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An inspiring story told with lashings of energy and humour.
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This is the trip I would take if I were younger, braver and lightly but certifiably out of my mind.




Bill Bryson
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What do you do after leaving university? Get a boring office job – or drive a black cab 43,000 miles around the world? Ernest Hemingway said always do sober what you said you'd do drunk. These lads did and raised 20 K whilst smashing two world records. Brilliant.




Andy Parsons
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High adventure filled with hilarity and mischief – it goes to show what can happen when you combine some serious guts and a daft idea.
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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHORS










This is a story about three of us, by two of us. Throughout the book Johno will be writing in a font like this, and Paul in a font like this. 




  Writing a book with two voices has been a challenge. Three voices proved beyond our abilities, so our third member, Leigh, is mostly absent from the writing (except for the afterword) but his contribution to the adventure was just as important as ours, if not greater. 




 


This is a story about what happens when three lads in their early 20s go on an adventure in an old banger. It was not noble, it was not smart and should probably be viewed as a series of stories outlining how one should not travel the world, but (unfortunately) all of the events detailed in the book are true. However, some names have been changed to protect people we met along the way.











PREFACE










The soldiers looked unsure of themselves. It seemed unlikely that they had ever been in this situation before.




  'JUST LET US OVER THE BORDER, YOU FUU…!'




  The nearest soldier jumped backwards, out of reach of the screaming red-faced Australian who lunged out of my car window. The others, less intimidated by the yelling, jostled forward cradling their AK-47s. 




  How did I end up here? Sitting in a 20-year-old London taxi in the middle of the Baluchistan desert, on the Iran–Pakistan border, with a raging Aussie hitchhiker who was trying to start a fist fight with a bunch of armed conscripts. 




  Oh, yeah, that's right, I listened to my idiot friend, Paul. But where was he now? He was long gone. 




  I closed my eyes and tried to zone out from the chaos for a moment. 




  When I opened them the view hadn't changed. I was still staring out through the filthy cracked windscreen at the rolls of barbed wire that marked the all-important border, our holy grail. 




  Sweat dripped off my scraggy beard.




  I eyed the gauges on the dashboard wearily; the temperature seemed to be holding steady, but the fuel gauge was barely at halfway. Getting across this border relied heavily on this beatenup, jetlagged taxi not packing up. Beyond this lay 350 miles of Taliban-controlled desert, baking with 50-degree heat. My two best friends were hundreds of miles away and I had been left to navigate this desolate landscape, with its recent spate of kidnappings, drug smuggling and banditry, with a passenger who seemed hell-bent on getting us arrested, or worse.




  The Aussie started afresh: 'I'M GONNA KILL YOU, YOU LITTLE FUU…' 




  How the hell did I end up here?
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Three years earlier and thousands of miles away, a different black cab raced along the rainy Birmingham expressway:


 


'Been busy tonight?' 




  How many times had this guy been made to suffer that question? 


  I didn't actually care about the answer and he knew it. I was pretty sure he didn't care either, yet the awkward charade played out in its usual way. He replied with the standardised formula that he used when other punters slurred the very same question through the pay hole in the plastic barrier: a non-engaging comment on the traffic, a reference to which club had chucked out the most people, a generic moan about recent roadworks.




  'Cool,' I replied, returning to my intoxicated thoughts, only just managing to stop myself from asking him what time his shift would end.




  I was dressed up like a Thunderbird. The reason for this escapes me, but I took comfort in the fact that everyone else at the party had also been in fancy dress. I had been just on the right side of tipsy until I'd been roped into that round of shots, and now I was firmly in the 'I reckon that tree is climbable' reckless and excitable stage of inebriation. 




  The yellow felt of my Thunderbird boots had turned black from the sweat and beer and vomit and blood and dirt and blue alcopop on the club floor. None of these constituents were actually black, yet they had somehow mixed together to form a black slime. I pondered this great unanswerable question for a handful of seconds, until my thoughts returned to how long the taxi was taking to get me home, where my warm bed – and tomorrow's hangover – awaited me. The fare was getting expensive; incredibly so. 




  I had been discussing earlier that night with my best friend Leigh what to do after we graduated. Ideas began to surface as the beer flowed; he wanted to have a driving adventure somewhere – as 'travelling around the world with a plane ticket that stops in just six places is for pussies' – and I thought that sounded fun.




  The taxi driver and I were pootling along the expressway five minutes later and I began to wonder about the longest ever taxi ride. Maybe there was a world record? That would be a world record worth having! Not quite as noble as the fastest 100 m sprint, perhaps, or some of the Arctic adventures or mountain climbing ones… but definitely better than having the world's longest fingernails or spending the longest time in a bathtub of baked beans—




  'HOW MUCH!?' 




  We'd finally pulled up outside my student house and it appeared as though I was in the process of being mugged. I considered contacting Guinness to tell them that I had just broken the world record for the most expensive taxi ride ever.




  Once I got inside, I heard Greg snoring in his room and Johno's room was locked. When Johno's room is locked, it's best not to think about what he's doing – let alone disturb him – so I went into the kitchen to raid the fridge.
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Living with Paul was sometimes a challenge. He has one of those uniquely loud voices that seem to pierce through all other sounds. A few times over the past year Paul had arrived back home later than me with friends in tow. As they sat up in our squalid living room putting the world to rights, I could hear a low murmur from them all… apart from Paul, whose entire side of the conversation was clearly audible even from the floor above me. 


  However, tonight was different. There seemed to be a different voice booming down the stairs and through my door. In my sleepiness I wasn't quite sure that I was hearing things right. The voice was saying: 




  '… living in groups can lead to particular problems…' 




  I sat up in bed and strained my ears to catch some more of the stranger's conversation. 




  '… instead of laying eggs…'




  Eggs? I shivered as I pulled on my tatty dressing gown. I'd have to investigate.




  '… pull it through its mother's fur towards the pouch on her belly…'




  I wearily opened my door and climbed the stairs. What was going on up there?




  '… last season's joeys are now fast approaching independence.'




  I didn't expect the sight that greeted me as I opened the living-room door. 




  There sat my best friend and housemate, a 20-year-old man, dressed as John Tracy, wolfing down a pizza and glued to a David Attenborough documentary on kangaroos. 




  I wasn't particularly patient. 




  'What the hell are you doing, can't you turn it down it a bit?'




  His eyes didn't leave the screen.




  'Sorry dude, someone's lost the remote… but check out these kangaroos – they're amazing! Did you know the babies live in their pouches until they're nine months old?'




  'I really don't care, Paul, I was asleep.'




  'Mate!' he said, suddenly turning to face me, 'let's drive a taxi to Australia!'




  So, naturally, I did what anyone would do when confronted with a drunken Thunderbird asking them to drive halfway around the world at two o'clock on a Tuesday morning. 




  I told him to stop being so fucking stupid and to go to bed. 







CHAPTER 1
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NEVER PLAN AN EXPEDITION IN A PUB












Paul was the first person I ever met at university, and in the three years we were there he had constantly been coming up with crazy ideas and then failing to follow through with them. I had quickly learned that it was much easier just to say yes and wait for him to forget about the schemes than to argue why it wasn't a sensible idea to waterski across the North Sea or turn up to lectures wearing 1950s fancy dress. 




  So when I sleepily reminded Paul the next morning of his barely coherent ramblings about driving a taxi to Australia, I immediately regretted my schoolboy error. My heart sank as I saw his eyes widen in recollection of the plan and then grow bright with the possibilities. I braced myself for an afternoon's verbal assault. 




  It had already been a hard day for me. I had checked Facebook a couple of hundred times, caught up with my daily episode of Neighbours, made some toast, looked out of the window and played a bit of PlayStation; I was rapidly running out of things to do. 




  I glanced over at the dusty engineering textbook lying on my desk. Surely things weren't so desperate that I was actually considering doing university work? I tried to think of an alternative but my mind came up blank. I started to reach for the book. Just as my fate was about to be sealed, Paul burst into my room wearing his threadbare, stained dressing gown, bowl of cereal in hand. 




  'So this taxi idea,' he started, plonking himself down on my bed, 'you in?' 




  Although there was no way I was getting involved in such a foolish idea I decided to humour Paul a little and ran through all the reasons he wouldn't be able to complete the journey. Somehow through his sheer enthusiasm he managed to counter my every argument.




  'How are you going to afford this?' 




  'I dunno, we'll get sponsors or something.'




  'Right, OK. When are you going to have time to do this?'




  'We'll do it after our graduation, that gives us two years to plan.'




  'Where the hell are you going to get a black cab from?'




  'Auto Trader, classifieds, eBay, ask cabbies when we get rides back from nights out; there's loads of places.'




  'Wait a minute…' I thought I finally had him, '… you don't know anything at all about cars.'




  He faltered for the first time, then quickly recovered. 'Leigh!' he gushed, beaming. 'Leigh says he knows how to fix cars and has wanted to do something like this for ages! Come on it'll be well funny.'




  I knew he would never go through with it and I had to say something drastic to get him out of my room so I could go back to watching 'Greatest Fails of the Year' on YouTube. 




  'Alright,' I sighed, 'I'm in. Now leave me alone, I've got an essay to write.'




 


Only slightly perturbed by Johno not instantly jumping up, pledging his dedication to the project and then celebrating the genius of my idea with a nice cup of tea, I decided to call Leigh. Although not the hardiest of travellers (his most adventurous journey to date was teaching chubby American kids how to climb walls at Camp America), he was a great mate and he could fix cars. 


  He answered the phone in his dulcet Midlands tones.




  'Alright, Dickhead.'




  'Alright, good night last night?'




  'Yeah great, or I think it was anyway… whose idea was it to do the shots?'




  'Dunno. So… err… remember you said you want to go on an adventure? D'ya fancy driving a black cab to Australia when we graduate?'




  'Yeah, alright.'




  'Sweet.'




  'Cool, see you in a bit.'




  'See ya… oh Leigh, you said you can fix cars last night, didn't you?'




  'Yeah, no problem.'




  He hung up. I had a teammate for this adventure – and one who could fix a car at that. 




  Or at least claimed he could. 




  Leigh had also once claimed he could snowboard as well, but after one rather painful day resulting in a broken thumb, it emerged that he'd never actually been snowboarding, he was just pretty sure he'd be able to do it.




  I put my doubts about his engineering prowess aside – he had said yes in about one second flat, as though a mate calling you up after a night out and asking if you fancied driving to the other side of the world in an iconic form of London transport was a regular occurrence.




  It was time to start planning.




  The planning process for an expedition of this importance and magnitude is highly complex, so a few days later we packed up a map and a laptop and headed to the pub, where Johno, ex-RAF-pilot-trainee-turned-student and never one to miss out on a pint or adventure, joined us to 'consult'. 




  Now, here, you'll see, is where we made our first – and possibly gravest – error of the trip: never plan anything in a pub.




  We agreed right away that a black cab would have to be the vehicle. There were no options other than possibly a yellow New York cab, and it was agreed that that was hardly very British. Next came the route. London to Sydney seemed as good as any; none of us had been to Australia and we fancied seeing some kangaroos. As we started looking at the map and sketching out a roughly direct route to Sydney, some bright spark pointed out that a true black cab driver would take the longest route possible to 'rack up the meter'.




  Before long, a marker pen had carved a line across the map passing through Europe, Russia, Africa, the Middle East, India, China, South East Asia and Australia, with a beer spill smudging the line somewhere over Cambodia. 




  This idea was faultless, perfect and, most importantly, hilarious. 




  Well, it was at the time at least. And the more we thought about it (which was directly proportionate to the amount we drank) the funnier it got, and, as the owner of a big camera (the basic requirements for the job), we had even persuaded Johno to come as the official expedition photographer. Leigh was the mechanic and I, being the holder of no actual skills of note (or a big camera), would deal with borders. 




  What could go wrong?




 


Now that Paul and Leigh had mentioned the journey more than a few times I started to realise, with both horror and excitement, that it might actually happen. My enthusiasm for the idea started to grow. Before long, I had told anyone and everyone who would listen about our planned post-graduation journey. However, when bemused friends and family and incredulous workmates greeted the plan with a sea of rolled eyes and smirks, we quickly decided that we needed to give our idea some kind of collateral. We needed to buy ourselves a taxi. 




  After scouring the Internet and classified papers we eventually found what seemed to be the perfect model. The LTI FX4 is the iconic London black cab, famous throughout the world, and Leigh had managed to find a 1992 model going for the bargain price of £1,350 on eBay, hidden amongst the knock-off iPods, old CDs and pieces of toast with the image of Jesus burnt into them. Leigh thought that the 1990s workhorse was a good deal but unfortunately he couldn't make it down to London to check it out in person. This left Paul and I, meticulously briefed, to go along with £450 from each of our student loans in our pockets, to inspect the car.




  So that's how we found ourselves on the outskirts of London, mugs of tea in hand, strolling round a vehicle we had both ridden in many times but never properly looked at, kicking the wheels and trying to give the impression that we knew what we were talking about. 




  'Hmm, it says it has done ninety-nine thousand nine hundred and ninety-nine miles here,' I commented, looking at the ancient odometer, 'that seems like quite a lot?'




  'Oh, don't pay no notice to that,' replied the cockney salesman, 'the mile reading is stuck.'




  'So how many miles has it done?' 




  He furrowed his brow. 'Probably about three-hundred thou.'




  Paul and I looked at each other and shrugged – how bad could it be? 




  'We'll take it.'







CHAPTER 2
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HARD HEARTED HANNAH












I watched impatiently as the signal on my phone flashed 'Searching'. I had just finished my final exam at university, and quite possibly my final exam ever – marking a triumphant finale to my overwhelmingly average academic career. 




  In theory, I had been working up to this moment since I was five years old. Had I not been so laser-focused on finding signal so I could track down my friends and have a mammoth celebration, the reality of graduate jobs, real life, growing up, marriage, kids, pets, retirement and death would have been crushing. 




  I watched as 'Searching' suddenly turned to a bar of signal, then two, and then the phone started to ring and a London number showed on the screen. 




  Oh God, please tell me they haven't travelled to London to celebrate? I'm still stuck in bloody Birmingham!




  'Hello?'




  'Hi Paul, it's Matt,' said a man with a strong Essex voice. Matt… Matt… None of my friends are called Matt? I had no idea who this was.




  'Matt! Mate! How's it going?' I replied searchingly, hoping for something that would help me identify this Essex man called Matt who was calling me immediately after my final exam.




  'Good mate, you?' 


  Not helping, Matt.



  'Yeah, great actually, just walked out of my final exam, I'm finished!'




  'Fantastic, mate, congratulations.' 




  Still not helping, Matt.




  'Yeah, thanks.'




  His chirpy tone suddenly turned serious, almost sombre.




  'Right, Paul, we've come to a decision.' 




  'Great… on what?'




  'On the Non Standard Awards, of course.'




  Ooooh, that Matt!
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The taxi dream had fallen somewhat by the wayside, forgotten amongst finals and the realisation that, even though we had bought the cab, we couldn't afford the trip. In a last-ditch attempt, we had applied for the Performance Direct Non Standard Awards, a competition that awards cash to people doing non-standard and generally stupid things with cars. We had got through the preliminary stages and had gone to their office a few months previously to give a presentation on our expedition idea. 




  It had been a stab in the dark, but we figured we would give it our all. We had the local printer make us some smart polo shirts with 'It's on the Meter' stamped on the front, took our slightly beer stained map, redrew the line over Cambodia and bought a miniature model of a London taxi.




  Our presentation plan had been simple: lay the map on the table, tell them that we were going to drive a taxi to Australia, then, in case that wasn't clear, we'd push the little taxi along the route making car noises. We'd then show them a picture of the real taxi to prove that we were serious, show them a picture of a kangaroo to illustrate the typical wildlife we would encounter along the way, grab a muffin from the pile in the centre of the table, and kick back and wait for the praise and money to flow in.




  Unfortunately it wasn't quite so straightforward. Johno's car noises sounded like a race car, which was clearly inaccurate, they'd eaten all the muffins by the time we arrived and, instead of praise and money, complicated questions started to flow. 




  We were pretty well prepared to answer these after nearly two years of research and Leigh could answer most of the technical questions, but when the overlanding expert looked at our idea to assess the feasibility of the hare-brained scheme, he didn't seem too impressed. 




  'Are you definitely going through Pakistan? You'll die if you try to drive through Pakistan in a black cab. In fact you'll probably die if you drive through it in anything.'




  We had left the meeting feeling rather sceptical. As time passed with no contact, we had given up any hope of acquiring the sponsorship, and now here he was calling me to break the bad news.




  The tone of Matt's voice confirmed what I had feared.




  'So, we've decided…' 




  Here it comes. I was ready with my gracious defeat speech.




  '… to give you the Non Standard Award.'




  We had won! This group of idiots (sorry, Matt and co) had faith that the three of us and our 20-year-old black cab would make it to Sydney. So much faith that they actually wrote us a cheque. This news was incredible: the expedition was going to happen.
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Although we would be putting everything we owned into this expedition, it would still be very, very expensive. Winning the Non Standard Award would cover our fuel and a couple of visas; the money we had accumulated from years of saving and working non-stop for a year, plus an overdraft or two each, would pay for the rest of the trip, but we would need more. 


  We realised quite early on that the black cab and the preposterous nature of the trip, coupled with a potential world record for the longest ever journey by taxi, made the expedition quite unique; there would be amazing stories and photos along the trip which meant we would be able to garner some media attention. Performance Direct's conditions of us winning the award were that we would maximise the exposure of the expedition and cover the cab in their stickers. If they would give us a load of cash to do this in return for the media coverage their brand would get, why wouldn't other companies? We started working on getting more sponsors.




  Then there was the cab itself. What do you do to a decrepit old rust bucket of a taxi to prepare it for an around the world expedition? 




 


The preparations to make the taxi roadworthy seemed neverending, but thank God for the power of sponsorship: if you ask companies for money, you'll almost always get a no, but if you ask for a product they'll give you two. Winter tyres arrived from MaxSport in Ireland, cameras came from Korea, and a racespec alternator and starter engine were customised to fit the taxi by the lovely folks at WOSP Racing. Samco donated a set of custom silicone hoses for every hose in the engine and a giant Kamei roof box arrived from the Roof Box Company. 




  The cab's suspension was never going to cope with the mileage, so Paul acquired some double-strength leaf springs from a tractor yard in Staffordshire and front springs from a truck suspension maker in Sheffield. We found an old Land Rover roof rack for sale in Kidderminster and welded it on for storage. All the while a load of personal equipment, bags, cameras, sunglasses and clothes started arriving in the post. 




  Leigh had been ordering the car parts, and a pile of cardboard boxes in various shapes and sizes sat next to the taxi. One particularly heavy and awkward one begged the question: 'What is this?'




  'It's the winch bar.'




  'The what? I thought we agreed not to get a winch?' I ventured. 




  'No, we said we would.' 




  'We definitely didn't,' Paul cut in.




  'How much was it?'




  'Five hundred.'




  'Bloody hell mate, we've got to send that back, we don't need it, nor can we afford it – that's a person's living allowance in Asia for two months.'




  'Can't,' Leigh replied. 'It's custom built for us.'




  'So we can't return it?'




  'Nope.'




  'Balls. Tenner says we never have to use it. But it's custom built for a London black cab? So it will just slide on easily, right?'




  'Yup.'




  Two and a half weeks of drilling, welding, bolting, a few fires and lots of swearing (especially from Leigh's girlfriend) later, the winch was finally attached. This put us two weeks behind schedule, which meant we had just a fortnight to do everything else. 




  The months leading up to our journey were spent snatching a few hours' sleep a night on a friend's floor near our makeshift workshop in the basement of Aston University, as Leigh and I struggled to bring the car up to a driveable standard. Paul finalised all the sponsorship and press preparations during the day and joined us on the car each night. Our tempers and friendships grew increasingly strained as we put in marathon work hours; at one point Leigh and I worked on the car for over 50 hours without sleeping. We decided to have a rest after I had jolted awake to find myself holding a still-running heavy-duty power drill inside the stripped-out taxi frame.




 


Late one evening when we were working on the stripped-out cab, our sound system arrived. We obviously knew that in the grand scheme of things, we needed to have wheels and seats before a sound system. However, we were three young lads, and when JBL says it'll give you a free sound system, you say yes – but we did add that it needed to be one of their compact versions as we were very limited on space already. However, the box that arrived was anything but compact. We had been delivered a 1,000-watt subwoofer, two huge amplifiers, an iPod-ready head unit and speakers to match. 


  Pete, one of the awesome people who rolled up their sleeves to help us with the final push to get everything done in the workshop, said that it would be impossible to fit in – we just didn't have the space due to all the tools and spare parts, and he was right. The three of us looked at each other and asked the silent question: 'Would we be the lads who got stuck in the desert because we chucked out a spare part to fit in a humongous sound system?' 




  Without speaking, the three of us started removing tools from the car, while scrolling through our iPods to find the bassiest tracks we had to test out our brand new system.




  It set the precedent for the trip. We were going to be 'those guys'. 




  Our cab was becoming quite unique, but we still didn't have a name for her. I had recently heard the classic 1920s song 'Hard Hearted Hannah (the Vamp of Savannah)', about a famous femme fatale in Georgia who hated men and relished watching them suffer. At the time, 'Hannah' seemed like the perfect name for our little cab. Little did we know that she would live up to her moniker, time and time (and time!) again.







CHAPTER 3
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NO U-TURNS












Our trip officially began outside the London Transport Museum in Covent Garden on 17 February 2011. The custom-built taximeter was ceremoniously switched on and the press were there, gaining us more valuable coverage for the Red Cross, who we were fundraising for.




  We were waved off by tearful and jubilant friends and family, as we drove across Tower Bridge, trailed by a parade of vintage pre-war taxis, before heading out of London and south towards Dover – and Hannah the taxi's first foreign country. It all seemed to go so well and nobody seemed to notice that we had no idea what on earth we were doing.




  The stress of the months of hard work and uncertainties, of lost tempers and strained friendships, of undelivered promises and endless problems, evaporated the second we drove on to the ferry and set sail for France. That single moment made everything worthwhile and in an instant all the petty arguments of the previous months were forgotten. We were the best of friends again; this was it, we were finally living our dream.




  Of course in reality those problems still existed: due to a lack of funds and, more critically, time, we were barely even roadworthy. The brakes were so spongy and ineffective that they bordered on dangerous, the indicators only worked occasionally and the driver's seatbelt constantly jammed leaving the driver locked back in his seat, unable to turn to see his blind spot.




  We also had no working fog lights and no heating, the importance of which quickly became apparent as we raced into smoke-like fog banks on the gloomy French autoroutes on the way down to Paris. I was constantly bracing myself for a rear-end collision with a French 18-wheeler as I sat, shivering, in the back seat, while Paul and Leigh peered out of gaps wiped in the steamed-up windscreen. 




  My fears were unfounded and after what seemed like far too short a drive, Leigh faithfully followed the satnav directions off the autoroute, away from the junctions clearly marked 'Paris' and on to mist-shrouded country lanes. As we passed increasingly tiny French towns and villages, their streets paved with cobblestones and lined with pretty little patisseries, we all realised something was amiss. As pretty as les hamlets were, this didn't feel like the right way to get to Paris.




  We jerked to a halt at a camouflaged traffic light and tried to find the problem. An ancient French lady shuffled past the idling, steamed-up taxi with a bemused look on her face as we fiddled around with the settings buried deep in the guts of the satnav.




  'No wonder we thought this thing was crap!' I cried. 'The bloody thing is on No U-turns!'




  Despite this hiccup, at least we were on our way, and now we were nearly at our first destination. We had actually managed to agree upon a specific route quite early on in the planning. Australia was the goal but there was more than one way of reaching it. Apart from detours to see other countries, there were three main routes to choose from (avoiding Afghanistan at least).




  The northern route, through Europe, Siberia and Kazakhstan before heading south into China, looked quite good, but we'd heard the roads were atrocious almost the entire way – if you could call them roads at all. The central route wound through Turkey, Turkmenistan and the rest of the 'Stans', and had pretty bad roads and a raft of challenging entry visas to secure. Finally, the southern route, crossing Iran, Pakistan, India, Nepal and Tibet, was the most dangerous, but it involved going through some incredibly interesting and diverse countries, plus a crossing of the Himalayas. More importantly than that, the route was, in theory, entirely paved, and when driving a two-wheel-drive taxi designed for the inner streets of London, this was the obvious one to take. 




  After one drawn-out day at university spent with Google Maps and a laptop, we had come up with a first draft that was acceptable to everyone, but further research and tweaking had continued to take place as new information came to light. We would have to deal with closed African land borders, border-crossing difficulties in Israel and the neighbouring Arab states, and we realised what an expensive, impractical and difficult detour Mongolia would make. However, the route remained essentially the same as it had started out in spirit: an overly meandering path from London to Sydney through some of the most varied and extreme terrain in the world, from the frozen Arctic to some of the hottest deserts. 




  After driving down to Paris, we would turn north to Scandinavia and the Arctic Circle, then down through Russia. We'd then swing back west through Eastern and Central Europe before driving through the Middle East to join the ancient Silk Road through Iran and Pakistan and into India.




  The plan was to then head north through Nepal and China, before cutting through the middle of China down to South East Asia and shipping the taxi to Australia from Singapore. The drive down the east coast of Australia would make up the final leg. We'd hopefully cross the Sydney Harbour Bridge about nine months and 30,000 miles after we'd left England, easily breaking the current record of 21,691 miles, set in 1994 by three bankers who drove from London to Cape Town and back. 




 


So why was our first stop Paris? We weren't exactly sure, but my aunt lives there and had promised us champagne on arrival, and apparently that's all it takes for us to make a 250-mile detour. Plus the photo opportunities seemed too good to miss.





CHAPTER 4
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THE HORNY DUTCH CAT












Touring the outskirts of Paris and crawling through the fog, we eventually arrived, after seven hours of driving, at my aunt's house at 4 a.m. Exhausted, we slept for the first full night in weeks, and in the morning we ate croissants and baguettes and finally packed the car properly. Despite the roomy taxi interior, space was at a premium as we had been joined on the London to Berlin leg by our good friend Chops, further adding to the mountain of bags and spare parts we were carrying. 




  The next day we headed off before dawn to get the first landmark picture of Hannah's travels: we imagined her parked proudly in front of the famous Eiffel Tower, which would be all lit up and looking majestic. It would be all we'd have time to see in Paris, but we had to keep moving, and we thought it would make a nice memento of our short time in the City of Light. However, when we got there the tower's lights were out and it was shrouded in fog. Not the types to be so easily defeated, after checking there was no security around (it was 4.30 a.m.), we unclipped a fence that said 'Piétons seulement', 'Pedestrians only', drove down the Champs de Mars, got the best picture possible, considering the dark, and got on our way. 


 


One of the many things on our biblical to-do list that had slipped during the manic final week before leaving was to book accommodation at our next stop: Amsterdam, European capital of prostitutes, weed and stag parties. After one of the most stressful and hectic months of our lives, we were ready to pull on our party boots and were expecting big things. However, a last-minute Internet search just before we left Paris had horrified us as we saw the extortionate hostel prices, particularly at the weekend. The thought of paying over €100 for one night in a grotty hostel filled with British 'lads on tour' forced the others to take my suggestion of Couchsurfing seriously. 




  I had been Couchsurfing for a few years and singing its praises to unconvinced friends for nearly as long. The idea of finding a host who is willing to let you stay in their home for free, in a reciprocal-karma-community kind of way, appealed to me. The search for a like-minded host can be narrowed down by any number of factors from age and gender, to music interests or life philosophy, and a feedback system keeps the whole process pretty safe. 




  I originally started using Couchsurfing as a way to save money on a previous trip to pricey Helsinki, but soon found that the hosts were almost universally interesting and friendly people who delighted in showing surfers a side of their cities not usually seen by guidebook-clutching tourists. Far from being awkward or uncomfortable I had found that staying in the home of a total stranger was a great way of travelling and I had since used the site for trips all over Europe.




  We had just entered Belgium when my phone vibrated with a message from a Dutch Couchsurfer named Jasper, inviting us to stay and giving a postcode for our satnav. With my previous Couchsurfing I had always searched and chosen specific hosts based on similar interests, but due to the eleventh-hour nature of this request I had posted our situation in a last-minute group, basically asking the whole of the Amsterdam community if any of them would host us. 




  Meeting new Couchsurfers is always a bit of a nerve-wracking experience, but as we sped ever north towards the city, not knowing anything about Jasper other than his name, address and telephone number, and with three sceptical friends in tow, it seemed especially ominous. When the satnav took us to what appeared to be a derelict industrial estate on the outskirts of Amsterdam, the derisive voices began: 




  'Are you sure this is the right place, Johno?' 




  'There's nothing here.'




  They were right. All we could see were low industrial buildings with roller-shutters long since pulled down, and the occasional vacant two-storey office building with flaking white paint and overgrown parking spaces. It seemed almost as if someone had played a trick at our expense.




 


The idea of just inviting yourself round to someone's house and sleeping on their sofa is just plain weird. No matter how much Johno tried to persuade Leigh and me, I just thought it was one of his strange Johnoisms. He's northern and also a fan of freeganism (he claims it's good for the environment or something), but being so tight you'll hunt in supermarket bins for free food is a step too far for me, no matter how skint I am. 




  I was worried that kipping on a stranger's sofa could be another such experience.




  However, having now developed a healthy disregard for the satnav's ability, we had little faith that the empty industrial estate we finally rocked up at was the right place. 




  'You have reached your destination.'




  'This is not our fucking destination, this is a derelict office block,' Leigh correctly informed the inanimate object. Just then a man with floppy hair, who looked inherently Dutch, stuck his head out of a window and started waving. 




  'Hi, I'm Jasper, this is my house,' he announced as he led us into his huge living room. 'I don't pay very much rent because I prevent people squatting here.' 




  Vintage electric organs lined every inch of wall space that wasn't occupied by threadbare sofas. We threw our bags down in a pile in the middle of the room and made ourselves comfortable. Introductions were made, cups of tea were produced and Jasper asked, 'So, what do you want to do in Amsterdam?'




  We had all decided on the drive to throw ourselves into the Dutch culture with vigour, and Leigh, in what was probably an attempt to endear himself to the stereotypical Dutch man, announced, 'We want to get really, really stoned.'




  'Oh yes? Well, here's one I rolled earlier,' Jasper replied, pulling out a humongous joint. 




  We spent the next hour transfixed as Jasper jammed on the organ, occasionally pausing to comment philosophically on life in general, and to let us know why his cat was humping Chops' bag.




  'She's on heat, so she wants to go out and have sex with lots of tomcats… but she has to stay indoors no matter what, so she tries to have sex with your bag, no?' 




  He carried on jamming for a bit before stopping to watch the cat again. She was obviously exceptionally hot and bothered, stretching out and rubbing herself against Johno's leg.




  'Can you imagine being that horny? She's just so horny she can't function.'




  We giggled in a moronic manner, then after an unidentifiable period of time we realised that we were all really rather stoned and that we hadn't spoken for an extremely long while. We thought that we were obviously too amateur to smoke in Holland and decided to head into town for something we had a bit more experience with: beer.




  As the alcohol flowed and we slowly regained our power of speech, our group of five had become ten, then 15; some of them Jasper's friends, others just random pub-goers or friends of friends. Eventually it was decided that we would all pick up some booze and head to one of their houses, which turned out to be a large, open-plan, beautifully furnished top-floor flat. Everybody crammed in, guitars appeared and joints were washed down with cheap wine and bad songs.




  I told the owner how lovely her house was and she thanked me, swigging red from the bottle.




  'It's actually used for filming a lot.'




  'Really? Amazing! For TV and stuff?' I asked, impressed.




  'No… not for TV – for porn. In fact they were doing a movie in here just yesterday,' she said, perfectly casually. 'We had two girls over there on the table and, actually, a boy–girl scene just where you're sitting right now…'




  'Oh, how, err, lovely.' 




  I suddenly felt incredibly English as I leant forward from the sofa I was sat on, now somewhat unsure of where to safely rest my hands. 




 


The thing I remember most vividly about that night was the intense look in Paul's eyes. During the five years I had known him I had never seen him looking as afraid as he did at that moment, sitting across the room from me mouthing, 'We have to leave here, right now!' 




  I was sat on a bright-red leather sofa, sandwiched in between a well-groomed and immaculately dressed guy in his 20s and his much older female partner, who presumably owned the luxurious flat. Each of them had a hand resting suggestively on my thigh and I had spent the past 20 minutes trying to figure out whether they were hitting on me or whether the evening's immersion in Dutch coffee-shop culture had left me too paranoid for my own good. 




  They had forgotten me for a moment though; distracted by a brewing argument between one of their party guests and our new friend and host, Jasper.




  With the couple's attention elsewhere Paul hissed at me in a low tone, 'Dude! We have to get out of here, that guy just actually threatened to kill me.'




  I summoned some mental clarity and thought over the past few minutes. From what I could tell, the troublemaker party guest had suddenly ripped off his shirt and pulled down his trousers before grabbing the quintessential Dutch flower, a tulip, from a vase on the glass coffee table. He then proceeded to shove the tulip where no tulip should go and dance around, completely naked, trying to whack other guests in the face with the pretty end.




  Paul and Leigh were eager to record some of our experiences throughout the trip, so they pulled out our sponsor-provided pocket video cameras and slyly started filming the whole affair from opposite sides of the room. Unfortunately, Paul was not so sly. 




  The next thing we knew, an inexplicably topless Jasper was doing his hardest to calm the increasingly irate Mr Tulip, promising that Leigh and the now heavily sweating Paul would delete the videos. 




  Snapping out of my meditations, I slapped away the hands from my thighs and said decisively, 'OK guys, I think it's about time for us to get going, thanks for having us.'




 


I was pretty gutted they made me delete the video: I knew that if I told someone we went to Amsterdam where we partied on a porn set and a Dutch guy stripped naked and shoved a tulip up his arse, they simply wouldn't believe me. 




  Jasper had found his top and hopped out of the house behind us.




  'Fuck them, I stole some of their wine, too!' he shouted, laughing as he cracked open a bottle.




  We hadn't gone more than a few metres before two police officers pulled up behind us on their bicycles and informed us that street drinking was illegal in this area and we must throw away the wine immediately. Jasper got rowdy and started to kick off about something in Dutch, all the while cheekily swigging the wine. The police told him if he kept on drinking, they would arrest him. 




  'OK, OK, OK,' Jasper replied as he casually walked over to a bin. Just as he was about to put the wine in the bin, he looked up, caught the policeman's eye and took a heroic swig before smashing the bottle into the bin.




  Out came the cuffs and a van was soon on the scene to cart Jasper away. We stood around awkwardly, unsure of what to do. As Jasper was manhandled off, he somehow managed to fling a set of keys at us, along with a strained, 'I'll seeee you back at the flaaat.'




  Thanks to the hordes of mainly British and American rowdy tourists, the Amsterdam police are remarkably experienced and efficient at dealing with 'antisocial behaviour', and we were relieved to get a text message soon after from the angry Jasper, saying that he was now on his way home with nothing more than a €70 fine and a bruised ego. 




  As soon as he got in he cracked open the bottle of French wine we had brought from Paris as a thank you gift and told us that apparently the main problem hadn't been that he was drinking, but that he refused to show the police his identification – something he furiously disagreed with on principle. 




  As the level of wine in the bottle dropped, Jasper grew calmer and calmer until he suddenly sat bolt upright. 




  'Guys!' he yelled, startled, '… where is the cat?'







CHAPTER 5
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DUDE, WHERE'S MY CAB?












It took the best part of 13 hours of straight driving to get to Berlin, with the most exciting moment coming when our meter successfully went over its first £1,000 without any millennium bug-style disasters. The German countryside passed by in a hungover blur; little villages and green fields that we half-heartedly watched as the day drew on. We had arranged to stay at one of my brother's friend's houses – her name was Anne, and she lived in Berlin, so she was rapidly dubbed 'Anne Berlin', much to her puzzlement – but unfortunately by the time we arrived it was 1 a.m. 




  Buzzing from the fact that after three years we were finally on the road, we were ready to go out again. But we assumed that nothing would be open, especially on a Sunday and at this time of night. 




  Anne tutted at our ignorance. 'My God, guys, this is Berlin, anything goes. The clubs stay open all night.'




  'Even the filthy rave clubs?'




  'Yes Paul, even the "filthy rave clubs",' she impatiently scolded.




  'Do we need to dress up, wear shoes?'




  'You really don't understand Berlin,' she said, 'we'll just turn up like this.'




  Apparently Anne didn't understand Berlin either. After being turned away from three different clubs for not being 'hip' enough, we eventually found ourselves in the only place that would take us, a German reggae bar complete with a man-made beach in the car park. After sampling some traditional German beverages, the conversation had turned to tattoos. The combination of peer pressure and alcohol somehow managed to persuade Chops that it would be a good idea to get a tattoo of the taxi, and with filmed footage of him agreeing to this we retired from the bar with a mission for the following day set in our heads.




  When we came to, in a sprawl of sleeping bags and the scent of stale alcohol, lunchtime had been and gone, unnoticed by the five comatose people squeezed into the one-room apartment. Chops groaned with despair as soon as he was reminded of his promise and Leigh groaned even louder when he looked in a mirror and saw that after passing out upon our return someone had given him a new, very unflattering, haircut. 




  It was mid-afternoon by the time everyone was dressed and out the door, ready to jump in the taxi, see the sights and find a tattooist. 




  Paul reached the corner of the road first and turned to us all with a grin. 'Guys… where's the taxi?' 




  'Ha ha, very bloody funny!' snapped Leigh, who was not really in the mood for joking around after his unexpected haircut.




  'No, really; the taxi is gone.'




  'Why are you bloody laughing then?' asked Leigh.




  'I'm not, I mean, I just don't know what else to do,' he said, suddenly serious, 'I swear I haven't moved it.'




  The colour drained from all of our faces and a sense of dread settled deep in our stomachs as we looked at the empty space where we had parked the car the night before. How could we have lost the car on only the fifth day of the expedition, and who would steal such a conspicuous car? Could things really be over before they had even really begun? 




 


When we got to the police station they informed us that the car had actually been towed, due to illegal parking, and not stolen. They made us pay them €150 to tell us where it was; all of the money, and more, that we had pooled for Chops' tattoo. Slightly depressed and rather concerned that we had already managed to misplace the car and had yet to leave Western Europe, we headed to the airport to drop off Chops. His part in our adventure was over; he went home tattooless, leaving the three of us to carry on to our next stop: Copenhagen.
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It was cold. Bloody cold. And as we headed further and further north, past fields of whirring wind turbines, unsurprisingly, it got colder. We started to regret not fixing the heating system in the back when we were in more civilised climes. Wrapped up in skiwear and in a sleeping bag, with only his eyes and his woolly hat poking out, Leigh got a text from our planned Couchsurfing host for the night telling us that something had come up and we couldn't stay. So we put up another 'emergency' Couchsurfing message. Within 20 minutes a text came through:















Hi, we have space for you, two spare rooms and we're having pizza tonight. This is our address, see you soon.
















Amazing, this was perfect. Then another text followed soon after:













By the way, we are a same-sex couple and we're ordering a Hawaiian, we hope that is OK?
















This was a bit awkward and not really that OK with one of our party: Leigh doesn't like pineapple and we didn't want to offend before we even arrived. 




  We arrived at Lars and Kian's very Scandinavian home soon after and, sure enough, found it was pizza night – which was made all the more awesome when we discovered that a ham pizza in Denmark has as much ham on it as cheese. Leigh picked out the pineapple and retired to the bathroom with some clippers to try to straighten out his hair. 
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