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New Author Preface


For a number of years the dates of departure and return felt like the most important in my calendar. June 10th, December 4th. They represented the day my life began to change forever, and the day I returned home and started trying to pretend that it hadn’t. Most circumnavigators I know have a similar relationship with their dates. On December 4th I cycled back up to the cathedral of Rouen, approaching from the west, having left it moving east: 18,049 miles and twenty countries since I first departed for Shanghai and the 83 days it took to get across that Eurasian leg. The circumnavigation in between was later verified by Guinness as a world record of 169 days. I still remember how it felt that final evening, as I neared the city and saw the illuminated cathedral spires, and I couldn’t believe that it was over and I really had done what I’d set out to do, and ridden a bicycle all around the world.


It was no random chance that made the Normandy city of Rouen my start and finish. Many if not most touring cyclists are avid readers, and at that age – and to an extent still – I loved the classics above all else. I won’t pre-empt the explanations of the book’s opening pages, but I chose Rouen for being spiritual home to Gustave Flaubert, foremost among writers who had created a sense of life and adventure that corresponded to that which I found in riding during my twenties. Flaubert had written with eloquence and nonchalance about things that were tearing me up inside, a 23-year-old politics graduate turned London cycle courier watching the financial crisis unfold.


A little under four months since setting out, on the Pacific Coast Highway in Mendocino county, I met a homeless man riding from Washington State to Santa Barbara so as to stay warm through winter. When he asked me to write something, anything, with a marker pen on his yellow raincoat, I scrawled Flaubert’s lines from Madame Bovary: ‘Language is the cracked kettle on which we beat out tunes for dancing bears, all the while longing to move the stars to pity.’ The meeting appears in this book, though not this detail of it, and over the years it has felt valuable to record such things, to prevent the memory of the entire trip being reduced to only what is in the book. That sentence and sentiment is still at the heart of my understanding, and ambition, as a writer; the hope of pinning down the magic of human thought and feeling, and to travel as well as I can through the abstract constructions of the written word.


Riding bikes and writing were always the two things that moved my world. Having grown up in an economically and socially depressed town in the Midlands that I’d rather not furnish the cliché by detailing, the bicycle, like books, was responsible for taking me places I could never otherwise have imagined. That Mendocino coast, with a cycling hobo who was a storyteller more skilled than any I’ve ever met, was one such place. Another, camped beside my bicycle on the Kazakh steppe, watching stars shoot overhead. And riding through Texas nights, where the pumpjacks creaked oil and cotton was baled under floodlights. Antarctic winds pushed me up through New Zealand, and rainforest rubber plantations pressed the reek of latex into humid Malay nights. It was by bicycle that I found the world. Now, having lived so much of it, and struggling to get as high as I used to, I still remember those early days when home in the Midlands was a recent enough memory that I couldn’t believe where I’d got to.


In writing terms I still travel faithfully with a notepad, though often also with a book or article in mind. In 2009 – before Life Cycles was even in an agent’s inbox, before I had the first clue of how to go about becoming a published author – I simply set out knowing I had to see more of the world, that I had to write about it and, beyond that, I hoped one day others would be able to read it too. Sometimes I miss the purity of writing and travelling in that way, where both are just for yourself, with a less structured thought for the results the other side.


I broke the record for a circumnavigation by bicycle, I broke it by a month, and then of course it passed to others. Now the record is back with the same holder I set out to topple in 2009. Second time out he raised a financial war chest of some half a million pounds, and was supported through every mile by an entourage of mechanics, chefs and a masseur in a camper van following behind.


The community of long-distance cyclists remains confused that Guinness have not yet made a category for supported and unsupported rides, in effect ensuring that the record is mostly determined before the start of the race by whoever can raise the most money. Supported rides will lend themselves to higher profiles, bigger sponsorship and – barring the arrival of a superhuman rider – faster times, which I suspect keeps Guinness happy, not having to differentiate between the aided rider on the one hand, and the independent on the other. Both purists and passing fans of touring cycling are in no doubt as to which version holds the true spirit of adventure.


I miss much of the way adventure was, but perhaps so too travel and even the simplicity of life, cliché as it is to remember simpler times. It amazes me that my social media engagement while away those six months were things called ‘tweets’, sent as text messages from an old phone to a number saved in my contacts. To get the letter C I had to press the 1 button three times . . . you remember. I punched out 140 characters to which I could not attach an image or a link, nor did I imagine that possible. My messages from the roadside were like tiny haikus, one a day so as not to erode my minimal budget with overseas SMS, and in a time before the digital world would blend so much with the real, and both became so saturated with our most fleeting thoughts, musings, references.


I had a satellite tracking of my ride, though it was just before the days in which Guinness mandated it, because it was understood that tracking remained a somewhat high-tech and costly option. My own tracking saw me turn round in my saddle as I rode, and every twenty kilometres press an ‘OK’ button on the tracking device I had strapped by bungee cord to my rear pannier bag. The twenty kilometres were measured independently by the speedometer on my handlebars which – as in the old days – was of course activated by a small magnet attached to a spoke on the front wheel. Now all this seems fantastically low-tech; and then, naturally, fantastically advanced.


Most of all I miss the maps. I miss the maps drawn by petrol-station attendants in Louisiana to get me back – over the railtracks, down along the bayou – to the clearing in which their trailers were set up and where I was welcome to stay the night. I miss the half dozen maps of Europe in my pannier bag that a couple of youngsters from Cambridge, driving to Ulaanbaatar in the Mongolian Rally, offered to take home for me from where we met in Aral, Kazakhstan, to save the pannier space as I wouldn’t be needing them again, their jeep had plenty of room, and they could post them back to my address in the UK. They did.


It amazes me that, held in my pocket, on my phone, there could now be all the hundreds of maps I would need to navigate precisely in and out of every single city, from Shanghai to Vancouver. But still, I miss the asking of strangers, and – before technology gave us all of its options – the basic compulsions of just head south or just head east didn’t work too badly, to be honest.


The world I know I found out there, more beautifully than any other way I could have imagined or lived. I rode the world, and I had so much fun in it. I rode to show that adventure didn’t have to be corporate or alpha-male or banker-sponsored or joyless. Relative to the big money circumnavigations, comparatively few saw the message that I hoped to send out, but I know that to those who did, it meant something. In many ways the spirit of a true adventure never is nor was a dominant one. Adventure is not common, popular or widely broadcast. The spirit of adventure is kept in the idea that you can find somewhere a seed of something done differently, and no matter how many or few people find it, it means the world to them when they do. I hope that old ride was this seed for some, and it still means the world to me when people tell me so.


Life Cycles was my first book. It’s hard to believe it happened at all, still less that others followed. It took a number of them before I got over my reluctance to refer to myself as ‘a writer’, a title and vocation that had always felt too fantastical and dreamlike.


The ride itself was a circumnavigation, but it was undeniably predominantly in the northern hemisphere, aside from a thousand miles of New Zealand. By accident I cycled through most of the three global powers of the last and coming century – Russia, China and the United States – adding a fourth power if you count the dozen states of the EU I crossed too, at a time when Britain was still in it, and me belonging to a generation who’d never have taken it out.


The borders of Ukraine and Russia were a less contentious thing then, the people either side of them more similar than at many other frontiers I would cross. I learned in both countries ‘priamo’ for ‘straight on’ (the commonest instruction on the long roads into the steppe) and ‘Molodets!’, said emphatically and often with a clenched fist, which at the time was obviously a celebration of my efforts but I later learned meant something like ‘good man!’, said with the enthusiasm of ‘bravo’. Another now-friend from France, who I met later as we both cycled through Kazakhstan, told me the same word had by force of repetition also entered his vocabulary as he went riding through Russia, and I always liked something about the intrinsic nature of both language and travelling cyclists that it was clearly the go-to word in both the Russian and Ukrainian psyche for a passing stranger on a pannier-laden bicycle.


If I rode about one hundred miles a day on average, China was developing at one hundred miles an hour, and the two priorities clashed badly. I remain sad at all that I will have missed as I hurried through, and embarrassed at the way – combined with a young man’s writing style and a worldview that saw, but more so wrote, a swashbuckling adversity into almost everything – I often depicted the Chinese as strangers, others, and obstacles in my way rather than a people and culture to meet. In truth, the way I wrote China was different – and coarser – than the way I’d lived it, however challenging at times.


The United States left me at first totally and then diminishingly spellbound, but in general the six thousand miles I rode there were my first insight into the torrid dilapidation of that country. I met countless acts of the most generous humanity, but also the broken lives that had fallen out of the bottom of it, and a mainstream culture of large cars, pharmaceutical ads and no-win-no-fee lawyer billboards that showed a country run without humanity, despite the abundance of it found at roadsides. If my heritage in Turkey, and books I went on to work on in Palestine and with refugees of US wars, all gave me a natural aversion to the role of the US in the world, the anger I’d feel at the population as a whole – prone to brashness and stupidity and ego – is still tempered by seeing up-close the victims that US power takes for itself at home. I rode in the first year of an Obama presidency, and by the time I hitchhiked through five years later it was just as bad, and perhaps worse.


The record I broke still sits awkwardly with who I am, and when I talk to new people about it, it is only when they ask ‘How long did it take?’ that I mention speed. The globe-cycling community, many of whom became good friends via the Internet, I often envy for the speed – or relative absence of it – in their rides, and I think back on my own haste, fun as it sometimes was, as a sort of blasphemy against the richness of the world’s diversity and hidden secrets. That being said, I had to break that record; for the sake of travel, for the sake of spirit, for the sake of something called adventure.


Looking back I feel consistently like I was angry before it became fashionable to be angry. Before US bourgeoisie had to suffer their embarrassment at Donald Trump as President, and British bourgeoisie theirs at leaving Europe. I was angry because I grew up watching failed lives and a state that turned away from the responsibility of providing either security or opportunity. I grew up close to substance abuse, around racism before I was even aware this strange hostility was called that, to parents giving their all to offset the social and economic insecurity of immigration, before I knew that word either. Once you have grown up close to the difficulties that are embedded in our systems, and once you have felt the panic of seeing a system that doesn’t work while others have yet to realise as much, that is a hard thing to unlearn or unsee, and the imperative of change became obvious. If it is odd that the bicycle became my personal means of finding escape and balance in this world, still, I am eternally grateful to it, however unlikely a solution.


These days I am no less angry, but I have learned how to be calmer with it, and I remain determined. In some ways I wish I could both ride the ride and write this book again. To see that small Kazakh border crossing that is now a major node on Beijing’s Belt & Road, sitting at the median point of all Eurasia as it does. To see that again, that would be something.


A second time I would write it, I think, calmer. I would know my limits better, would know where to make the cut; those things age and experience teach you as a writer. Still, I love the purity of Life Cycles as I recorded it then. The colossal energy I must have had to both ride and write this story in such a way feels perhaps more remote now, remote enough that I can be proud of the me who did it. I remember I just did what seemed natural at the time, and I saw nothing remarkable in it. It’d be a crime both as a writer, but so too against my younger self, to try to moderate or tame his voice by toning down any sentence that now jumps out at me with a candour that no longer reflects who I am.


At root, I remain forever grateful to the ride and the foundation in humanity that it provided me. Travel of that nature, pedalling yourself through everything and so many chance encounters, affirms the goodness of everyone, and it saves a lot of needless stress or sadness to be able to dispel the idea, fed by media or hearsay, that we as people are not, in our fundamental nature, good. If the world can seem at times a dark or dispiriting place, it is hard to succumb to such a logic when you know that all that world you’ve known is still out there, just as I found it then.


Julian Sayarer,


November 2022
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Prologue


It didn’t feel good . . . there was no sense of achievement, the idea I was supposed to feel some kind of triumph only made me feel worse about the fact that I didn’t. I broke a world record in the hope that it was going to make some difference to the world itself. My ride was the tree, falling in the woods with no one around to hear. One night, soon after my return, I’d accidentally left my phone on, so that next morning the alarm went off and woke me with a start. It grew louder, that same cheerful noise that so recently forced me awake after only 40 minutes’ sleep. Cold and wet . . . it demanded I get back on my bike to ride another 150 miles or miss my flight, my finish. And there, in my bed in London, I whimpered at the sound, calmed myself as I realised where I was and that I didn’t have to go anywhere.


I shot my mouth off. Still sleep-deprived and shaken, within a fortnight of my return, I’d told everyone exactly what I thought of the previous recordholder. Then more than ever, I couldn’t believe how he’d sold it all away. The beauty of the open road, the warmth of human-kind . . . the way he’d slapped a logo on it and sold the whole shebang to whichever bank would pay most. The mild-mannered folk of the cycling community told me I had it wrong, reminded me delicately that he’d done it for charity. That was how I earned myself the moniker of ‘angry young man’. They put it my way as some sort of insult, and all the time I racked my brains as to how it was that I was the only one so angry.


I returned to the same job, to the same life as before, and, with visions of the Gobi Desert’s outward reaches still blowing through my mind, I went back to picking my way through the potholes and gnarling traffic of London. I thought of all those who had taken me in . . . the Lemoines in Louisiana, Ray over on South Island . . . I tried to piece the world back together, to make sense of the CCTV cameras, the apparently suspicious packages, the strangers who were – just maybe – standing too close to me at the cashpoint. I tried to make sense of it all and then, slowly, I stopped trying because the sad truth was it didn’t make sense . . . we’d just chosen to live that way.


London swallowed me back in. I watched diggers with their caterpillar tracks crawling across rubble, destructive ballerinas with pirouetting scoops that tore down flats – the same as I’d once watched them do in Xi’an, China – so that I wondered what they did with those who’d once lived there. The deliveries made on my bicycle were all the same, still going to the same offices, the same receptionists scribbling their names impatiently on an electronic screen. One day I turned up at an architectural practice to collect a package going down to an international depot on the Old Kent Road. They handed me a long cardboard tube containing the plans for another structure in glass and steel on the other side of the world. I looked down at the tube in my hand, curious about its final destination, and there it was:




Pudong – Shanghai





Inside of me something heaved, my poor heart gave a lurch, for I’d cycled there, to the airport in Pudong itself . . . 83 days if I remembered right. There I was . . . back in London, my old job, my old bicycle leaning against a wall. I slid the tube into my bag with a sigh, climbed onto my bike and pedalled off. Making my way through the traffic, I watched the chain rumbling below, clinging to the teeth of the cog as they heaved it round, wheels turning and the asphalt moving below, my knees up and down . . . everything just as before, that same scene I’d taken in over so many countless hours, on my way around the world.


I noticed a few changes for my six-month before-and-after. For all that my life remained unaltered, London was a little different. Everyone had started drinking energy drinks, the things advertised all over the place, complete with promises of just how the drinker would feel alive again, and no mention of why it was they all felt so dead to begin with. Sugar was everywhere . . . coffee, yoghurt, you name it and any simple flavour had been made just another way of having dessert. On reception desks and beside doorways, hand sanitisers had made their way over from the US, alcohol-based solutions rising up with a fear of germs, the microscopic creatures that would guiltlessly destroy our lives if we weren’t careful. More of London seemed to have taken to cycling, forced into it by unaffordable public transport and long lines of stationary cars. Morning and evening, Lycra-clad commuters would eye me up for a race . . . I left them to it. I rode the Dunwich Dynamo, a night ride of 110 miles, leaving from Hackney in the dusk of a Saturday in late June. Thousands ride it, and you follow the flickering trail of red lights through the lanes and woods of Essex and Suffolk, where candles gutter in jam jars to light the way. With the dawn you reach the sea at Dunwich, you strip, you dive in. On the coach home, all heads tipped to one side with sleep, I heard the girl behind me, talking excitedly to her boyfriend about the record I now held . . .




And he rode 90 miles every day . . . I think his record was 190 days or something . . . it was on TV!





And I smiled slowly . . . didn’t even turn my head, so that she’d never have guessed the peculiar story the stranger on the seat in front kept secret. But stop me, that’s enough for now, I’m getting ahead of myself, starting at the end. I should tell you how I got here.


The Bicycle


I always rode a bicycle and I always loved that bicycle, it’s only as clichéd as it is true. The vehicle of novelists and poets, ‘when I see an adult riding a bicycle, I do not despair for the future of mankind’, that’s how H. G. Wells put it, and I’m just one of many who find in the bicycle a mobile salvation, the ability to propel myself towards my own escape. As a child I rode near to my house, as a teenager I rode away from it, into the countryside, and once I’d hit the countryside it was only ever my ambition to go further. I rode my bicycle to the disused quarry where I played with my brother, to my grandparents’ house, 10 miles away, to school, and to the restaurants where I worked as a teenager. Eventually I was riding into neighbouring counties, into rides of 40, 50, 60 and 100 miles, chasing average speeds of 20mph. Occasionally I went too far, ambition beyond ability, so that my mother had to drive out and collect me, exhausted, from roadsides far from home.


I fell in love with the sport, with the Tour de France especially. Head over heels it got me, a sport played out across the roads of Europe, all of it, to the last metre, the most magnificent arena for the most magnificent of theatre. Though they may have their favourites, the crowds that flock to watch that race cheer each and every rider, to applaud the sport itself. The yellow jersey, the maillot jaune of the race leader, bears the colour of the Tour, of July sunflower fields beneath the foothills of the Pyrenees. The race begins with a prologue, a time-trial just some 15 kilometres through the streets of the departure town. When David Millar won the prologue in 2000, so leading for the Tour’s first stages, he wore the yellow jersey during those days, and, at night, he slept in it. That’s what the yellow jersey means, it’s an honour, the culmination of fairytales and childhood dreams. Cycling gets stuck inside of you . . . out of my childhood and into my adult years it’s been in me. I found it in the lanes of Leicestershire, endeavouring to go so far and so fast my rides finished with the pulse of my heartbeat tucked inside my skull at the base of my brain. That was what I aspired to, the barometer of my commitment, for I wanted one day to wear a yellow jersey, and I had learned that to extend your limits they had, periodically, to be surpassed. I had to get uncomfortable because . . . oh boy, did I want to wear a yellow jersey one day. I wanted to get better, to be good enough. I know now, it took time, but today I understand just how good a cyclist I am. Let me tell you, take a deep breath and confess: I am now good enough only to fully appreciate just how average I am, perhaps better than most, but truly piffling compared to the best. I knew it when I was younger too, but back then I could hope I might improve, get faster over time. Nowadays I know. I know that I’ll never be fast enough, but I got comfortable with that truth . . . it took a few years, but eventually I came to terms with it. That’s just growing up, you give up another dream, find happiness by other means.


Throughout that journey, I suppose the bicycle became my touchstone, my talisman. Of all that will be sold away, please allow that the bicycle be the last thing to remain sacred. I loved cycling through impulse, through instinct, and long before I was cursed to try articulating that feeling with words. Across the miles I’ve given it a great deal of thought, finally resolved that perhaps for me the bicycle represents some small saviour from mortality, the opportunity to make something greater of myself, to move with such speed and power that a portion of the mind is able to believe in magic, believe we humans are not after all so banal as I must otherwise confront. I love the bicycle like nothing else, the one institution I’m happy to live by, for in it you can feel euphoria.


The Midlands


I grew up in a small town that had been a village when my family first moved there. Every year it grows more, a tumour in some anonymous region of central England. First it got the supermarket, then the housing developments, then a large road bypassing the place entirely, and by the time that was complete, it had lost pretty much everything else anyway. Once you’ve seen the uglier side of things, you realise just how oblivious half the town is to what’s happening. I know the children from good families who found their way to heroin . . . houses on respectable streets where passers-by would never guess what went on. Occasionally I go back there, see old faces in new pubs, and they tell me they’re clean now, implore me to believe they’ve started afresh. They’re good people, good people like all the rest of us, starting life with the same tender spirit every human does. That’s why they turn to drugs, not because they’re bad . . . but because, in towns like that, the world offers so little.


It was a series of accidents that took me there, accidents of love, migration, separation. I never belonged in that place, a town in which a brain and talent for education are things to be ashamed of, a class in which even the teacher made jokes out of my Turkish surname. That town figured in my destiny as a place to learn from and leave. Even if I still live with most of the personality I found there – parts of it I like, parts of it I don’t – I came to realise you can’t change the world for the better without first appreciating just how crummy that world can be. I’ve been through all of the conventional channels . . . a pre-university year abroad, aged 18, holed up in some Soviet-style guesthouse in a North Vietnamese university. I went there with a thirst to teach people English, help them improve their prospects in life, found instead that my value was no more than a sentence in a prospectus – the foreign language faculty has native-English-speaking teachers – and, aside from that, no one needed anything more from me for the rest of the year. Every day I had my make-a-difference heart crushed slowly and, for the first time, I learned the so-called world’s poor are doing just fine without us. More than any place I’ve ever visited, it’s our own developed world that seems to have in it the greatest need for change.


I returned from Vietnam, enrolled myself at a university in a south-coast town. There I saw the future for the first time, studying alongside the ministers of the next decade, bright-eyed youths who spoke three languages without an intelligent sentence to articulate in any of them. They offered such indictment against the politics that governs us, people who have learned the art of talking without saying a thing, cultivated wardrobes and friendship circles rather than mind or spirit. There I spent three years alongside the most hastily constructed idealisms, values altogether less precious than the salaries people anticipated the other side of graduation.


To Istanbul


My father is Turkish, my mother English, and together they spent the seventies in Istanbul, part of the protest movement against the military, police and government. While at university I realised I could use a bicycle to take me to Turkey . . . 2,000 miles and a month for the journey, learning how to live again as I made my way there. As undertakings go, cycling to new places has always been just enough to provide my life with purpose, yet insufficient to distract me from what that life is supposed to be about. Alone, I swam out into cold Alpine rivers. I swapped stories with my friend as we spit-roasted chicken beside an Italian lake. Strangers took me in and offered me beds, meals, all kinds of humanity that, so I came to realise, is the norm rather than the exception once humans find themselves connected rather than isolated from one another. On humid Albanian evenings, I sweltered in my tent with mosquito swarms waiting outside to devour me. I picked figs from trees hanging over the coastal road in Croatia, ran out of water and croaked on a mountainside in Montenegro. The solitude, the night, the unknown lands that wait for you . . . it was never anything to fear, only a freedom, a simplicity just waiting to be seen as such. What once scared me are those things I came to love most.


On the roads of Europe I discovered who I am, the return home ever the hardest part of the journey. In the wilderness, up in the high places I’ve found contentment, grown comfortable with the idea that I’m simultaneously special and insignificant. It’s hard clinging to that belief back home, in these cities that only ever remind you of the insignificance, condition you to focus on all you would wish to be rather than all you already are. Ours is a forward-loaded life, looking to the weekend, devising the five-year plan, planning the next job, everything a stepping-stone to a better place waiting somewhere down the line. But I don’t need to tell you this.


*


Aged 23 I finished university . . . exceptional grades, essay prizes, rounds of applause and hard evidence against the ruse that doing well at school will get you somewhere. I was sick of England, sick of Western society, sick of feeling like the only one on our island who recognised or cared about the huge tide of shit coming our way. Within a fortnight of graduation I was cycling east, back towards Istanbul. There I found work as an English teacher, made a supplementary income hashing out uninspiring articles for a business journal, and hesitantly began a new life. For a short time I suppose I must’ve been content, and yet all too quickly I found myself stagnating. Endless tea-drinking and good food brought great comfort but little satisfaction. I started writing stories that always remained unfinished, evening beers crept into afternoons, and I took up fishing, my sense of purpose drifting off down the Bosphorus.


The expat life was not for me, and, after cycling home to London, I started work as a courier, a bicycle messenger . . . one of those young males I’d seen screaming through traffic with radios strapped to their chests, rolling advertisements for the fantasy of being paid money to cycle. The projected salaries I’d been given soon proved closer to lies than exaggerations, yet I became loyal to the security of being paid each Friday for work tolerable to my soul.


From the city’s streets I watched society, trying to see the good in the world around me. I saw the cyclist trapped between a bus and railings, panic-stricken eyes bulging from his face as passers-by stopped to photograph the spectacle. I saw the sticker reading ‘save our small businesses’ in the empty, whitewashed window of the old newsagent who’d put it up too late. There were the Lithuanians, eight in the three-bedroom flat below, so that at night I heard every scream and shout, the sobs and dull, ominous thuds from a couple trying to share the 10 square metres beneath my own.


On the courier circuit I made friends with other riders, though there too I never really fitted in. On the road were men and women every bit the salt of the earth, but people without curiosity, believing life owed them nothing beyond the right to work hard and stay poor. I knew one, an old punk, living in fear of the coming month when the bank would repossess his house, our falling wages no longer enough to meet the mortgage payments. So solemnly he explained how he’d once hoped his house would provide him with a little security in later life. Meanwhile, the newspapers and broadcasters kept me posted on the bigger picture, and I watched the rigmarole, the parliamentary circus acting out some pantomime of legitimacy, a sham bearing no resemblance to the lives people had been born into and lived each day. Televisions had been installed in the offices where I made my deliveries, and each one screened a 24-hour newsreel of murders on the other side of the world, ministerial reports to be forgotten in a week, hypothetical chaos and an unremitting barrage of non-events that led people to believe things were constantly happening when, in fact . . . it all remained resolutely the same.


The Record


In that fashion I felt time passing. It dawned on me there comes an age when an individual ceases to be what they one day hope to achieve, we reach the point whereupon we have become a story, a thing that happened, the bed we made and how we wound up lying in it. I was looking for something, something to do and to believe in, and so I began scratching an itch. It had started in Istanbul, the Cihangir crossroads, where I’d met a couple who were a year into cycling around the world. They’d told me of a Scot, of about my own age, aiming to break a world record for a circumnavigation by bicycle.


Back in London I’d looked him up, and soon after, by chance, scarcely had to look for him at all. The guy was well on his way to minor stardom, a subject for television, advertising and corporate endorsements. Come that time he’d broken the record, ridden 18,000 miles in little over six months, an average of 90 miles daily. The start of my curiosity was the feasibility of the target. Riding leisurely to Istanbul I’d averaged 70 miles a day despite lengthy breakfasts, no thought of haste and sitting in cafés scribbling stories for five hours each afternoon. And yet that alone would never have been enough to tempt me into the pettiness of that dumb record. It was the manner in which the feat had been done that roused my ire, snagged a pathological part of my personality I’m not the least bit proud of.


He was sponsored, up to the eyeballs he was sponsored . . . banks and investment funds all over his chest, a smiling face and a thumbs-up next to a business model that cared nothing for people or for bicycles, only the right numbers in the right columns of a balance sheet. I was well desensitised by then, didn’t expect much to be left sacred, but it was the final straw to see the bicycle reduced to no more than a corporate marketing strategy. We had things in common, were not so very different, both in our mid-twenties, both politics graduates. I couldn’t fathom how someone of such similar years and education, of the same passion for travelling by bicycle, could come to hold such different priorities.


His pitch was a strong one, a stroke of genius. The financial sector he endorsed was without heart or love, working for only financial gain, and so the undertaking, ostensibly for spiritual gain and the joy of the task, was perfect. Their business wore suits, worked in skyscrapers while he would see those who still lived in huts and dressed in loincloths, all traditional-looking to offset the garish and the modern. Finance wanted to be brave, to be beautiful . . . finance wanted to be adventure. They loved him, were ready to make his whole life easier. They threw money at it . . . he sold . . . and with a smattering of charity thrown in, the banking world purchased a tiny piece of human spirit.


The media went to work, knew exactly how to make a fist of things, commit overkill as if it were understatement. It all offered a glimmer of life, an antidote, the thing that makes people feel better and thereby forget the malady they have contracted. Camera rolling, they put the guy into a laboratory, strapped him to a bike with a hose in his gullet, a monitor upon his disappearing heart. They made him pedal for all he was worth, hard enough to make a light flash and a machine go ping! He fell, gasping, from the bike, took off his clothes, climbed into a tank of liquid that would tell him how fat he was or was not. The precise purpose of all this remained unclear. Were his lungs too small, his gut too fat? It didn’t matter . . . with flying colours he passed the tests. They fished him out, dried him off, sent him to a scientist of eating, and at a long table man and nutritionist sat alone, one each end and a problem with the lighting, the room filled with shadows. All Moses and Mount Sinai, he had it imparted unto him that he must consume 6,000 calories before midnight each day . . . or risk turning into a pumpkin. He swallowed throat, nodded understanding.


He set off. A narrator told his story, borderline depressive, that voice was miserable, terminally heartbroken and irredeemably bereaved. That tale of 18,000 miles was certainly no happy affair. After all the foreboding preparation, the ride itself was headwinds, broken wheels, miscellaneous misfortune and the voice of that woebegone narrator. After six months of misery, the triumph was complete: he had successfully broken a record no one before him had ever seriously attempted. The documentation was perfect, tutelage for the watching masses, misery followed by happy endings, just like life. For the duration it will all be shit, hardship with a few good sunsets, then more shit . . . and triumph at the last. Just hang in there and die with honour. People wanted fairytales, fairytales with just enough bearing on life to be plausible, and thereafter an escape from everything resembling daily existence. The news of the record was disseminated to the population, and at the end of a hard day’s work, the country went home to watch edited versions of one man’s emotions in circumnavigating the world, by bicycle, so that millions more would never have to.


To be fair to him, he was no worse than typical, his only crime to say yes to a comfortable life, doing things he loved and being paid for the privilege. I admit it . . . he caught me at a bad time, I’ll give him that much. I was desperately searching for some meaning back then, crying out to believe some things in this world remained precious. At a loose end, I was in need of a crusade and, however ridiculous it might sound, a small, embarrassing part of me thought that, in beating him, perhaps I could change the world for the better. I suppose, at the very least, it was a worthwhile quest in which to fail.


In my head the ride gained the proportions of a protest, a demonstration of what humans were capable of and the spirit in which it could be done. I wanted to raise a flag, offer some alternative, prove that a bleeding-heart do-gooder could achieve big things as well as any corporation and their ambassador. I planned my route, cycled between embassies and collected visas for my journey, a British passport enough to get me everywhere but Russia, Kazakhstan, China. I saved on every cost, determined to ask no money from anyone, not to follow that formula of undertaking + charity = donation. That was the mentality I was protesting, the idea of a few plucked heartstrings, a donation of currency and then, hey-presto, business as usual in a social model destined to churn out tragedy after tragedy anyway. The idea that money could remedy our every trouble was part of our problem rather than its solution.


It was a ramshackle affair – things started as they went on – and only a day before departure I was still building my bicycle. The first time I rode it was to the harbour at Newhaven . . . from where I left for Rouen, France. My first destination was to be Shanghai, through Europe, and almost 10,000 miles to the eastern seaboard of China. The route took me towards Turkey on familiar roads, at the Black Sea I would climb north, moving over the Ukraine and a knuckle of Russia before riding every mile of Kazakhstan and then China. From there I took a plane south, riding between Bangkok and Singapore, and thereafter the length of New Zealand’s two islands. Landing in Vancouver, I’d leave Canada for the Pacific Coast of the US, which would lead to Mexico. From Tijuana I would pedal to the Atlantic, and then to Boston, New England . . . an American leg eventually totalling some 6,000 miles. From Boston I’d fly to Lisbon, and there begin the sprint to Rouen. The rules demanded I maintain a west–east direction, and cover 18,000 miles. The new record averaged some 93 miles each day, I aimed for a round 100, giving me a target of the world in 180 days.


Truth be told, as I set out I never thought I’d make it . . . not really. I don’t know if it was the British class system or Islamic kismet, one way or another I didn’t believe such an achievement was the sort of thing that happened to people like me. I thought events outside my control would prevent me breaking that record, that I myself would decide against it before the end, or that the adjudicators would not verify my record even if I were to complete it. I don’t know where such fatalism came from, why it was I felt success to be out of reach.









Europe


Day 1 – Cathedral


It started in Rouen, the Cathedral of Rouen. The stained-glass windows Flaubert once gazed upon, that was why I started in Normandy. It was he that I thought of as I rode east, beside the railway tracks winding with me through wet, grey countryside. Flaubert hated the railways, hated the fuss they caused in 1850s’ Paris. He couldn’t understand the value in scientific progress without moral progress, said the railways simply allowed more people to move around faster and still only be stupid together.


As soon as I start riding it begins . . . the bicycle brings out my fantasist and, even if everything’s under complete control, still my mind starts conjuring adventures for me. That first day the clouds moved in and out, drizzling a while before skies clear, everything brightening as colours returned, the fields shining green and gold with that black asphalt snaked between. In my head the road appears as a serpent, some mythical beast half-asleep and too huge to sense my small presence. I ride along the back of that creature without causing a disturbance, watching the surface of its reptilian skin as it changes, gains and sheds platelets, becomes pocked and pitted with age, runs smooth again thereafter. On days waiting in the future, I know the heat will melt the bitumen, make it bubble through the rocks to turn sticky and crackle beneath my passing tyres. Sometimes the serpent sits right up, arches steep and makes me climb out of the saddle to spin the pedals. Other times it works itself into some frenzy over something unbeknownst to me. It tries to throw me off its back, so that I lean down as far as I dare into its writhing twists. Because I’m so small, almost always I outfox the thing. Other times I wear myself out, my mind and legs grow tired . . . and then I remember, it’s only a road.


That first day was 10 June 2009. By late afternoon the rain had started to fall from a darkened sky, water dripping from my collar and onto my neck. I passed a cyclist replacing an inner tube with his bicycle upturned at the roadside. There was nothing I could do to help, surrounding him were the tools of a man well prepared . . . but he caught my eye as I passed him, a fist raised in some show of solidarity. Determined for my 100 miles in those first days, head tired and body increasingly cold despite its labours, I rode on. I came to an incline, longer than most that day, shoulders rolling as I pedalled upwards.


Halfway up I felt it, there at the small of my back, a wide palm placed against me and pushing, that man coming into view, a bulbous nose, large beard flecked with drops of rain and riding by me, pushing me forwards as he rolled alongside. He drew level, pulled his hand away as he moved ahead, drew his hand into a clenched fist, fixed a stare upon me, dark eyes behind orange lenses . . . ‘Allez!’ He hissed it, so sharp, almost like an order. And there, beneath cold, Normandy rain I loved cycling so much, for preserved in that exchange was all the camaraderie the rest of my world seemed willing to give up. The stranger unlocked an entire tide in me with that small act, the community and culture to which it belonged, a thing that could momentarily unite two people who had never previously met and might well have nothing more than a bicycle in common. For the next six months, almost as an omen, I carried that moment with me.


My first night I slept beneath a church doorway, wrapped inside the plastic sheet in which I would later pack my bicycle for flights across the oceans. The wind blew rain into my hideaway, a first resting-point in my six months of adventure, of voluntary hardship. Water dribbled, slid between me and the hard stone that left its imprint against my shoulder and thigh, aching into the coming days.


Day 3 – Champagne – 272 Miles


That same wind moved the clouds away, sky turned blue and heat set down on France. I watched and listened as fighter jets roared above, wondering how long it might take such machines as those to reach Shanghai. The road came to me, decked with all the sounds and smells of the countryside. There comes the manure with its memories of my childhood, the cries of disgust I raised with my brother and sister as we drove into the country and the stench drove into our nostrils. A small windmill purrs against the wind, a clanking of metal coming from the well shaft below, a splash punctuates the silence as water leaps from tap to trough.


I rode through the vineyards of Champagne, line after line of grapes bulging in the shadows of the vines, or else pierced by sunlight so that the veins glow through the fruit itself, assembled like bunches of eyeballs. An old farmer pushes an even older contraption down an aisle of vines, paddleboards spin like waterwheels either side of him, slapping the grapes from their stalks into a giant bucket stowed beneath the handlebars. In the villages, two pensioners stand before stone gates. A pile of branches, a pile of firewood, in the middle a circular saw and the two men . . . white vests, peaked caps, bronze skin dotted by liver warts. The saw spins out a rhythmic pitch as one pile joins the other, as branches become firewood. In the next village a man stands alone, centred against a heavy oak door, braced with black metal straps. Ivy climbs around him. His legs are spread, arms folded, a red shirt and portly stomach tucked into a belt and jeans, large sunglasses over his eyes, a moustache across his mouth, set purposeful as he watches the road. I promise you, that man is watching the road as if it were 1813 and the Napoleonic Army were passing through. Nothing changes . . . all over the world people simply watch the road pass them by.


The hay lifts off the fields, its perfume takes up the breeze as evening falls. Throughout the day I smell myself sweating, secreting hormones, muddying the grimes that sit in the maze of my skin. I start to smell like my grandfather, like hard work and a bonfire on his allotment. Beside an ageing wolfhound that farts all the night through, eyes watch me from a row of rabbit hutches, little thumper on the far left, next in line for the pot as the warmth of the hayloft bids me sleep. Sandrine packs me off next day with a jar of foie gras, this morning three months before she’ll email me in China, saying she’d like to send me money. Come evening, I sit with Fabrice, his dog chasing cattle in the field, a hot-air balloon floating across the clear horizon above us, burner tearing on and off as Fabrice talks of the farmhouse beside us. He and his wife saved for 15 years to buy the place, worked on the ruin to make it a home. Their first baby is tucked up in bed behind a window with curtains already drawn. It’s strange to think so much goes wrong, in a world where the majority of people desire little more than a house in which to raise a family.


Towards the mountains of the Vosges my route unwound, flat fields concertinaing into forested hills. Under the shadow of the trees I went, through the sweet smell of cut cedar in the lumberyards. Along the road emerge amateur cyclists, slouched over handlebars, turning left and right onto the smaller routes that climb up to steeper gradients. From below I watch them ascend, pick my own way along the river path, a cycling coward with no time for mountains . . . 18,000 miles on as flat a road as could be found. During those first days I felt pressured, hurried as I rattled off my daily hundreds, one after the next. Each one proved easier than the previous, and yet I rushed on in fear of a slow exhaustion, of days when I’d begin to struggle.


Day 7 – Bavaria – 614 Miles


Cherries had fallen from trees, their stones left in tiny gravestones as the juices bled out into dry tarmac. Butterflies fluttered by, whipped up fast on the breeze from my spokes before flying on. A pink sky settled . . . rich, vibrant pink, as if the world were shut inside some boiled sweet, spat out and shining on the pavement of a better place. At night I’d pull into a field, draw the curtains and sleep beneath the falling veils of a willow.


My knees began to hurt, needles stabbing in my tendons, a sharp stinging from the effort of pulling my load up to the hills of the Black Forest. I wore knee-warmers each day until the summer and deserts were well underway. I would pull on those Lycra sheaths to keep the tendons and ligaments warm, less brittle, as my legs wound on. I nursed my joints, pedalled easy gears, lightly span a high cadence until my muscles grew accustomed to what was expected of them, gradually relieved the knees of their burden. Each day, I performed my quotidian mileage, a little more when the urge took me or if conditions were good. I’ll talk as little of numbers as possible . . . I wasted enough of my time with them out there on the road. For now, just read it as given: each day . . . 100 miles more. Century after century disappeared behind me.


The temperature grew hot and yet I did my best to cherish all weather, no matter how uncomfortable, knowing eventually I’d find myself longing for those same conditions. In the rain I thought of the deserts of Turfan, in heat I took Massachusetts in November. It was all coming to me, those innumerable pedal turns were breaking me in, wearing down at my groin, placing the first sores upon my inner thighs. I grew a mound of tender flesh, red as the Mars Volta, letting out a tiny scream that eased as the miles passed. With each day I scratched a little more, at my arms, my back, saw skin peel off under my growing nails, a black film collected in slivers. First I began to stink, and then, with time . . . I just stank. In the corners of my eyes each morning was the debris of a previous day’s flies and bugs, encrusted and preserved in sleep, a fossil record of the miles travelled. I was becoming a state, a fine mess, all of it familiar to me, and . . . you know what, no other way would I have had it. Washing one’s face at a café’s basin each morning becomes a ritual fit for an emperor. The cool water, the massage of the soap, the first breath of clean skin. Sure it’s embarrassing, trying to sit in a restaurant like a respectable citizen, even as the flies continue to circle, impervious to my wafting hand. My mother would not be proud, I don’t doubt it, but still . . . I was returning to a world in which I could be only a body once again, without that cause to police my every passing odour, those embarrassing evidences of our inner animal, those lapses that will shatter the illusions we work so tirelessly to cultivate.


Down to the Danube the road led, the first I saw of a river that once again would take me all the way to Romania’s coast upon the Black Sea. Compared to what it becomes, in the south of Germany the Danube is small, its waters clear, moving fast through the rocks and hills that hang above the valley. A herd of cattle trudge along the riverside, the farmer following, staff in hand and a dog at his side, the valley walls filling with shadows as the sun lowers and the tolling of bells echo in silence.


With everything so tranquil, in my head the numbers were starting up, striking up the band and parading through. That evening, though the outside world offered nothing but peace, the numbers began their madness. Statistics, figures, dates and distances had taken over up there, running amok, linking arms and swinging their partners from wall to wall, falling over with laughter and crawling across floorboards. A 4 punched a 7, 2 kissed 3 . . . 100 wanted to be 110. How many miles would I ride that night? How many could I ride? How many days had already passed? What was average mileage, average mileage under scenario one, two, three. Average mileage with the allocation of a rest day, a mechanical issue, a good day, maximum mileage, increasing distances with enhanced fitness, decreasing distances with increased fatigue? There was no relent, an anxiety that became a panic, shifted south from my head into my heart, a quickening pulse, legs pedalling faster, but recklessly, so that my progress slowed. Numbers can get to be quite an affliction, they suck you in, make you stare at the computer screen counting the miles from your handlebars. Believe me but China feels like a long way to ride a bicycle, once you’re besotted with thoughts of bigger numbers accumulated over shorter times, once you lose the love for the process in favour of a destination. Enough already. I get off, walk to the river, grasses tickling at my legs, the sound of cowbells drifting towards me on the wind. Sitting down, I think of the horrors that await such a mindset, the prospect of six months beneath a head run ragged for the sake of that record. My fingers in the water, I look up at the sky . . . I see myself, an idiot beneath the clouds. Taking deep breaths, hand upon chest, eyes closed, a decree is passed down. No one’s going anywhere, not until sanity prevails, until peace has been restored.


Day 9 – Danube – 979 Miles


In the coming days, I moved over Bavaria, heading towards the Austrian border. The clouds passed, heat returned to the hills along the horizon, rolling like some giant green tablecloth with the crumbs shaken from it after dinner, up and down with cows and wildflowers falling everywhere. I rode under the silhouettes of domed Catholic churches, maypoles with reefs and ribbons streaming from them, the road stitching back and forth through villages moving east.


One evening I found such tender directions waiting at a turning on the lanes of Bavaria, a young boy walking with his mother. She knew roads, he knew English, and so he communicated her directions, skinny arms pointing uphill, a bowl of blond hair falling straight into his eyes, a set of metal braces across smiling teeth. He first relayed the route, and then he said it, so quick and proud, in a voice with the high pitch of youth: ‘I’m a cyclist too.’ And to prove as much, he lifted the sleeve of his T-shirt. There on his arm, where a bicep would have been had he not been so thin, was a solid band, a break from pure white to pure bronze, the mark where a Lycra jersey clings tight to the skin, lets no sunlight pass and so stops a suntan in its tracks. I smiled as I saw it, for I’d once worn such a mark all of my own.


The boy told me of his bicycle, that they only let him ride a fixed gear for his training. He looked up at me and paused, his build so slight, voice so delicate and yet determined. ‘I’m going to be like Merckx,’ he announced, wide-eyed and glowing. ‘I’m going to be like Merckx!’


*


Passau sits as the last German town upon the Danube, the river wide and ready to cut through Austria, a solitary flat path through a nation of mountains. A break of land juts out into the waters, beneath stone walls from some old fortification. Already the night was advanced as the sky growled a slow rumble, rolling closer above my head. There was a crack, pitchforks, night illuminated, the silhouettes of swings and seesaws beneath the walls of the fortress to which I’d made my way. The storm announced itself by the first pattering of rains on leaves, falling into the river’s dark waters. I looked about for shelter, saw only a stone wall and a playground.


I was travelling with a new tent, had never used the thing, now no time to start practising. Moving closer to the wall, I stood under its cover and saw machicolations opening in the stones, dark spaces the size of a man, the sort of opening through which boulders and hot tar were once dropped onto invaders. More lightning struck, shadows of the forest flashing to light as I threw my bags inside the wall, dived in after them. The rain fell, thunder, lightning and the steady drip of water across the entrance to my bolthole. A church bell sounds the passing time, the stone above about half a metre from my head as I curl up in the dry, listen to the storm, and sleep comes.


Riding out next morning the church bells of the previous night sounded more imposing. There were no storm clouds, no thunders, only a mist laid low with drizzle. Unable to climb out of that valley, all day the clouds emptied. The Danube comes with its own cycle path, a constant strip of perfect tarmac that flows without an engine in earshot through 200 miles between Passau and Vienna. That day I had it all to myself, the river rising so that in places the banks had burst into ponds submerging my path. I grew damp, then wet, then sodden and finally, resentful of the conditions, pulled in beneath the glowing orb of a teapot, illuminated above a café awning.


She was warm in her welcome. A middle-aged woman of maternal stature, beady eyes, an apron fastened tight about a well-fed middle, a cheer to the manner in which she bobbed back and forth around the floor of her café, sweeping, mopping and then mopping a second time. As she stood over my table she smiled, untying her apron strings in order to tie them once again, tapping her pen on a notepad, shaking her head, a furrowed brow at the idea I might go back out into the rain. I stayed a couple of hours – maybe the weather will improve, maybe the weather will improve . . . – never such a waste of time as waiting for weather to improve. I drank coffee, ate a sandwich, slices of bread and jam she brought me, the bread growing stale, jam in pouches of plastic. The weather doesn’t improve. I drink more coffee. Still no change in the weather. I ask for the bill. She stands over me, says ‘und so’ with every thing she does . . . tapping the pen upon the notepad, und so, lots of numbers going down, more than the three numbers you’d expect for coffee, sandwich and stale bread with cheap jam. Und so . . . She gives a final, conclusive tap of the pen. 17 euros. Und so . . . I’ve been had. I should’ve known better than to set foot inside that place, a captive market from the Danube path, menu in a nice typeface and professionally laminated to keep things respectable. You can’t argue with a laminated rip-off. We Westerners, who kick up a stink the moment some poor guy in a medina tries to catch us out, walk off outraged at the five dirham by which he inflated the price, righteously sanctimonious about being treated as no more than passing euros to be hoodwinked. Let’s hope they never start laminating their prices down in the Third World . . . just watch us fall into line, cower in the face of such officialdom.


Having left London with a budget of approximately 10 euros a day and only overdrafts in reserve, Western Europe, from the pastries of France to the restaurants of Bavaria, gave my wallet and willpower a true hammering. I suppose I’d known all along that I set off without enough money, yet I had to leave when I did, knowing if I didn’t the seasons wouldn’t favour my route out of London until the following spring. The anxiety of a falling bank balance became a necessary sacrifice for that decision, but I’ll say one thing, a lesson inadvertently learned from that predicament. Money buys comforts, buys luxuries, protects you from the need to use your initiative, to survive with a little more independence. With too much money you will only buy things you don’t need and fail to savour luxuries you would otherwise enjoy. My finances might have caused me concern on my way around the world, but on balance I’d recommend, if you have it, the luxury of choosing to travel poor.


*


Vienna passed next day . . . the golden tiles of Klimt, quiet streets with paint peeling from masonry and the doors of grand apartment buildings. Illuminated bridges spanned Danube canals, glowing red with an arc of light shimmering in the waters, bricks decked in graffiti and other murals. Under the steeples of a gothic church I pulled in, ate a sandwich, and then rode out to the east, over cobbles, the tramlines wide enough to snatch a wheel from underneath you. That was my Vienna, my Alma-Ata, my Xi’an, my Seattle, my sweet San Francisco too. All fell by the wayside, in and out in a meal, just another waypoint along the road. Cities aren’t so forgiving for a touring cyclist. They become expensive, leave you nowhere to sleep but hotels, foist on you the tyranny of choice that, without realising it, you came to find you were happy without. The countryside is by far the better home for a bicycle, and yet . . . I’d have liked to spend longer in some of those towns.


Day 13 – Transdanubia – 1,453 Miles


A bright morning, a cold breeze pulls at the river’s surface. High grasses flutter beside the inlet of shingle where I stand, waters lapping against me. I strip naked, jig out of my clothes, left in a pile with my soap upon the pebbles. I step out into the Danube, my first wash in five days, waters cold around my ankles and shins, touching the back of my knees as I start to leap, then whoosh! Reborn. Clear blue, the current pulls me in, bubbles wriggling upwards from my plunge, grasses waving from the riverbed as I bore a perfect hole in the water. I swim down, breath held as I touch the bottom then drift to the surface, rolling onto my back and floating with sunlight full in my face, clouds through clear sky as I bob upon the water. I watch the remnants of the dusty road as it leaves my skin and heads downstream for the Black Sea. The accumulation of a little dirt is worthwhile when washing it away brings such joy.


Slovakia disappeared in an instant, barely a morning’s ride before the flats of Hungary opened ahead. The wind brought back the rain, busy roads replacing the Danube trail, trucks covering me in water as they hurtled by. At lunchtime I found the real Hungary . . . roads and meals are always the best way to discover how people actually live, travelling through in my circumnavigation of generalisations.


A supermarket had been built on the Hungarian plains, rising colossal in the distance, surrounded by a flickering sea of the windscreens of those who pilgrim there. It was a French company, the supermarket colonialism by which Western Europe might one day rule the world once more. The shop was so big they could have sold convenience stores in one of the aisles, behind the climbing frames and sit-down lawnmowers. With the help of a map I found food, passed aisle after aisle of fridges, cutting a chill into my wet clothes. I found bread, deep buckets of bread, hundreds of rolls in different shapes, constantly falling from bags upended by staff. A crowd throbs at the bakery trough, stuffing plastic carriers with the largest rolls, reaching through, remonstrating with those who crossed the boundary from competitive queuing to rude. I get in line, wait my turn . . . the queue must be somewhere around here, just a case of finding the end of it, discerning an orderly procession of things. Standing perfectly still, I wait my turn. An old lady puts the heel of her shoe onto my foot, moves in front before I have time to apologise for getting my shoe under her heel. A man, a real mountain of a man, shuffles up, puts my head in his armpit, moves ahead of me to make a little more space. A boy and his sister, holding hands they squeeze through the gaps, but they’re only children, not to know any better. Minutes pass, more minutes, and . . . you know what? There isn’t a queue anywhere. It is a brawl, a free for all. Minutes of waiting and I’m further from the front than I started. Raised in Britain and queuing in Hungary . . . I never stood a chance.


Giving up on bread, I make my way to a delicatessen selling pizza and hotdogs. I point at pizza. ‘Ketchup-chilli-muzterd-méjonez?’ she yells. Above her head are four large teats, squeezed by her gloved hand. Down splatter sauces. Shuffling on, I move to another window with chicken legs at a price that guarantees those birds have not led happy lives. I gobble down pizza, lukewarm chicken flesh. She gave me too much méjonez, but all calories are valuable, so I dip chicken bones into surplus méjonez, scoop up a good globule and lick the bone clean, a lollipop of hydrogenated fat. And it’s that, it’s méjonez licked from cheap chicken bones . . . that’s progress, that’s the future, right there at a French multinational in central Hungary.


Day 15 – Transylvania – 1,651 Miles


By the time you reach Serbia, the difference is apparent: you’ve reached a place substantially removed from the one you left. Eastern Europe is driving towards you, the cars grow smaller and the men bigger, shoulders hunkered beneath the low roof of the Trabant, knees up and a tiny steering wheel held in large hands just below the jaw.


Bicycles pass, old and rickety things that creak and squeal, rust and wobble, their tyres flat, wheels buckled and mudguards bent, but each one beautiful as the rider goes patiently beside me with a rake or a fork tied to the frame. A man with no legs goes floating silently by in an electric wheelchair, towing a small cart of hay. Women in the black of the Orthodox Church watch my strange spectacle, men observing from over tapered silver moustaches, just a trim above the lip, their eyes behind thick, black-rimmed spectacles, prayer beads rippling through their fingers. I ride on, past fields of sunflowers still shy, their petals flecks of yellow against that green head. The road passes scrapyards of oxidising metals, disfigured hulls and buses upside down, the weight of the chassis crushing the shell into metal sheets that burst apart. Cement factories crumble, flaking grain hoppers and silos stand in ruin as a memorial to industry. Into those open and eternal plains I went, beneath the leaning pylons that form a low, drooping tightrope into the distance, purring with the sound of escaped electricity.


Out there you find few reminders. Come the Serbian countryside the modern world has taken leave, its amenities sparser, all those trimmings we see so frequently back West we are no longer consciously aware of them. Street lighting, signposts, warnings and orders, kerbstones, manhole covers and drains, well-painted lines and arrows on the road’s surface. It felt so good to see it all slipping away, moving to a world still left to its own devices, less littered with the hallmarks, the neurotic upkeep of our own.


Each day it changed the more. Moustaches grew, eventually became wide and bushy enough to sweep streets. Skin darkened, darkened the more, and then became the blackest shade of brown you’ll ever find. Clothes frayed, became ragged . . . the women shrank, shuffling the roadsides under the burden of a woven bag and a hunchback. Faces watched me from beneath low headscarves, so that I picked out features from among the growths and the weathering. The rubbish, the litter piles up, becomes landfill . . . they set fire to it, and smoking plastic covers the land.


You follow that road all the way down to Romania, the white church of Bela Crkva watching over those dividing hills. I’d been to Romania once before, ridden along the valley and thought nothing of it. Since that time I’d spoken to others who had cycled there, been shouted and spat at by angry locals. I did the worst thing anybody can do before travelling anywhere: I listened to other people, took their misgivings on board.


A storm approached. The air cold, the sky a shade of darkness beyond that of just the night. Back over the hill, the silhouetted trees of Serbia were aflame against the setting sun as I sped down to meet the river, lights dotted beneath me in Romania, across the Danube border in Bulgaria. From a field the clinking chains of a tethered horse shook ghostlike, gave way to a shrill braying that flailed in the wind. I passed a small building, only a concrete shell with a cluster of fire inside, smouldering beside the shadow of a man hunched against a wall, arms resting on raised knees, hands swinging from the gallows of his wrists, head hanging forlornly between his legs. A sound comes, from through the darkness I hear a murmur . . . ‘Come home quickly, darlin’ . . . Come home to me.’ I look round. Nothing, nothing but storm clouds stacked up high. The sky cracked, a canvas torn open, lanced right through and thunder trapped furious between those valley walls. The storm came roaring, burst from evening into night.


Next morning I sat outside a supermarket, eating cereal from a cooking pan and reproaching myself for the fears I was fostering. I lectured myself about the decency of folk everywhere, the power of imagination in creating things that were never really there. Romania was only a place like any other. A motor scooter pulls in beside me, a woman hopping from the back and towards the supermarket. The rider looks down at me. He removes his helmet from a round, golden head, bald as a coot, and smiles. Dismounting, he asks if he can use a match, and draws back on a cigarette as we speak some sort of Spanish. His name is Sorin, he squats, we shake hands.


We talk of my bicycle, he calls it guapa, says it’s beautiful and asks where I’m going. I say China, don’t trouble him beyond that. We talk languages, of which he speaks four, his gypsy tongue, Romanian and an Italian and Spanish that overlaps easily with Romanian. I am enjoying that conversation, the abatement of my fears, a smile rising with this evidence of everyday Romanians. We begin to talk Romania.


He hates it. Sorin makes no secret of just how he feels about Romania, a scrunched-up nose and downturned lips, like a child forced to eat sprouts. He likes Romania even less than I do. He wants out, plans to follow me sharpish across the border.


‘But where to?’


His eyes fix on me, widen to a smile. He enunciates the words, spreads his palms and fingers as if speaking some holy truth of a promised land, he blows . . .


‘For España!’


‘España?’


‘Si . . . Pamplona . . .’


I smile, he smiles, we say something about bulls, put horns made from fingers on our heads and then, joking aside, he straightens, looks at me seriously.


‘Good idea . . . non?’


‘Si, si . . . a very good idea!’


Sorin begins counting wages on his fingers. ‘Fifteen hundred euros a month!’ just waiting for him in Spain, right on the end of his fingers. ‘Only 150 in Romania . . . if you can find a job!’


I haven’t the heart to tell him Spain is on the cusp of some pretty impressive figures for economic ruin.


‘Romania . . . España . . .’ Sorin holds up fingers and draws them together. ‘One family.’


I can’t bear to tell him the Spanish don’t quite see it that way.


Sorin points to the sky. ‘God willing, one or two years, I’ll be there.’


I don’t want to tell him that round about then Spain would be getting worse.


His girlfriend returns from the supermarket. Sorin stands up, leaves me with parting advice.


‘Be careful –’ a warning finger in the air – ‘this land . . . is full of robbers!’ and he repeats himself, punches a fist to his palm, then grinds the two together, in case I don’t understand.


Day 18 – Wallachia – 1,871 Miles


That coast was cooked, long dead the lot of it. The Serbs had done it well, real bonhomie, a humble warmth to the land. Over in the Romanian south they’d taken the poverty thing too far, made it awkward. Romania was something else altogether, the thing with that valley was not lack of wealth so much as its state of disrepair. In its entirety it was ruined, abandoned, a place for which no one seemed any longer to care. There were cranes, docks, boilers, hydraulic presses in the gardens of concrete carcasses that had once been factories, goats scrambling among the ruins, bells chiming at their necks. In the river-setting those factories looked apocalyptic, like innocence torn up by experience, and then experience itself torn down by the free market, green shoots and brambles clawing at concrete pulled back to rubble. It had all failed, the only success stories were the vandals who had smashed through 500 miles of windows, and a government determined never to give up. To their credit, the Romanian Government had always remained primed and ready for another try at failure. I imagined that first hopeful day of opening: the speech, the growth forecasts, the Soviet champagne smashing on the bough of the crane. Four hundred miles later, in the east of Romania, using new money and new forecasts generated with a new -ism, there they had built a new port, with new cranes and new colours. It all went to show that ministers, regardless of dogma, are all suckers for cranes.


At precisely that time an election was approaching southern Romania, banners and bunting above the road, orange team versus red, Liberal Democrat versus Social Democrat . . . one of them must win! Orange promised to revitalise and liven up that Danube backwater, the reds would liven up and revitalise it instead. The street, that endless street I rode from Romania’s far west to east, was throughout each kilometre covered with posters of politicians eager to make their faces known without ever having to visit that confounded dump. They were the normal fare, universal species . . . side-parted men, looking proud and ready in a suit, ready to continue wearing that suit each and every day until it was time to retire. They’d allowed women in on it too, one looking like she’d maybe earned her spot on that poster, the other with a promise of cleavage for the masses. Up and down the land, people wore T-shirts of orange or red . . . slogans, chosen values and their hopes for the future. At first I thought it must have been passion, election fever, and then in time realised it was only a free T-shirt.


Don’t mistake me, Romania may have been shabby, but in my head I was making matters far worse. If you get back from a place what you put into it then I was in trouble, for if I were to get back the smallest fraction of doom and loathing I was projecting upon that land, quite simply I was done for . . . I’d croak. It was an irrational fear, but that was the point, there’s no such thing as a rational fear, a rational fear is only a problem. For true fear, the calamity has to be all but impossible and yet potentially devastating. It wasn’t the prospect of being beaten and spat on, in that order too, that distressed me so much as the likelihood of it happening along bad roads, while still miserable from my last meal and regretting the next before it had even begun. That was what made things difficult . . . the pleasures of life itself were becoming far less pleasurable. I had to carry bottled water, the food grew medicinal, and doses of rubberised cheese and stale bread were all that would see me through to happier times. Daily visits to the toilet, they too had become arduous, and I was in no doubt the Romanians weren’t shitting in the same places they were directing me to. Down the garden path, turn left at the horse . . . cigarette butts, paint cans, broken ceramic, the whole thing an adventure in its own right. I soon opted for the countryside, but there too I was conspired against, for the land was resolutely flat, barely a hill or thicket in sight to crouch behind. The moons of my white buttocks protruded below foliage all too thin, my head protruded above, and the fields teemed with farmers out in force to witness everything. I’d no wish to offend people by the giant wigwams I constructed to conceal what I left behind, tepees full of shit from whence I’d scarper, afraid if I was caught shitting on Romania someone might interpret it symbolically.


From that single skin of houses all along the roadside people watched me. Every house had its own bench out front, adults sitting as the children went about their indefatigable play, postponing that time when they too would sit down on that bench and be done for. All day and into the evening they sat there, feet spread, shuffling in the dust. Into the dust they would stare, stare down at the rock bottom of something, and as far as mournful was concerned, they had mastered the aesthetic down to an art form. Crestfallen, they looked at that road and beyond, leaving you to wonder just what changes it was they’d seen, sitting there in those plastic flip-flops, those thick spectacles. Occasionally they looked up, caught me full in the face. I would offer a wave, they would reject it. I still know nothing more tiring than unrequited hellos.
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