miles to go. See you in a year!’


I watched him disappear and took a deep breath. He was right. This was really happening. I’d have to get used to being on my own so now was as good a time as any to start. Just before setting off again I switched to the specially selected music playlist on my phone. I’d downloaded about fifty favourite songs, most of which were uplifting or had a strong beat to cycle to. I had to laugh when the first number that came up was ‘Tears and Rain’ from the album Back to Bedlam by James Blunt. I was surely headed for a kind of Bedlam one day, and as freezing rain started to lash my face, making my eyes water, this seemed the perfect tune.


How I wish I could walk through the doors of my mind. Hold memory close at hand, the former cavalry officer sang. I doubted there were that many doors in my brain, but I knew I’d be holding my memories close as the prospect of a year largely alone with my mind stretched ahead of me.


As I settled into the ride and tried to adjust my position so that my back and legs felt more comfortable, I zoned into the music playing in my ears and was grateful that the first phase of my journey would be relatively straightforward, following well-signposted routes that shouldn’t tax my memory too much. Truth was, I was finding it increasingly difficult to remember things and whenever I underwent further cognitive tests at the various hospitals where I was being monitored, I didn’t fare that well.


My old schoolmate Neil came with me on one early assessment in London and watched as I was given three things to remember. By the time I’d got to the third, the first one had flown right out of my mind. In the next task, the doctor in charge asked me to identify different objects. ‘What’s this?’ he asked, holding up a card with a photograph on it.


‘A shovel,’ I replied confidently.


‘Good, Chris. Now give me a sentence that has that word in it.’


Smiling impishly I suggested, ‘Sticks like shit to a shovel?’ The doc grinned back at me, but five minutes later when he showed me the same photograph, I struggled to recall what it was and I couldn’t for the life of me remember the sentence I’d given him moments before.


Even though I was clearly having difficulty, when I told Professor Nick Fox – the man in charge – about my planned charity bike ride later on, he was all for me going ahead with it. ‘You have my blessing, Chris,’ he told me. ‘My advice to you is to do as much as you can, while you still can.’


I’ve always been terrible with directions, which isn’t altogether helpful when cycling around North America on your own, but I’d assured Vicks I’d be able to rely on my GPS navigation and various tracking devices on which I could plot my daily route. What we didn’t appreciate until I set off was that this would mean I’d be constantly looking down at my phone or satnav whilst on the road, which wasn’t the safest option. Plus most of my kit was dependent on good mobile phone service and working batteries in places without access to either.


Chris Graham – mini genius.


From those earliest days of my ride, the dangers were apparent because it was vital to look where I was going, especially once I had my first encounters with what would come to represent my greatest risk. These were huge trucks whose drivers were sitting eight feet or more above the road, playing music or chatting away on their CB radios, barely aware of lesser mortals such as me. I’d first spot them looming up behind me in my wing mirrors, reminding me of that moment in Jurassic Park when the Tyrannosaurus Rex closes in on the Jeep as its hapless driver sees the etched message in his mirror which reads, Objects in the Mirror are Closer than they Appear. I knew just how they felt as these forty-ton giants bore down on me.
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