

















Praise for


Walking the Woods and the Water


Vivid and hard-won.


— Giles Foden, Condé Nast Traveller


Nick Hunt has written a glorious book, rich with insight and wit, about walking his way both across and into contemporary Europe. He set out in homage to Patrick Leigh Fermor’s legendary tramp across Europe in the early 1930s, but his journey became – of course – an epic adventure in its own right.


What an achievement! Good writing about walking, even when the destination is not in doubt, can be weirdly compelling to the reader, and so it was with this brilliant book, which was – to me – a page-turner, and this was in large part due to the style and sharpness of eye and ear. So many memorable encounters with people and places! I shared your joys at the mist-swirled Danube, still wild despite the dams; at the ice-gripped German forests; and at the pleasures of being alone and in motion in the world. I think my favourite moment of all – and how PLF would have loved it – was when, exhausted and freezing, and in the beginnings of real trouble, you suddenly stumbled across the pilgrim-shack, with a made-up bed ready for you to sink into it! Magnificent. It stood, too, as an emblem for the hospitality you received along the way.


A book about gifts, modernity, endurance and landscape, it represents a fine addition to the literature of the leg.


— Robert MacFarlane, author of The Wild Places and The Old Ways: A Journey on Foot


In 2011 a rather older Nick Hunt, who as an eighteen-year-old had been inspired by A Time of Gifts, set out to follow in Paddy’s footsteps. Walking the Woods and the Water is his account of the same journey seventy-eight years later, a narrative that ranks alongside Paddy’s in its adventure, its observation of culture and nature, and in the quality of writing.


— Peter Reason, author of Spindrift: A Wilderness Pilgrimage at Sea
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From Hook to Horn



I would travel on foot, sleep in hayricks in summer, shelter in barns when it was raining or snowing and only consort with peasants and tramps. If I lived on bread and cheese and apples, jogging along on fifty pounds a year … there would even be some cash left over for paper and pencils and an occasional mug of beer. A new life! Freedom! Something to write about!


A Time of Gifts


IN DECEMBER 1933, EIGHTEEN-YEAR-OLD PATRICK LEIGH FERMOR set out in a pair of hobnailed boots to chance and charm his way across Europe, ‘like a tramp, a pilgrim or a wandering scholar’, on foot from the Hook of Holland to Istanbul. The books he later wrote about this walk, A Time of Gifts (1977), Between the Woods and the Water (1986) and the posthumous The Broken Road (2013), are a half-remembered, half-reimagined journey through cultures now extinct, landscapes irrevocably altered by the traumas of the twentieth century. The brilliant bubble of his writing captures a world of moccasin-shod peasants and castle-dwelling aristocrats, preserved in perfect clarity; at times his focus is so sharp the effect is hallucinogenic. But war, political terror and brutal social change lay on the horizon. That bubble was about to burst, and the raw light of the modern world would soon come flooding in.


I encountered these books when I too was eighteen, and they had a deep impact on me. On the simplest level, the narrative of a young man setting out to find his place in the world was something I identified with, because that’s what I was trying to do; I admired his guts, his panache, his inexhaustible delight, even if some of his fascinations – High Baroque architecture and the bloodlines of Europe’s noble families – were things I could hardly relate to. But the essential spirit of the books – the essential spirit of Paddy himself – sunk into my subconscious and never went away.


And that spirit had company there. The irresistible archetype of a wanderer in unknown lands first materialised in the figure of my great-uncle, mountaineer John Hunt, who led the first successful ascent of Everest in 1953. I had grown up on his tales, wondrously embellished over the years, of weird howls above the wind and yeti footprints in the snow around his tent. His house was crammed with souvenirs from a lifetime of adventures, and his antiquated climbing gear – cracked leather and polished wood, ludicrous-looking oxygen tanks, gloves the size of wellington boots – seemed like artefacts from an age of greater magic. As a child I accepted that he had been to the realm of gods, a pure and everlasting place far beyond man’s ordinary reach; rare adventurers such as him might be permitted to visit a while, but when they left, the mountain would return to its timelessness. The knowledge that such places existed – as secure as fairytales, or my own imaginary worlds – was deeply comforting.


Paddy’s vision of an older, wilder Europe hooked me in a similar fashion. Before I’d finished reading the books, I knew with absolute certainty that one day I would follow in his footsteps, retracing his route through Holland, Germany, Austria, Slovakia, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria and Turkey, in search of whatever was left of wildness and adventure. One passage from A Time of Gifts – spoken by an old polymath in Austria in 1934 – particularly haunted me: ‘Everything is going to vanish! They talk of building power-dams across the Danube and I tremble whenever I think of it! They’ll make the wildest river in Europe as tame as a municipal waterworks. All those fish from the East – they would never come back. Never, never, never!’


Those words articulated my quest. Had Europe been tamed? Had everything vanished? One day, I would walk until I found the answer.


The idea lay dormant for twelve years. Perhaps if I’d lived in a different time I might have set off there and then, but I came of age in an era of untaxed aviation fuel and limitless opportunities for travel; Europe, diluted – so I imagined – by the homogenising forces of modernisation and globalisation, would have to wait. Who wanted to visit Germany, when India was a short flight away? Why bother with the Rhine, when I could see the Ganges?


After a decade of jetting off to distant corners of the world, however, the instant gratification of flying began to lose its magic. I no longer enjoyed the sensation of being ripped out of time and place, of distance divorced from effort. I’d been to places remote and strange and gorged myself on the unknown, but I hardly knew a thing about the continent I lived in. That half-forgotten fantasy of following in Paddy’s footsteps swam back into focus, and as I reread the books, the impulse returned with urgency: I was almost in my thirties, and if I didn’t do it now, I probably never would.


The simplicity of walking – the essential humanness of putting one foot in front of the other – made a deep kind of sense. The more I thought about taking that first step, and following it with another, and another, the more fundamental it felt. What better way to know Europe than to expose myself to it completely, to be aware of each splatter of rain, each stone beneath my feet? How better to understand the processes of loss and change than to travel in the shadow of Paddy’s words? Above all, what better way to have an old-fashioned adventure?


Once I had set a date – 9 December 2011, exactly seventy-eight years after Paddy started his walk – I prepared as little as possible. I stubbornly refused to train: walking, I decided, was an activity as natural as breathing, requiring no special preparation (this romantic optimism caused a lot of pain). It was important not to go as journalist, but journeyer; in an age of total information, I preferred to make my way in a spirit of wide-eyed discovery, to let the continent surprise me. For this reason, beyond buying roadmaps and putting out calls for accommodation, I deliberately did no research into where I was going. Paddy’s books, eight decades out of date, would be my only travel guide. With his experience underlying my own, I would see what remained of hospitality, kindness to strangers, freedom, wildness, adventure, the mysterious, the unknown, the deeper currents of myth and story I believed – or longed to believe – still flowed beneath Europe’s surface.


Six months before I started, Patrick Leigh Fermor died, at the age of ninety-six. For weeks, I’d been planning to send a letter to his home in Kardamyli, Greece, where generations of travel writers had gone to pay literary homage, to explain my reasons for following his road. I’d even written ‘Dear Paddy’ at the top of a sheet of paper, but hadn’t known how to go on. He was an extraordinary man – adventurer, war hero, bon viveur and raconteur – but my interest wasn’t biographical, and I wasn’t trying to cast myself as a modern-day version of him. It was his journey itself I was after, the contrast between his walk and my own; really, I’d simply wanted to tell him I was on my way. Now it was too late. The walk would have to be my letter. Through woods and water, wind and rain, fields, forests, cities, suburbs, mountaintops and motorways, I hope he would have approved.




WEST


A Time of Gifts
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From the Hook of Holland to the Slovakian border





1

A Circuit Board of Fields and Water



The Low Countries


Even before I looked at a map, two great rivers had already plotted the itinerary in my mind’s eye; the Rhine uncoiled across it, the Alps rose up and then the wolf-harbouring Carpathian watersheds and the cordilleras of the Balkans; and there, at the end of the windings of the Danube, the Black Sea was beginning to spread its mysterious and lop-sided shape; and my chief destination was never in a moment’s doubt. The levitating skyline of Constantinople pricked its sheaves of thin cylinders and its hemispheres out of the sea-mist.


A Time of Gifts


THERE WAS A RARE BLACK SKY OVER LONDON, A PERFECT MOON above the streetlights; being able to see beyond the city, even if only directly up, made it feel like the right night to be starting. After posting my keys through the letterbox of the flat I was leaving for good, I christened my boots on Kingsland Road on the way to Hackney Wick, where my girlfriend Anna and her car were waiting. It was a walk I’d done countless times without ever needing to notice it, but the importance of this departure suffused the familiar sights with borrowed significance, making everything glow with a secret light. Past the steamed-up windows of Vietnamese noodleries, past kebab shops with their revolving meats, past grubby clusters of street drinkers squatting by cairns of empty cider cans, past smokers in skintight jeans conversing loudly about nothing outside bars in various stages of gentrification: the unremarkable sights of East London on a typical Friday night, which, as if through a stranger’s eyes, became remarkable.


Paddy had left under torrents of rain from a different borough in a different age – ‘a thousand glistening umbrellas were tilted over a thousand bowler hats in Piccadilly’ – and three friends had accompanied him in a taxi to Tower Bridge, where a steamship called the Stadthouder Willem waited to depart. London’s wharfs had long since emptied, and no ships rode at anchor now, so Anna sped me from her warehouse flat to Harwich International Port to catch the eleven o’clock ferry across the North Sea. My only perception of that road was orange lights strobing past and, as we neared the port, long-distance Netherlandish trucks looming hugely in the night, emblazoned with phlegmy strings of vowels. Both of us sat in the limbo state that exists before a long parting, in which the course of normal conversation runs suddenly up against shocked silence when you remember why it is you’re actually in the car. Each silence was an overture to the physical distance ahead, notes of absence and longing filling the car with anticipatory sadness. A few hours later, Anna was no more than a tiny cone on matchstick legs, waving in a sodium-lit wasteland of parking lots and cranes. To her, I was just a smudge against the giant letter S of the Stena Hollandica, a ship so huge it may as well not have had a name.


The distance was too vast for shouting, so we said our goodbyes by mobile phone as the engines began to turn, churning the dock’s greasy water like a stirred-up sink. Static roared as the wind picked up, and seagulls rose and plunged against the skyscraper-high steel walls. Anna’s tiny form dissolved into the dirty grain of the quay, the frozen cranes and shipping containers rapidly became lost in darkness, and soon just a glow of light pollution was all that was left of England. Somewhere beyond the port, a fishing boat came bouncing over the water, the whoops of the lads on board carried on the wind: ‘You crazy bastard! Stupid fucker! Crazy son of a bitch!’


I didn’t take them personally, but it seemed these cries, and not my girlfriend’s words of love, would be my parting shot.


From my hip flask I took a nip of the whisky I’d bought in the last Turkish corner shop, but the wind was soon too cold to write, and I went inside with crabbed pink hands. No one else had ventured outside. When Paddy embarked on his voyage, 28,489 days before, he’d been the only passenger. Now bald men sat listlessly in front of pints or fruit machines, and children played in plastic pens of brightly coloured toys. I wandered through a labyrinth of duty-free shops and safety signs, past casinos, internet stations and gleaming canteens. I found my way to the C-View Bar and sat under a flatscreen television advertising Sacher Torte for €3.75. Jazz seeped from hidden speakers. White plastic Christmas trees twinkled on their wires.


Cabin number 10303 lay in a long corridor of identical doors. I spread the contents of my rucksack over the bunk and across the floor – warm clothes, waterproof clothes, sleeping bag, tin cup, A Time of Gifts and Between the Woods and the Water swaddled in plastic bags – before packing them back in as jumbled as before. At one o’clock I fell asleep, breathing processed air. The porthole was designed not to open, so the sound and the smell of the sea lay far outside my dreams. I woke at intervals in the night and gazed through the reinforced glass; first to see the full moon silvering the waves, and later distant structures lying far out across the North Sea, gantries with blinking red lights, their purpose mysterious. Soon after dawn I was roused by the opening chords of the reggae song ‘Don’t Worry, Be Happy’ coming from a speaker in the ceiling.


There were no immigration procedures to speak of. The sleepy-eyed passengers disembarked, a cavalcade of wheelie bags rumbling along the platform to board the Rotterdam train. I watched them go with a pleasantly abstracted feeling. I hadn’t talked to a soul on board, out of some superstition I couldn’t have explained, an instinct that told me a journey like this was best started quietly. The train pulled away, leaving me standing with a bitter wind stinging my face.


The sky above the Hook of Holland was massed with clouds, boiling banks of salmon and gold punctuated by luminous rays that poured down on the sea. Everything shone with a translucence that was indefinably different to any light that would fall on London. I took a few steps and then stopped, not knowing how to start. Standing at the edge of the car park, gazing at a green verge and watching the grasses shiver in the wind, I was filled with an unexpected reluctance to begin. All I had to do was walk. Surely it couldn’t be that simple? I felt there must be a catch, something I hadn’t considered.


I might have continued standing there, staring idiotically, if not for the appearance of an old man with a bushy white moustache on a bicycle. ‘Goedemorgen,’ he nodded, ‘good morning’ – it may as well have been English – and clattered past me down a cycle path. It looked like vaguely the right direction, and after following for a minute I found a signpost to Rotterdam, 33 km, further than I’d expected. That arrow was all I required. It really was that simple. I put one foot in front of the other, and began to walk.
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Almost at once rain started to fall: an oddly dry, sharp kind of rain it took me a moment to recognise as hail, tinkling musically in the beachgrass, rattling off my hat. That wintry shower swiftly passed, leaving the ground littered with ice that crunched pleasingly under my boots, and the sun reemerged. The cycle path led through a wood of leafless silver birch, twittering with unseen birds. Fields lay beyond the wood. The sky was as cold and blue as the sea. I scaled a bank of earth I realised must be a dyke, and suddenly, ridiculously, ahead of me was Holland. A latticework of canals lay between polytunnels that could only contain tulips; two windmills were silhouetted in the distance. Farmers were whistling and yelling, inefficiently chasing a flock of chocolate-coloured sheep around a sodden field, and on the horizon a bank of turbines – the industrialisation of windmills, which looked quaint in comparison – helicoptered in the wind against a forest of factory chimneys.


The cycle path followed the canal alongside a row of intensive greenhouses. A matted stench carried on the wind, and I turned to see three lamas galloping in pursuit of another flock of sheep, which bleated in terror as they rounded the corner and disappeared. I’d just finished being amused by this when I was almost mown down by a trio of middle-aged men on racing bikes, clad in matching bodysuits and wraparound sunglasses.


The Oranjekanaal led eastwards, into the rising sun. The world was laid out in parallel lines, a circuit board of fields and water, utterly functional. Cycle paths and canals insinuated themselves into the landscape; cargo ships bisected the fields, Maersk and Norfolk Line vessels stacked with shipping crates. The strangest thing about the flatness was the apparent lack of division between industry and agriculture. Farmland and petrochemical plants lay in the same field of vision, separated only by distance, or subdivided by waterways as subtle as ha-has on English country estates. It seemed less a landscape than a diagram of power and transport networks, an infrastructural blueprint. The ‘geometric despotism of canal and polder and windmill’ held as firm as it had when Paddy laid eyes on it.


By the time the sun was overhead I had reached the Nieuwe Waterweg, the New Waterway leading to Rotterdam and, although I didn’t realise it then, from there to the River Waal, which itself swung south to become the Rhine. On an information board, a thoughtfully graffitied cock ejaculated over my location. The first residential streets were lined with modern redbrick houses, reassuring signs marking pedestrian lanes and safe zones for children. It was only two weeks until Christmas; candles flickered on windowsills, and small dogs peered through net curtains. It looked a trim, conventional place, but small things kept surprising me. In Rotterdam’s suburbs I passed a shop advertising, in English, ‘Real Brazilian Hair’. I thought it must be a reference to waxing until I saw clumps of glossy black hair dangling from the ceiling. The green church spire I’d been using as a landmark, trying to pinpoint the centre of town, turned out to be the minaret of a mosque.


I was fortunate enough to have a relative in Rotterdam: my cousin Adam, who I hadn’t seen since I was too small to remember, was waiting in his red Ford Transit outside the station. A half-naturalised Dutchman after twenty years in the country, he made his living painting cranes in Rotterdam’s vast docklands. Pleasantly scruffy, sandy-haired, with a slight social clumsiness that suited my endof-day exhaustion, he rolled cigarettes behind the wheel as he piloted his van from the station and into heavy traffic.


Rotterdam gave me an intimation of how much Europe’s urban landscapes had changed since the 1930s. ‘The beetling storeys were nearly joining overhead; then the eaves drew away from each other and frozen canals threaded their way through a succession of hump-backed bridges,’ Paddy wrote, but those words were all that were left of that city now. The winding alleyways were replaced by generic high streets, retail units and chain shops, steel and glass insurance buildings, a clone of every other post-war city in Western Europe. Squinting my eyes to blur the street signs, I might have crossed the North Sea and walked my first twenty miles to find myself in Coventry city centre.


Seven years after Paddy was here, one square mile of streets and houses was pancaked by German bombs, a single, sustained bombardment that left almost nothing standing but the fifteenth-century church and – an odd survival – a statue of Erasmus reading a book. Paddy had seen snow settling on the great humanist’s bronze shoulders; there was no snow in my December, but there he stood all the same, leafing through the pages as if too absorbed to notice.


The glimpse I had of Rotterdam was almost as brief as Paddy’s own – he walked on at once, pausing only for eggs and schnapps – but the continuity between our two cities was absolutely severed. The Rotterdam of the Middle Ages had been blasted into the realm of fairytales, and the new reality of McDonald’s and Lush, Starbucks and Vodafone had rushed to fill the vacuum. The destruction seemed less an act of war than apocalyptic town planning, a Europe-wide sweep of medieval clutter to clear the way for the consumer age.


Luckily, the street Adam lived on was as unscathed as Erasmus. It lay just five hundred metres from the ‘fire line’, the point at which the bombs stopped falling. I could only picture a wave of fire rolling outwards from a white-hot core. The buildings looked so delicate it was incredible they had survived: orangey brick with plaster curlicues, peculiar gabled rooftops with pretty patterns of red and white tiles, resembling almonds set in a cake. My legs throbbed as I climbed the stairs into one of these gingerbread houses. Inside the flat, Adam clumped two beers on the table and produced a pot of steaming-hot lamb stew.


‘I painted logos in Sliedrecht, looks like you’ll be going that way. Cleaned windows in Hardinxveld-Giessendam. Painted a crane somewhere near here…’ After the dishes were cleared, he traced the first part of my route on his laptop. The satellite image on Google Earth showed brown rivers ahead, their banks stubbled with little towns, squared blocks of green and grey; dragging and clicking, dragging and clicking, my journey unfolded before me in an abstraction of pixels. Planning my walk in this kind of detail was something I’d deliberately avoided – the element of surprise seemed important – but I had no map of Holland, so took this opportunity to scribble down a basic diagram of waterways and bridges.


I got to like my cousin more and more as the night progressed. He talked of the psychology of the Low Countries, a fatal dam collapse in Zeeland that people didn’t speak about – ‘things like that are never mentioned because we’re all so vulnerable’ – and the disappearance of the owls: ‘I used to hear them on nights like this, but people messed about with the trees. Now the owls have gone from Kralingen.’ The name of this neighbourhood was known in a local saying, ‘Zo lang als de weg naar Kralingen’, which Adam translated for me. ‘So if anyone asks how long your walk is, say “As long as the road to Kralingen”. It’s like “how long is a piece of string?” It might come in handy.’


We sat talking until I was so tired I could hardly focus. I dragged my aching limbs upstairs, where he’d laid out a bed in his workshop, which was scattered with woodworking tools and half-completed carvings. I went to sleep instantly and woke to the smell of sawdust. My thighs and calves were cramped from sleep, but outside was a clear sky, perfect for my second day on the great trudge. Adam accompanied me to the bridge over the River Maas, a double-humped frame of steel girders rumbling with morning traffic, and saw me off with a thermos of coffee and an almond-filled biscuit called a speculaas staaf. It would be the first of countless leavings.


The Maas was as broad as the Thames, and soon split into two. Turning my back on Rotterdam’s skyline, I followed the road east, bicycles tearing past me, Lycra-clad riders puffing steam in the morning air. A man resembling a circus strongman spotted me looking confused beneath a tangle of flyovers and pointed me on my way. ‘Walking?’ he asked when I explained what I was doing. He seemed entertained by the idea.


From Rotterdam, Paddy had plunged into winter countryside, a landscape like a Brueghel painting, children skeetering down canals on fantastical ice-yachts. That reality was so distant it almost physically hurt. Now browns and greys seeped in from all sides and nothing shone or sparkled. Frequently the river disappeared behind smashed-out warehouses, piles of rusting machinery in decrepit dockyards. The map I’d drawn the night before was hopelessly inadequate; by lunchtime I realised I was lost, wandering in a patch of wetland fringed by tower blocks that shouldn’t, according to my childish scrawl, have been there at all. The only other person in sight was an old man in a sailor’s cap dragging a peculiar wagon, who pointed in two opposite directions when I asked for help. Eventually I found the road towards the satellite town of Ridderkerk.


The morning had left me blank. It was hard to derive an impression of this landscape, which lay in the uncomfortable zone between light industry and suburbs, never resolving itself into one thing or the other. Ugliness needs to be extreme in order to be interesting, and this territory was ugly only by virtue of its blandness. With ice-yachts as remote from this world as will-o’-the-wisps or unicorns, I was left despondent. But just as enervation washed through me, a car pulled up and a cheerful blonde woman waved from the window.


‘We saw you walking, and thought you might like to come in for a cup of coffee and a rest!’


Her name was Hanneke van de Voorde, and within minutes I was sat on her sofa in an overheated house of children and chirruping budgerigars, while her husband Co, a stout, waistcoated man with ears like swollen mushrooms, heaped my plate with biscuits.


‘We always try to meet people. We are interested in everybody. We saw you walking and thought, “Why not?” We wanted to learn all about you.’


Hanneke and Co were Reformed Church Christians; Adam had said these congregations were scattered around this suburb. Co turned out to be a painter too. ‘I’ll paint anything! If you give me a banana and say you want it green, I’ll paint it green.’ He paused and thought about what he had said, looking slightly worried. ‘Actually, no. I wouldn’t do that. Come, you must see our honk!’


The honk turned out to be a garden shed fitted with a bar and gym equipment. ‘A honk means just a cosy place. This is where we dance, sing and pray. Also, if I have a conflict with my wife…’ He chuckled, but then looked troubled again. He kept going too far.


They invited me to sleep in the honk, but it was only afternoon; Dordrecht wasn’t far away, and I was expected there. After giving me some hard-boiled eggs, they set me on my way. I walked on, marvelling at what had occurred. The promise of the day was restored, and Ridderkerk suddenly didn’t seem so dismal after all.


Crossing another humped steel bridge, barges rumbling under my feet, I saw the elegant steeples of Dordrecht through a latticework of girders. This river city wasn’t bombed in the war and its roofs were still ornamented with turrets and ironwork flourishes, pinnacles of fish-scale tiles, while the lower floors of canal-side houses were covered in green slime from the water channelled through the narrow streets, crossed here and there by iron bridges. I sat on a bench by the Grote Kerk, the Great Church, and watched the jackdaws circling the belfry, trying to imagine the noise of clogs clop-clopping on cobblestones. Apart from this absent sound, and the lack of snow, the experience couldn’t have been much different to when my predecessor rested here.


One thing that had certainly changed was the price of accommodation. In the early stages of his journey Paddy relied on cheap hostelries, lodgings of a kind that didn’t exist any more. Economic growth and the tourist trade had destroyed Europe’s dosshouses, and offers to stay in cosy honks weren’t as frequent as that day’s encounter might have suggested. But accommodation was waiting all the same. While I’d started my journey without a map and no information on where I was going apart from a record eight decades old, the internet had provided me with a string of occasional beds through the Couch Surfing website. The idea was beautifully simple: strangers offered a bed for the night and trusted that someone would offer the same to them in the future. It was a modern expression of something much profounder in Europe: an ancient tradition of hospitality, something Paddy encountered often, to which the internet had given new meaning. Between these open-hearted hosts, friends of friends I met on the way, occasional strangers and a bit of rough sleeping, I was only to pay for a single night’s sleep between here and Vienna.


An MA student by the name of Remco was my man in Dordrecht. He regaled me with tales of previous vagabonds he’d given shelter to: one had been on his way to Jerusalem, relying on social media to find free beds and food. ‘Queen Beatrix gave a speech last year about how social media can destroy relationships,’ Remco said, leading me up to my room. ‘Of course, she’s on Twitter now, the old fart.’


We smoked cigarettes on the balcony overlooking the dark canal, the bridges underlit with green, while he talked in flawless English about the state of education in Holland. ‘This is the last year I can graduate without running into massive debts. My professor says our generation is screwed. The baby boomers have taken the lot. For the first time since the war, we will grow up poorer than our parents.’


I hardly slept that night. Despite the physical exhaustion, my head was too crowded to rest. I left groggily the next morning, crossed a mechanical bridge that looked like an oiled black engine, and followed the river.
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Gradually the industrial landscape gave way to the rural. It lost its grip begrudgingly, sprawling for miles of car showrooms, glass-fronted office complexes and ugly new-build homes. In Sliedrecht, where Adam painted logos, a giant petrochemical plant dominated the river. Two barges slid by, mountained high with coal, pushing against the river’s flow towards Germany. It took another hour of walking before I was free of industry, and I stopped to eat yesterday’s speculaas staaf on the bank of the Merwede. Tentative magic crept into the scene. Sunlight glittered on the water, a line of leafless trees rattled their twigs in the wind, and the spirit of a heron trembled on the opposite bank.


I hoped I’d be able to hug the river all the way to Gorinchem, but the A15 motorway had the same idea. Although I’d picked up a cycle path again, traffic thundered behind a soundwall, drowning out the whisper of reeds from the wetlands. When at last I outmanoeuvred the motorway, industry returned, shipyards pumping out the sugary stench of heavy solvents. Somewhere during the past few hours various pains had appeared. They shifted from my knees to my toes, and back up again to my ankles and shins, as if trying to find a permanent place to settle. I observed them with a feeling of detachment, hoping they might go away; the foolishness of this strategy wouldn’t become apparent until the next evening.


It was only just starting to occur to me that travelling this way was so much slower – indescribably slower – than other forms of transport. Bicycles passed me with speed and grace that I envied, but at least recognised as merely a faster version of what I was doing; cars travelled so incomprehensibly fast I’d already begun to see them as something quite alien, engaged in an activity entirely different to my own. The ludicrousness of walking pace could be deeply frustrating. The trick, as I would come to discover, was to ignore the destination and fill my mind with the journey – if I was in a hurry I wouldn’t have been walking in the first place – but this lesson would be weeks in coming.


The pale steeple of Gorinchem stubbornly maintained its distance, appearing exactly the same size every time I looked, while the incomprehensible cars screamed past and the pain explored my legs. For the last few miles I found myself thinking of a half-remembered fairytale about a castle that never drew closer, no matter how long the traveller walked. The story might have been daydreamed up by an earlier version of me.


When at last I arrived, Gorinchem reminded me of a snobby town in the Cotswolds. Women in fur coats glanced suspiciously at the stick in my hand – I’d snapped it from a pile of branches, and it ended in a jagged spearpoint – and when I sank down on the steps of the church people glowered at my tin cup, which had fetched up between my feet like a begging bowl. I felt like a medieval pauper wandering in from the marshes.


In this town Paddy had slept as a guest in the local police station, which functioned as a lodging house when there was an empty cell. I didn’t need to resort to this: a young couple called Joost and Mika put me up in their apartment, two more generous souls who had come to me over the ether. Joost immediately invited me to join them for a night out in Rotterdam, where he and his friends were getting drunk to celebrate someone’s birthday. The thought of finding myself back in the city I’d spent two days walking from was violently unappealing. Besides, my shins hurt too much.


‘Not to worry,’ Joost assured me, ‘you can stay here and play with the kittens. We have the best medicine for you – lots and lots of booze.’ He indicated a shelf in the corner stocked with every conceivable brand of whisky, vodka, brandy, rum, schnapps, aperitif and liqueur. When the two of them had gone I medicated liberally, while the kittens amused themselves trying to topple the Christmas tree.


Next morning, I left Joost and Mika snoring. A blustery wind blew splatters of rain down the deserted streets. The town ended at a dyke, a windmill and a river, with church towers and further windmills scattered on the far bank.


I thought briefly about the warm flat, the kittens and twinkling lights on the tree, then cast these things from my mind. It was a day for staying inside, but I was glad I wasn’t. I fastened the Velcro straps at my wrists, tugged up the hood of my raincoat, and started along the dyke above the pigeon-coloured river. Bloated clouds rolled in the heavens. Tiny waves lapped in the puddles at my feet.


Everything felt marvellously Dutch. The dyke curved ahead, looming protectively above cottages with thatched roofs and checkered shutters, defending these mild communities from the river. The wide open landscapes of the day before were gone and everything seemed to have shrunk – the buildings, the river, even the horizon – or it might have been the effect of being snugly wrapped up, my view of the world framed by dripping Goretex.


The rain drove horizontally across the fields, trickling down my sleeves and water-resistant trousers. Polders and vegetable plots swam past, farmhouses of stout stone, hay bales stacked under stilted roofs. The farmyards were as neat and tidy as model railway scenery. The rain slackened long enough for me to roll a cigarette, then came back in a drizzly blast that made pulp of the paper.


For a mile I was followed by an Alsatian that obviously thought I was going somewhere worthwhile. A car caught us up and screeched to a halt, the door flew open and a pair of strong arms hauled the dog inside; I had a glimpse of a woman’s glaring face, as if I’d been caught kidnapping. ‘I saw you yesterday,’ cried another woman from another car – being accosted by women in cars was becoming a regular occurrence – ‘you were walking to Gorinchem! And you are still walking now! When will you stop?’


‘Istanbul,’ I said. It was the first time I’d confessed it to a stranger.


These entertaining small encounters, and the meditative tunnel vision that plodding in the rain induced, had so far distracted me from thinking about my shins. It was late afternoon when I had to admit to myself that the pain wasn’t going away and was now officially a problem. What had started as dull discomfort had grown to a steady, repetitive ache, and with nine miles to go it became a stabbing pain. The light was beginning to fade, folding away across the landscape. The dyke path ended and the new tarmac surface sent agonising jolts up my bones at every step.


I fumbled in my rucksack for bandages, winding them tightly from the ankles to the knees. It dulled the sharpest of the pain, but the muscle tissue throbbed. Pigheadedly I continued walking. I couldn’t seem to stop. At a service station I bought Coca-Cola, mixing it up in my thermos with the rest of the hip-flask whisky. I thought perhaps it would numb the pain, as recommended by Dr Joost. The medicine didn’t work; I was in as much pain as before, but now I was drunk as well.


Darkness rolled across the land. In the distance the lights of Tiel inched incrementally closer. The last few miles were like a bad dream, but I’d reached a state where somehow, perversely, it was harder to stop than to carry on. A stubborn inertia prevented me from flagging down a car.


In Tiel lay rows of darkened houses in empty, rain-washed streets. Searching for the address of the ally who had offered me shelter that night, all I could find was an enormous, institutional-looking mansion standing alone in an overgrown ornamental garden. It looked too grand to be possible. I hobbled to the front door and peered through the glass to a hallway with coat hooks on the walls. Barely visible in the gloom were what appeared to be two children dressed in Puritan-style clothing, standing absolutely still and staring at each other.


I didn’t like the look of that at all. Retreating, I staggered up one side of the street and back down the other, gasping now with pain at every impact. At last, despairing, I returned to the door; it was the only possibility. And then lights blinked on in the hall and a figure waved from a high window, ushering me in.


The children turned out to be painted statues. The place used to be an orphanage – weeshuis, I learnt in Dutch – and two smaller statues flanked the door, crumbled effigies of a boy and a girl with distressed goblin features. After the orphans had gone the house became a home for the disabled, and later still was converted into accommodation for asylum seekers. Now it was rented cheap by a guitar teacher called Mark, who kept the squatters out.


None of this I learnt right away; I hobbled straight to an echoing bathroom to run my legs under freezing water to reduce the swelling. Perhaps with a few Ibuprofens my condition would improve. But merely walking to the next room sent pain shooting up my legs; it was clear I wouldn’t be going anywhere the next day.


Of course I could stay another night, Mark said graciously when I asked. We were eating a bowl of Dutch hutspot – hotchpotch, it must have been – in a cavernous hall containing almost nothing but his bed, his computer, a spare mattress and a few guitars. A gentle man with a face like a smiling conquistador, he had quit a rock-and-roll lifestyle to reorient his life around reading and meditation; he had come to the weeshuis, I gathered, as a kind of sanctuary. It sounded like a story you’d hear from a drug-addled rocker in middle age, but Mark was only in his early twenties. He’d jumped ship decades early.


I spent the next day knocking back aspirin and holding frozen peas against my legs. My host went out to give guitar lessons, leaving me alone. It was a monastic place in which to rest and recover. Rain pattered against the windows, submerging the room in a murky twilight. Church bells tolled every quarter hour, but it felt like time had stopped and nothing in the world was moving. I made the mistake of browsing internet forums, which filled my head with unsettling phrases like ‘shin splints’ and ‘peroneal tendon sprain’, making my legs hurt even more. By evening I was anxious and miserable. Barely four days into the journey, I had lamed myself.


Of course I could stay another night, said Mark again. I couldn’t express how grateful I was. There was nowhere else for me to go. The next day rolled past much the same, though in the middle of the afternoon I ventured carefully into town to find an apotheek – ‘apothecary’ sounded more powerful than ‘pharmacist’ – to buy elasticated bandages, heat rub and arnica gel. The only thing I remember of Tiel was a hideous piece of public art: three enormous plastic babies, one pink, one brown and one yellow, crawling clockwise round a tree, their faces covered by grotesque animal masks. Speakers mounted in the trees played ‘Take My Breath Away’. It seemed like a weird town.


The arnica and the bandages helped. The heat rub, some fiendish Dutch concoction, seared the skin of my legs so badly I expected to see flesh blistering; it felt like they’d been doused in petrol and set ablaze. Who knows, maybe that helped too: by the next morning I was ready to attempt walking on. The shooting pains had diminished to a steady, pulsing ache, which could be dulled by keeping my shins bound tight. Essentially I had fashioned puttees, exactly the kind of bindings that Paddy had wrapped his legs in, and I understood their function now. Perhaps my initial lack of puttees was the reason I’d hobbled myself, or perhaps it had more to do with my disregard for training. Mostly, though, I blamed the millions of tonnes of tarmac and cement that had been laid across these landscapes since the 1930s.


A heightened awareness of terrain – of its capacity not merely for ugliness, but for causing physical harm – changed the way I walked from that point on. Instinctively I avoided the hard-impact surfaces that jolted every muscle and bone, sending shockwaves through my body; grassy verges, municipal flowerbeds or even rotten leaves were better than naked road. Navigating urban sprawl became a series of tactical decisions, marking me out as a different type of walker to the strollers in the streets. I wasn’t walking in town, I was walking through town, and the tenuous threads of greenery, strips of soil and decomposing mulch became organic passageways threading back to the countryside.


The anxieties that had settled like flies during my nights in the orphanage lifted as I continued walking, borne away in the slipstream of new movement. The rain held off, and by afternoon I was crossing the railway bridge over the sluggish river Waal towards Nijmegen, my last town in Holland.


On the opposite bank lay streets of shops and tumbledown houses, festive lights blazing on the lampposts. Nijmegen was the site of Operation Market Garden in the war, a doomed Allied airborne operation to seize the occupied Netherlands; the waterfront dives where Paddy had slept were gone, destroyed by war or gentrification. Hoping to find some lingering spirit of sailors’ bonhomie, I stepped into the nearest hostelry, a jauntily decorated place called the Café De Beurs. Half a dozen brawny men with faces like Mervyn Peake illustrations were clanking glasses at the bar, puffing out clouds of cigar smoke at the No Smoking signs. The interior was all dark wood, doily curtains and polished brass; some kind of god-awful fairground music was playing at high volume. I ordered a celebratory schnapps and lost myself in the hubbub of Dutch, some of it familiar sounding, the rest completely extraordinary. A phrase of Mark’s had stuck in my mind: ‘Dutch is an open, wide language. It’s pale and white, like the landscape.’


I’d been invited to dinner that night by a man called Johan, one of the numerous aficionados of Patrick Leigh Fermor who materialised on my route, offering beds and meals, like literary spirit guides. He was one of a network of fans whose existence I’d known nothing about until I started planning this walk, but who now appeared to play a shadow role in my life. They had lent their encouragement, and I sensed a certain amount of vicarious pleasure in my journey. Sometimes, admittedly, I found their presence slightly overwhelming; their enthusiasm for my predecessor could be borderline obsessive, and there was a cult-like intensity to some of their exchanges. But they were unfailingly knowledgeable about history and about Paddy’s work, and as generous with food and drink as they were with stories.


Johan took me to the oldest pub in town, a fourteenth-century inn called In De Blaauwe Hand, where we sat under heavy beams surrounded by scrolling ironwork. He bought two glasses of Rooie Tiep Top, a beer named after a local jester, and pronounced: ‘We will start with the pea soup, and then eat our way through the menu until you’re fat.’


The night ended incongruously in a hash-fragranced circus tent pitched in a nearby park. During the meal we’d been joined by a mustachioed student called Dick who offered to put me up for the night, and they both suggested we should visit the local Occupy camp. So by midnight the three of us were huddled around a wood-burning stove with groups of softly spoken anarchists discussing the Arab Spring, the impending collapse of the EU, alternatives to capitalism and a new type of engine that ran on water.


They had been there two months, and the liberal local government was happy to let them be. In the winter of 2011, as Europe lurched from one economic crisis to another, the Occupy movement was at its height and protests had spread to hundreds of towns across the continent, popping up like mushrooms from the mycelium of the internet; in some extraordinary way, the Nijmegen camp was an outgrowth of the camps at St Paul’s and Finsbury Square I’d visited before leaving London. The protesters said they would stay indefinitely, camping on the hill to offer an alternative vision of the future.


‘I’ve been waiting for this all my life,’ said someone sitting nearby. ‘I’ve always felt uncomfortable with the way the modern world looks, the cars, the buildings, the roads, the ugliness. This is something new.’


He was a ruminative man called Pepe, with a straggly beard and half-moon glasses, who could have been any age between twenty-five and forty. I talked with him for much of the night – his discomfort with cars and roads was something I identified with – while Johan chipped in now and then with a sceptical aside.


‘Nijmegen is an interesting town,’ Pepe said. ‘The people here are Bataves, the same tribe who acted as auxiliary troops along Hadrian’s Wall. Bataves have always been different – independent, radical. We are a revolutionary region.’


‘I always find it strange,’ said Johan, watching him roll a cigarette, ‘that the left-wing youth in the Netherlands is also the biggest supporter of the smoking industry in the Netherlands.’


Pepe didn’t rise to the bait. ‘There are predictions about Nijmegen,’ he said enigmatically, looking like a wise old gnome in the flickering firelight. ‘They say that in 2012 everything will change. When humanity first began, some went west and some went east. The ones who went west gained the knowledge of the Incas, and the ones who went east gained the knowledge of Tibet. Some say these two movements will meet again in the middle, in Nijmegen, the oldest town in the Netherlands, to survive the changes 2012 will bring.’


‘The Incas and Tibetans will meet here?’ Johan asked incredulously.


‘That’s one theory…’


‘Here? In Nijmegen?’


‘Some people say this.’ Pepe had a knack for utterances that were both completely assured and entirely vague. Most of it made no sense at all, but that didn’t bother me; no one else, in this time of collapse, was making a lot of sense either.


Moving away from the dawn of a new age, he asked about why I was walking. I was learning to hone my explanation: ‘I want to see how things have changed’ seemed the simplest way to describe what I had set out to explore. ‘I want to see what has vanished. Has all the mystery and wildness gone? What has Europe lost in the last eight decades?’


Pepe thought about this a long time. ‘I think there will be no sky any more,’ he said eventually, stroking the yellow wisps of his beard. Rain rattled on the canvas above, and logs spat in the stove. ‘The sky is like a chessboard these days, full of chemical trails. One thing I think that has disappeared between 1933 and now is silence. On your road from here to Turkey, you will find very few places with true silence.’


During the coming months, these words would often return to me. They became part of the background mutter, the internal monologue of my walk, which would be added to phrase by phrase, thought by thought, as I travelled.


That small circus tent in the rain often returned as well. As a movement, Occupy had already lost momentum; the camps were soon to disappear, either abandoned out of choice or violently evicted. It was easy to write off their visionary psychobabble, but the candlelit faces that night were part of something broader and deeper, an undercurrent of dissatisfaction that would surface again and again from here to the Bosphorus. Pepe’s claustrophobia underneath a crisscrossed sky was linked with the tarmac roads I walked, the autobahns and the advertising, the corporate remodelling of Rotterdam’s new core. It was linked with the people I’d meet in half a dozen countries ahead who mourned the vanishing of the wild, yearning for an imagined past that was freer and less constricted.


Of course, none of this was in my mind as I set out the next morning, having woken on a fold-out bed in Dick’s student flat, to make my way through nearby Groesbeeck, skirt the toadstool-studded woods and climb, at last, from the lowlands and into higher ground.


Already the country had a different feel: the gentle rise of hills, the shadow of pine trees on the horizon, the fungal outcrops that put me in mind of Brothers Grimm fairytales. Ice on the puddles, the first I had seen that winter, creaked under my boots. A deer froze in the middle of a field, turned and leapt away. Now and then came wooden discs elevated higher than telephone poles, as-yet- uninhabited platforms to provide nesting places for storks migrating from Africa, quite possibly the descendants of birds Paddy had seen; it was reassuring to think of their seasonal patterns unchanged.


Around the middle of the afternoon, leaving the bright fields behind me, I crossed a road and came to the edge of a forest. Ahead stretched rows of regularly spaced pine trees as far as I could see, and I plunged down a path running due east, with no deviations, like a trick of perspective.


After half an hour I passed a couple walking their dog. They nodded and smiled. ‘Guten Tag!’


Was it my imagination or were their features less knobbly, sandier, squarer-faced? Were their clothes very slightly different? Probably not, but immediately it felt like everything had changed. There had been no checkpoints, or even signs saying Willkommen. But this was the Reichswalde forest, and I was in Germany.
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Rain on the River



The Rhineland


Fragmentary walls, pierced by old gateways, girdled most of the little towns. I halted in many of them for a glass of wine out of one of those goblets with coloured stems and a slice of black bread and butter, sipping and munching by the stove while, every few minutes, my dripping boots shed another slab of hobnail-impacted snow several inches thick.


A Time of Gifts


THE PATH THROUGH THE FOREST RAN SO STRAIGHT IT MIGHT have been scored with a ruler. The trees tracked identically past, quadrants of managed pine interspersed with leafless oak. It was a tame, regulated forest, but nonetheless thrilling after the horizonless skies of the Low Countries. Now and then came glimpses of other walkers far away, receding down distant corridors at the right-angled junctions where paths converged. There was something dreamlike about it, a nowhere space where one country ended and the next had yet to begin. Even after sixteen years of the borderless Schengen zone, it felt unreal to leave one country and enter another without so much as a fluttering flag to suggest that anything had changed. Despite the exhilaration, I felt oddly cheated.


When I’d left Gorinchem, Joost had given me a parting gift: three pre-rolled joints of hash, plastic-packaged and barcoded, as legal in Holland as a pack of cigars. The path showed no sign of ending and one of these helped pass the time. The hash was simultaneously very mild and very strong, and turned the forest into a conveyor belt of repeating trees, a zoetrope of identical images reeling past. Time collapsed, my feet went on, trudging mechanically in the leaves, and the dreaminess of the situation grew. As long as I kept plodding east, senses dulled, my thoughts wrapped around me, I guessed I’d emerge more or less where I wanted to be. There were no sounds apart from birdsong and the wind. I thought Pepe’s prediction was already proved wrong until I heard the rumble of planes, so constant I hadn’t noticed it, playing contrail chess games in the sky.


Suddenly, my nerves leapt in panic. Advancing squarely was a pair of men in uniform – blue trench coats and peaked caps – marching in perfect step, Alsatians tugging ahead on lengths of chain. The border patrol! How naïve to assume I could simply stroll across, from the drugs capital of the continent, without being searched. Those were clearly sniffer dogs, and carrying the pungent reek of hash I didn’t stand a chance. Pretending to adjust my boots, I scooped a hole in the mulch and stamped the two remaining joints under wet leaves. My heart was pounding as I walked on, eyes down, trying to look as innocent as I could.


With the guards a few feet ahead, I glanced up to meet my fate. Instead of two uniformed brutes it was an elderly couple in anoraks, walking a pair of dumbly smiling Labradors. ‘Guten Tag.’ ‘Guten Tag.’ My relief was tinged with shame: the image had come straight out of a war film. The paranoia faded away, but the embarrassment lingered.


‘The crunch of measured footfalls and the rhythm of a marching song sounded. Led by a standard bearer, a column of S.A. marched into the square … Their shirts, with a red arm-band on the left sleeve, looked like brown paper, but as they listened to an address by their commander they had a menacing and purposeful look.’ This, perhaps, might have explained my semi-hallucination back there. Paddy had seen his first Nazis in Goch, the town I reached beyond the woods, after the landscape had opened up into a spread of fields and farms, a steeple the shape of a witch’s hat, mounds of rotting cabbages heaped beside the road. The streetlights were flickering on and the church bells had a jaunty clang, unlike the rather twee twinkles of the ones I’d heard in Holland. I wondered in which of the cosy shops Paddy had seen a window display of ‘swastika arm-bands, daggers for the Hitler Youth, blouses for Hitler Maidens and brown shirts for grown-up S.A. men; swastika buttonholes were arranged in a pattern which read Heil Hitler’. My overriding impression of Goch was one of decency and dullness; fanaticism seemed improbable, as far from today’s placidity as Alsatian sniffer dogs were from Labradors.


The next day’s walk was only ten miles, by country roads between villages, through a wide and windswept land of copses and ploughed fields. The trees were the scattered remnants of the original Reichswalde, which, before agriculture spread, had covered a vaster terrain. Formations of geese passed overhead, iron filings drawn across the sky, and occasionally came the shriek of a hunting bird. My shins were playing up again. Frequently I had to stop to readjust my improvised puttees, developing a routine of binding them as tight as possible, walking until my calves swelled up, and then loosening them again; in this way, I managed to get half an hour’s pain-free walk until the cycle started up once more. It was a ludicrous way to travel. I felt like a wandering leper.


Under a signpost to Kevelaer, three small boys asked if I was a Pilger. Assuming it was some childish insult I denied it and walked on; only later did I realise that they’d asked me if I was a pilgrim, and that I was on my way to one of the holiest pilgrimage sites in Catholic Germany. Soon enough, the spires of its churches were visible over the fields.


I wasn’t a pilgrim – at least not in the way those boys assumed – but there was something fundamental about heading directly for the church, in Kevelaer and in the towns that followed. Settlements grew up around churches, as they did along rivers, and once I had reached a church or a river my feet stopped naturally. On my predecessor’s journey, steeples would still have been the tallest things on most horizons, instinctive points of orientation, dominating the skyline. Now that dominance was broken– they had been outgrown by tower blocks, pylons, radio masts – but still I found myself navigating by them, like any medieval walker.


I arrived at Kevelaer’s basilica ahead of a sloppy shower of rain, and sought sanctuary inside with a group of bratwurst-eating old folk. I had expected grey stone walls, but instead was plunged into colour: the walls and pillars were richly painted, hung with tapestries, oak-leaf borders and fleur de lis sparkling up to a vaulted ceiling spangled with gold stars. I sat in a post-ambulatory daze, watching rows of votive candles trembling behind their grates, and when I finally emerged winter had pounced on the town: snow was falling in wet clumps from a darkened sky.
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