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      The Wheels
Start Turning

AN INTRODUCTION

      

         ‘Get a bicycle. You will not regret it if you live.’
         

         SAMUEL LANGHORNE CLEMENS, ‘Mark Twain’
         

      



      
      I started bicycle touring when I was eleven. At about the same time Ian Hibell (bicycle tourist extraordinaire) was halfway
         across the world dragging his bicycle waist-deep through the swamps of the South American jungles for fun. Meanwhile I would
         set out on day trips to explore new people and places, filling my bicycle basket with banana sandwiches and an inspirational
         Enid Blyton. Bicycle touring means different things to different people.
      

      
      Although my adventures were comparatively tame, they still roused in me an excited anticipation of the unknown — that addictive
         feeling familiar to all cycle tourists. To be allowed out alone on my bike and to be able to decide simple things like when
         and where I could eat my lunch was immensely exciting. I bought a little plastic container for my packed food and an Ordnance
         Survey map with a bright pink cover so that I could embark upon some serious exploration of the local environs on my two small
         wheels.
      

      
      Before setting out on my cycle-training missions, I would have to receive the go-ahead from my father. On my map he marked
         out an exclusion zone which, along with busy main roads, was forbidden territory for me, and he insisted on knowing my intended route in advance so that, in case of mishap,
         he would have a better idea of where to start searching. I found all this restraint most tiresome!
      

      
      It was only when I decided to take a short-cut home one day that I discovered something even more invigorating: cross-country
         biking. Tearing down Titty Hill (its real name), through the beechwood, over the cattle grid, into the back woods and past
         the Lightning Tree before arriving home was indescribably wonderful and I began to make a habit of it. Had my father known
         what I was up to he would certainly have been shocked, but I meticulously cleaned all rough-riding evidence from my machine
         so that he was none the wiser.
      

      
      All went well until the day I took the Dunner Hill route, a particularly bumpy and rutted descent, which was hilarious fun
         — while it lasted. Unfortunately my small-wheeled King Pin bicycle was far from boasting the robust sturdiness of today’s
         mountain bikes. Hurtling downhill at full speed, I received no response whatsoever when I applied my brakes. Wondering why
         I was not stopping, I glanced down and realized (far too late) that the only problem with the back brake was that it did not
         exist. Almost simultaneously, my front axle snapped and I lost all control. I shot swiftly through the air and narrowly missed
         impaling myself on a heap of stakes before coming to rest on a large mound of bracken.
      

      
      Picking myself up, I was dismayed to discover the damage I had inflicted on the King Pin. My immediate reaction was to kick
         the bike and pelt it with a barrage of stones — which was slightly unreasonable, considering the circumstances, but I was
         a little upset.
      

      
      When I had composed myself after this outburst, I was alarmed to hear some stifled sniggering. Furtive investigation revealed
         one of my brothers (a budding ornithologist) perched precariously up a tree. He had witnessed the whole incident through binoculars
         and still relishes the memory to this day.
      

      
      This was only the first of many dramatic tumbles and did not put me off bicycles in the least. My appetite for adventure was well and truly whetted and I was already on the road to a lifelong addiction for two-wheeled touring, wherever it might
         lead.
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      Itchy Feet and
Bicycle Wheels

HARWICH TO THE SAHARA

      

         ‘One of the main troubles about going to Europe is that no one wants to hear about your trip when you get back home. Your friends
               and relatives are not only sorry you went to Europe, but deeply regret that you came back!’
         

         ART BUCHWALD

      



      
      
      The plan was to cycle to Africa, a continent that had always seemed a million miles away. I conjured up images of Zulus running
         around with spears in their hands chasing man-eating lions, or of David Attenborough crouched low in wild shrubbery extolling
         the virtues of some evil-looking insect that could kill you in seconds.
      

      
      Cycling to Africa sounded a lot more daunting than it actually was. On the map, it looked easy — downhill all the way. Also
         it did not look very far. It was only six-and-a-half thumbnails in my Philips School Atlas.
      

      
      The previous year, I had cycled around Ireland with my boyfriend, Ward, a tall Scouse journalist, before continuing alone
         round the coast of Britain. Ward and I had originally met on bicycles while I was cycling around the Isle of Wight for fun
         and he was there for work. The tourist board was promoting it as the Bicycling Island and he was finding out, for the Bournemouth Evening Echo, whether it really was and, if so, why.
      

      
      At first I did not like Ward at all. He chased me up one of the island’s vertical hillsides on a single-speed, rusty bone-shaker;
         then he chased me down the other side. Although it was a steep descent laced with hairpin bends, he attempted to carry out
         his chat-up routine as if we were standing sedately at a drinks party.
      

      
      We screeched to a halt in Ventnor town centre. I managed to decipher only a handful of his heavily accented words and was
         rather shocked to realize that he had asked for my address. I kept my head and showed enough foresight to give him a false
         one but it was not false enough. A week later he had tracked me down and stood on my doorstep with a silly smirk on his face.
         After the initial shock, I allowed him in and was pleasantly surprised to discover that he held potential as a cycling companion.
         Over a bowlful of curried carrot soup, we decided to cycle around Ireland together.
      

      
      At Dun Laoghaire we rolled off the Holyhead ferry into thick mist. It was very wet and very cold. Tired, hungry and with legs of jelly, we finally found a farmer’s marshy field where we pitched the tent inconspicuously at the foot of a dense hawthorn
         hedge. Covered in mud and cow dung and with tent poles protruding at dangerously inappropriate angles, we clambered inside
         out of the rain.
      

      
      I had failed to test Ward inside my tent before departure and somehow I had overlooked the fact that he was almost twice my
         length. To fit inside, he had to undergo a series of painful contortions. Having reached an ungainly degree of compaction,
         he had little choice other than to remain prostrate, able only to turn from his stomach to his back. Should he attempt any
         movement without consulting me, there was a very real possibility of the tent collapsing.
      

      
      For me, though, fitting into tents was no problem. It was as if my small-scale body had been specifically designed for them.
         Even with Ward obstructing the main gangway like some beached whale, I was still able to wander around quite happily (albeit
         stooping) despite the roof standing at little more than three feet high. Tents are to me what marquees are to others.
      

      
      After the events of the day we were looking forward to a good night’s sleep. I slumbered soundly until about midnight, when
         I was woken abruptly by Ward’s elbow in my side.
      

      
      ‘Ow!’ I said, slightly peeved. ‘What are you playing at?’

      
      ‘Ssssh,’ hissed Ward nervously, ‘there’s something outside.’

      
      I listened, ears straining into the night.

      
      ‘I can’t hear anything,’ I told him. ‘I’m going back to sleep.’

      
      Suddenly a torch beam flashed erratically across the tent. Ward yelped and practically leapt into my arms. I thought he was
         overdoing it and was on the point of telling him so when merely feet away, but on the other side of the hedge, a couple of
         cars pulled up.
      

      
      We heard the sound of car doors opening and banging and heavy-booted footsteps scuffing across the gravel. Rough Irish voices
         started arguing angrily and obscenities flew thick and fast. A scuffle broke out: we could hear a man pleading for his life.
         I suspected the whole incident was nothing more than an out-of-hand pub brawl but Ward, his journalistic mind working furiously, was adamant that it was the IRA; we were close to the border, after all.
      

      
      ‘If we get discovered,’ he whimpered, ‘we’ll be knee-capped — maybe even murdered!’

      
      What seemed like hours was probably no more than minutes but to lie in a field only inches away from a bunch of IRA suspects
         was not pleasant. Finally the vociferations abated. Car doors slammed, engines revved impatiently and then the vehicles disappeared
         into the night as eerily as they had arrived.
      

      
      ‘We’re safe!’ we cried. And then something brushed past the tent.

      
      That was the last straw. I could take no more. Someone was prowling around outside the tent. I ordered Ward to venture outside
         and investigate — a request that sent him recoiling even further into his sleeping-bag. I was in no mood for any cowardly
         behaviour.
      

      
      ‘Go on,’ I said encouragingly, ‘have a look.’

      
      I extracted him forcefully from his bag and pushed him towards the mouth of the tent. Cautiously, he stuck his head through
         the zip door and immediately withdrew it with a yowl.
      

      
      ‘What is it?’ I asked, alarmed. ‘What did you see?’

      
      Before he had a chance to reply, a muzzle protruded through the tent opening. It was not a shotgun; it was a very inquisitive
         cow.
      

      
      Africa, according to our measurements with a piece of thread wiggled down the map, lay roughly a 2,000-mile cycle ride away.
         We had felt high-spirited and confident until the moment the boat slowly eased out of Harwich, but moods rapidly turned sour
         when Ward asked me, ‘Have you got the tea-bags?’
      

      
      I swallowed hard, felt a little sick and admitted I had not. This might not sound a particularly serious misdemeanour — after
         all I had remembered passports, money and spare underpants — but to Ward it was truly tragic. He happened to be from the north
         where, he told me, the tea-drinking ritual was performed with even more religious fervour than in the south. A cup of tea was not good enough for Ward, either; he had to
         have it by the pint mugful. He was also a habitual dunker and needed a ready supply of digestive biscuits, bits of which would
         break off and disappear into the murky depths of his mug.
      

      
      Whilst list-making in preparation for our two-wheeled trek, Ward had seriously contemplated taking four months’ supply of
         Tetley’s to see him to Africa and back. I managed to talk him down to just a ‘supply-load’ which, as I was now being reminded,
         I had left behind.
      

      
      It did not take long to reach Holland where, having disembarked, it did not take long to realize that we were lost. Leaving
         tea-bags behind may have been my fault, as I was in charge of food supplies, but getting lost was definitely Ward’s; he was
         in charge of navigation.
      

      
      Everywhere there were signs to a place called Dorgand Verkeer but no amount of searching revealed it on our map. We ended
         up going round and round in circles.
      

      
      ‘Ward,’ I said, feeling a little giddy, ‘we’re going round and round in circles.’

      
      There are two things which make Ward feel like head-butting his handlebars. One is the thought of no Tetley’s tea, the other
         is being lost, and both had occurred on the first day of our epic voyage to Africa. It was not a promising start.
      

      
      Passing over the same bridge for the tenth time and seeing that my navigational expert was fast losing his temper, I took
         it upon myself to wave down a native approaching speedily on a traditional Dutch cycle. It turned out to be a woman, a genial
         one at that, with her son attached to an impressive construction on the rear rack. This was my first foreign cycling trip
         and this would be my first attempt at asking directions in a foreign tongue. I fumbled nervously in my handlebar bag for my
         handy pocket-sized but irrelevant phrase-book.
      

      
      ‘Goedendag, Mevrouw,’ I ventured. ‘Wat is de beste weg naar Dorgand Verkeer?’
      

      
      ‘Aaah, British! How delightful!’ she exclaimed in perfect English. ‘Now, tell me, what is it you were trying to say?’

      
      
      Rather taken aback, I finally stammered, ‘Ooooh! I was just wondering if you knew which is the way to Dorgand Verkeer. We
         seem to be having a bit of trouble finding it on our map.’
      

      
      The way the woman laughed was a touch disconcerting. After all, locating this elusive place was becoming a serious problem.

      
      ‘Dorgand Verkeer,’ she hooted, clutching her ample midriff, ‘means “on-going traffic”!’

      
      ‘Ah, yes, of course,’ we said, sheepishly wondering how we could have been so dim. By way of compensation for such an inauspicious
         start, the woman kindly invited us to follow her back to her house for orange squash and a sit-down. We felt a lot better
         after that and started much refreshed on the road to Amsterdam.
      

      
      Nearly half the population of the Netherlands rides a bike daily. They treat the bicycle as the obvious and sensible alternative
         to anything motorized and bounce along on their humble vehicles over a vast nationwide network of more than 6,000 miles of
         cycle paths.
      

      
      The Dutch favour the sturdy and traditional sit-up-and-beg type of bike for their commuting, shopping and business needs and
         for getting to and from school; but most of those who like to cycle longer distances for pure enjoyment keep a lightweight,
         multi-geared model behind the scenes, ready and raring to go.
      

      
      The number of dismembered bone-shakers chained to railings, lamp-posts and even boats or barges was truly staggering. I had
         never seen so many bicycles with so many bits missing. I could not understand why this should be until the day I stayed with
         my Dutch friend, Maarten.
      

      
      We had arrived by bicycle to see a local band and had left our machines locked together. When we emerged around midnight onto
         the still busy streets of Nijmegen, we discovered that Maarten was now one front wheel and saddle worse off. This struck me
         as a blow and I felt nonplussed that someone could just come along and whisk away these vital necessities. I was equally perplexed as to why my own bicycle remained intact
         and I was just on the point of asking Maarten whether we should inform the police when he strode across to the nearest cycle
         (of similar design to not only his own but everybody else’s), extracted a spanner from his knapsack and removed the wheel
         and saddle, returning to place them on his own bike.
      

      
      I was shocked. My immediate reaction was to disown him but none of the people who passed him by in mid-theft batted an eyelid.

      
      ‘Maarten!’ I cried. ‘What are you playing at?’

      
      Maarten was disconcertingly unruffled about the whole business and even expressed amusement over my concern.

      
      ‘It’s all right,’ he reassured me, ‘this is quite normal and is the advantage of all owning similar bicycles. We all take
         bits off each other’s. That’s why nobody has touched yours — it’s different so nothing will fit. Our method not only works
         well, it also saves going to the shops.’
      

      
      Although the Netherlands caters for cyclists better than any other country in the world, it can take a while for a newcomer
         to come to grips with the system. The first feature I noticed was that a map is almost superfluous if you have long-distance
         cycling in mind. This is because maps mark roads — and to travel on these on a bicycle is forbidden in Holland. You are given
         your own roads and, by golly, motorists certainly do their utmost to make sure you stick to them. Should you dare place even
         so much as one wheel on their rightful territory, you find yourself at the end of a rapid stream of native abuse and frantic
         gesticulations.
      

      
      So you find yourself being channelled and diverted off on to a specially-designed track in the opposite direction from which
         you intended to go. I am not saying it is unpleasant to be whisked away from thundering vehicles and to have your own special
         little traffic lights and signs. Far from it: it is lovely. In fact, it is stupendous. However, these special signposts rarely tally with the places marked on your map. Strangely, fellow
         cyclists seemed to have no problems and I put it all down to Ward’s suspect navigational skills.
      

      
      It also takes time to master the art of cycling en masse, a problem rarely encountered in Britain where the infrequency of passing a fellow pedaller is so exciting that you either
         wave, bid good day or end up having tea together. In Holland, however, you are one in a pedalling crowd and cycling in convoy
         can be quite an unnerving experience. You are swept up amongst the throngs and whisked away in a forest of whirling wheels
         and the shrill cacophony of a million bicycle bells. In places it feels like being on a motorway and attempting to overtake
         can be a hazardous affair. Mirror, signal, manoeuvre — that is the routine and even then things can go worryingly wrong. Multiple
         pile-ups are not uncommon.
      

      
      When we finally arrived in Amsterdam we immediately headed for Pizzaland. Ward might have been missing his English tea and
         dunkable digestives but I was missing my baked potatoes — and Pizzaland does surprisingly good ones. Then, well fuelled, we
         swivelled round 180 degrees and started on the long journey south.
      

      
      At first, Ward and I positively bowled along. We raced past windmills, tulip fields, gabled houses and dykes; we crossed canals,
         rivers and waterways; we saw clogs, cheeses, sand dunes and seas of glass under which salad vegetables, fruits and flowers
         flourished. It was a wonderful feeling to be on our way at last, with no commitments and no time schedule. This was not a
         two-week package tour: we had four months or more of fanciful freedom.
      

      
      Ward had left his job on the Evening Echo and I had put my bicycle-delivery catering business on hold, at least until our funds ran out. Our bicycles were our mobile
         homes. Packed on them was everything we needed (except Tetley’s tea-bags) for the next few months of life on the road. Ahead
         of us lay an adventure into the unknown and we embarked on it with an unsuppressible surge of excitement.
      

      
      It is amazing how quickly you can adapt to a completely different lifestyle. By the second day, Ward had almost forgiven me
         for leaving his Tetley’s behind and was quite happy with a peculiar coloured fruit tea as a substitute. On the third day,
         as I distinctly remember, he extracted himself from the tent, stretched in the fresh morning sunshine and exclaimed, ‘This
         is the life! Feels as natural as if I’ve been doing it for years.’ He rapidly changed his attitude when a steady drizzle set
         in.
      

      
      It did not take long to cross Holland — or, as my Dutch friend continuously corrects me, the Netherlands. Holland is the name
         more accurately applied to its two wealthiest provinces, Noord Holland and Zuid Holland. Whatever they call it, most people
         think of it as the ideal country for cycling, mainly because of its flatness and suitability for cyclists. However, it is
         also a country beset by insistent winds; and winds, as every cyclist knows, invariably blow head on, no matter how many times
         you change direction to avoid them.
      

      
      The advantages of living in continental Europe are that it is both varied and compact. America, China, Australia and Russia,
         for example, are so big. European countries are much less daunting: if you happen to have had enough of one country, it only takes a quick burst
         of pedal-power to find yourself in a new one with a new culture.
      

      
      Sometimes we found the countries so small that we had crossed them before we knew it. Belgium just passed us by. It tends
         to be a country that you visit only if you must — on the way to somewhere else, perhaps, or because you work for the EEC or
         have a boat to catch. As a nation, Belgium has not really had long to get its feet on the ground: it is only about 160 years
         old. It is as though it could not decide what sort of a country it wanted to be when it grew up and so it has become a cultural
         soup with ingredients from France, Holland and Germany. It was born of a revolution within the larger kingdom of the Netherlands
         and had to import a king from Germany since it had no royalty of its own.
      

      
      I did not know that it was possible to import kings. It makes you wonder. Here in Britain we have a large assortment of royals
         in all shapes, sizes and sexes. Perhaps we could export a royal or two in exchange for something useful like a crate of kumquats
         or some precious metal.
      

      
      Belgium’s population is divided into Flemish-speakers, who speak in a phlegmy sort of way, and French-speakers who, to confuse
         matters further, are known as Walloons although hardly any of them speak that language. The Flemish outnumber the Walloons
         by about three to two and they say that no other fact about modern Belgium is so important …
      

      
      It is not entirely true to say that we passed through Belgium scarcely aware of having done so. I remember cycling along on
         a very hot day on a very flat road when I was overtaken by two racy cyclists dressed in body-hugging lycra. They slowed down
         and waited until I pulled broadside before squirting me with the contents of their water-bottles. Then they accelerated off,
         laughing. I thought: how curious.
      

      
      I also remember sleeping in a Belgian rose garden. We had plunged down a steep hill into Liège (Belgium’s chief industrial
         town) and were ever so slowly labouring back out again up an equally steep hill when it got dark. Just like that. When we
         had started up the hill it had been sunny and bright but by the time we reached the top it was black. It was not a particularly
         long hill. Maybe it had something to do with our two-hour rest halfway up for light refreshments at a bar. Anyway, there we
         were at the top of the hill in the dark, with nowhere to spend the night. We carried on cautiously until we came to a house.
      

      
      Until now, Ward and I had slept in campsites. This was our first opportunity to knock on a native door and request permission
         to camp in the garden. When it came to something like this, Ward would urge me to venture forth and for the first time in
         the whole day he would become uncharacteristically complimentary. ‘Go on,’ he would say, pushing me house-ward, ‘you’re much
         better than me at this sort of thing and I’m sure no one with a heart would turn you away. Anyway, your French is so much better than mine.’ That was true.
      

      
      Thus I found myself knocking hesitantly on that Belgian front door as Ward cowered out of sight in the shadows. Finally the
         door opened and a little wispy man with fluffy hair stood there in his wishy-washy pyjamas, looking a little unsure of himself.
         I wondered if that was what a Walloon looked like.
      

      
      Down the hallway I caught a glimpse of a lurking, witchlike character with wild black hair and a long, flowing cloak.

      
      The man said, ‘Oui?’
      

      
      Rather awkwardly, I said, ‘Oh!’ and then, as an after-thought, ‘Bonsoir, Monsieur.’
      

      
      I was not getting a good feeling about the whole affair, especially when I caught sight of the witch again — this time spying
         through a door left ajar. I felt like turning tail but instead I decided to say something else.
      

      
      ‘Excusez-moi, mais avez-vous une petite place pour notre tente? Nous sommes en velos.’
      

      
      Monsieur Fluffy Head failed to answer but I heard a distinct hiss from the direction of the witch. It sounded like the French
         equivalent of: ‘Albert, if you dare let them two put so much as one foot inside our garden, I swear you won’t hear the end
         of it!’
      

      
      Then I saw her hand. It slithered round the side of the door and the hairs on my neck went all bristly. Those grotesquely
         long fingernails looked like clawed tentacles …
      

      
      Albert then said something that I did not understand but which, surprisingly, sounded kindly and almost welcoming. I felt
         he was acting in complete disregard of the witch’s wishes. Indeed, after he had been speaking in this benevolent manner I
         heard a rather shocked and disapproving hiss — and I am pretty sure it was not the kettle.
      

      
      Albert then said something else that I failed to understand but I pretended I did and nodded and smiled accordingly. When,
         in his amicable way, he muttered something about ‘tente’ and ‘jardin’ and led us round the back, I thought: I like you, Albert, even if you are a Walloon.
      

      
      And that is how we found ourselves setting up camp amongst Monsieur and Madame Langlois’s roses. Every now and then I would look up towards the house and catch a sinister glimpse
         of the witch slinking stealthily behind a crack in the curtains. Presently Albert, still in his pyjamas, shuffled across the
         lawn and indicated that we could use the toilet in the basement of the garage.
      

      
      He was about to return to the house when suddenly, bounding across the garden towards us, came his big, buxom daughter, Fabienne.
         As she bubbled forth in boisterous gabble, I stood bemused. Could this really be a descendant of the witch? She seemed a most
         unlikely daughter. Thanks to her, we were in a moment transported to their balcony where a candlelit table was set and food
         and drink placed before us. There followed much roisterous merrymaking into the night, though the witch still lurked ominously
         behind the scenes. Finally, in Franglais, I asked Fabienne why her mother did not join us.’
      

      
      ‘Oh là, là!’ she said. ‘Ma maman, she eeze ver-ee, ver-ee worry. She saze you ’ave much madness. No one, she saze, rides a bicyclette for fun!’
      

      
      What a strange woman. But she was not alone, it seemed. During the next few weeks I was amazed at the number of people we
         met who expressed a similar opinion. And I thought: what a shame.
      

      
      Rolling over the Ardennes, we found ourselves in Luxembourg, a country no bigger than Hampshire. All I knew about the place
         was that it was small and was home to Europe’s first commercial radio station, Radio Luxembourg, which went on the air in
         1934.
      

      
      Luxembourg is Europe’s last independent grand duchy and some say the country was formed as a sort of buffer zone to keep France
         and Germany from each other’s throats. To help preserve their identity, the people have devised Letzeburgesch, a language
         based on old Teutonic, which nobody can understand. It was a nice idea but not very practical and the majority of the population speak perfect English.
      

      
      The capital, also called Luxembourg, sits above sheer cliffs with impressive vistas over the Alzette and Petruse valleys.
         As we moseyed with our mounts into the Place d’Armes, a band was playing enthusiastically in the bandstand and big, bright
         flags adorned the sides of ancient buildings. Crowds of happy drinkers sat chatting beneath colourful umbrellas at the many
         bars that surrounded the square. In the long shadows of the warm evening sun, it was a cheerful and bustling scene and it
         seemed a friendly place — until I tried to make my first phone-call home.
      

      
      The operator told me she was unable to connect me because a bomb had gone off in the city, destroying the lines. How strange!
         Were we talking about the same place? I had heard no bang and, from the looks of things, nor had any one else in this peaceful
         main square. Maybe the operator was just having one of those days at work and was longing to get home to put her feet up in
         front of the television instead of talking to an infuriating foreigner who could not even speak the language. I didn’t blame
         her — and at least it was an excuse with a difference. Anyway, she told me to go away, brush up my French and try again later.
      

      
      We spent that night in a campsite at the foot of the city. For our bicycling tour I had bought a hooped tunnel tent supported
         by lightweight, flexible graphite poles that slotted together. To erect the tent, you simply fed the poles through an outer
         sleeve, hence bending them round into an almost endless curve, and pegged it out. That sounds impossible but it was so easy
         that even Ward could do it.
      

      
      That night we found ourselves camped next to a York-shireman who had a conventional A-frame tent. He ambled over to our designated
         plot (number 471) and commented on the design of our tent.
      

      
      ‘Eeh, lass,’ he said, ‘that’s a raat fan tent you’ve goot yerselves there. You never fand yerselves with problems with them
         poles laak — you nor, what with breakin’ and soochelaak?’
      

      
      
      ‘Oh no,’ I said confidently, adding like some old hand, ‘we’ve had no trouble since we’ve been on the road and I don’t think
         we will. They seem pretty sturdy. Anyway, the shop where I bought them said because they’re graphite they won’t break unless
         an elephant falls on them.’
      

      
      The Yorkshireman seemed suitably impressed and looked as though he was about to say so when we were startled by an ominous
         cracking noise. We turned to see the back pole of our tent no longer bent but broken. The two fractured pieces pointed skywards
         in an inverted V-shape that looked as if our tent was trying its utmost to imitate the conventional A-frame on plot 470.
      

      
      ‘’Ere, luuv,’ said our friend, ‘cum an’ ’ave a naz coopa tea.’

      
      In Europe there is a route where it is possible to cycle through five countries in a day without too much effort. The distance
         is about 103 miles and links the Netherlands, Germany, Belgium, Luxembourg and France. Attempting this ride tickled our fancy
         and by the time we arrived in Luxembourg we already had three countries under our belt. That, though, was as far as we got.
         Somehow our one-hour lunch break turned into a three-hour siesta, by the end of which I declared my legs were feeling tired.
         Sun, snooze and sustenance can have an overwhelmingly soporific effect. Ward feigned disappointment but was secretly rather
         relieved when he discovered his own limbs were not quite the powerhouses he had believed. Instead, we lay flaked out on the
         grass, practising the traditional English art of snoozing in the sun. Jerome K. Jerome’s words in Three Men on the Bummel seemed particularly apt: ‘We did not succeed in carrying out our programme in its entirety, for the reason that human performance
         lags ever behind human intention.’
      

      
      We pedalled on in due course to Strasbourg, the capital of Alsace. By this stage I was suffering seriously from the one thing
         that puts most people rapidly off bicycles: sitting on them. Saddles are a sore point with cyclists. As we bumped our way over the cobbles towards Strasbourg’s impressive Gothic cathedral, I felt as though I had a sheet of coarse-grade sandpaper
         down my shorts. (‘Smuggled Goods’ and their padded shorts-liners had yet to be invented.)
      

      
      The sight of the red sandstone cathedral reflecting the deep, rosy hues of the setting sun momentarily took my mind off any
         posterior problems, as did the discovery of a Marks & Spencer food department. But remounting brought me back to painful reality.
      

      
      Campers seem to think that, once zipped into their tents, they are insulated from the outside world. It is not so. Tents may
         screen their occupants from neighbouring eyes but not from neighbouring ears. The most private conversation whisks straight
         through the canvas. Lying in such close proximity to other tents on a campsite is aurally as good as all being in the same
         tent. You hear a lot of rude noises. Then there are the sounds made by doting couples …
      

      
      Ward and I found ourselves housed next to such a pair that night in Strasbourg. The campsite literally reverberated with their
         passion — and that was not all. Tent-dwellers also appear unaware that inner tent illumination reveals silhouettes of immense
         interest to outside observers and our Strasbourg couple put on an impressive and explicit son et lumière.
      

      
      Switzerland would be a huge country if it were ironed out. Instead, the land lies in lofty concertina folds which rise into
         the skies. These are mountains. The usual advice from people who have never cycled over such barriers is: don’t. Stick to
         Holland, they say, nice flat Holland. For us, this was not practical. After all, we had just come from there and were heading
         for Italy. Before we reached the land of Pisa and pasta, a lumpy obstacle lay in our path: the Alps.
      

      
      Until you have cycled over a mountain, it is hard to imagine what to expect. Of course a lot of effort is involved and — depending
         on your state of fitness — a degree of pain, a pain which situates itself not only in the legs but also in the stomach. Cycling
         uphill for hour after hour can produce alarmingly frequent hunger pangs and, ironically, mountains are the least likely places
         to find food, especially lots of it.
      

      
      So far, my initiation into cycling uphill for any distance had proved far from encouraging. The previous week, when riding
         in the mountains of the Black Forest on a hot and humid day, I had overheated. Jelly-legged and furiously panting, I had collapsed
         into a supine stupor and it was a while before I had sufficiently recovered to continue. It was not a good rehearsal.
      

      
      I need not have worried. The Alps did indeed reduce me to a quivering wreck but it was with a feeling of conquest (and thanks
         to the numerous vehicles that passed waving and cheering encouragement on the way) that I made it to the summit. At the top
         there was a family having a snowball fight. ‘Bravo!’ they shouted as we eased to a halt. The view, though, was nothing to
         write home about and it was cold; we did not linger for long but, hastily wrapping up, embarked upon the descent.
      

      
      Here we were greeted with the spectacular sight of neighbouring peaks, grassy valleys and the corkscrew road which curled
         ahead of us — but careering over cobbles and round hairpin bends down steep gradients does not give much chance to soak in
         the scenery. As your bike surges forwards, the wind whistling through your hair, it is tempting to release the brakes and
         fly, in imitation of those Tour de France boys, but plunging into a bend at breakneck speed is far too risky. You might meet
         a car, or hit loose gravel, or realize too late that your brakes are not so good and simply plummet over the edge. Hannibal
         had experienced similar problems when he marched his army over the Alps in 218BC. After an elephant overshot a bend, the general
         was heard to say: ‘At least he won’t do that again.’
      

      
      We felt wary about Italy. It was only a month since the terrible disaster at Heysel Stadium in Brussels when Liverpudlian football fans had gone on a rampage at the European Cup Final. Forty-one
         Italian and Belgian supporters had died and at least 350 had been injured, and many violent reprisals were carried out by
         the Italians against the British in the following weeks. That Ward was a Scouser would not help matters. We therefore approached
         the border with some trepidation and prepared ourselves for an icy, intimidating reception. Our mouths went dry as the Customs
         officials flicked through our passports.
      

      
      ‘Liverpool!’ cried one, spotting Ward’s place of birth. ‘Fantastico!’ Then they saw his christian name. ‘Trevor!’ they shouted gleefully. ‘You are Trevor Francis, no?’ They slapped him on the
         back in jest.
      

      
      For five weeks in Italy we had no trouble at all, and arrived at Lake Como in a spectacular thunderstorm. Palm trees were
         bent double, waves lashed the shore and people shouted excitedly as they ran for cover. Beneath an awning, an old man with
         a creased face was sitting on a bench, hunched over his stick. He wore a large black hat and gazed knowingly out over the
         choppy waters. I asked him for directions but when he replied his false teeth fell out. I shall always associate him with
         Lake Como.
      

      
      We should have avoided Milan, Italy’s leading industrial and commercial city. As we approached the centre, after passing miles
         of high-rise blocks and factories belching out evil smoke, Ward’s brake cable snapped and he collided with a taxi.
      

      
      Italy is one of those rare European countries in which bicycle-racing can actually be called a national sport. Despite this,
         a bike-shop mechanic either treats a bicycle with the love and respect it deserves — or he does not. The stocky little Signore
         who attempted to tend Ward’s machine did not. With hammer in hand, he embarked upon the delicate operation with a violent,
         unmechanical air. Bang! Thwack! Crunch! Luckily we salvaged Ward’s steed before further mutilation, preferring a bodged DIY
         job.
      

      
      
      The Piazza Duomo made up for any misgivings about Milan. Here in the middle of the city stands the third largest cathedral
         in the world, a building of Gothic splendour that explodes skywards in a riot of pinnacles and spires. However, our last two
         Milanese hours were spent cycling round in infuriating circles. We tried desperately to leave the city but every person and
         every signpost directed us towards the motorway, on which bicycles were prohibited. Finally, in desperation, we had to ride
         along it anyway, ignoring the blaring horns and waving fists of kamikaze drivers as best we could.
      

      
      A couple of days later we were crossing the Alpi Apuane — a small, twisting mountain range that hugs the Gulf of Genova. The
         deep blue sea of the Mediterranean came into view but our moods turned sour as we arrived in Chiavari. The town appeared dead
         to the world and its restaurants and shops were closed for their endless siesta (the time, it is said, that is most favoured
         for extramarital affairs). The streets were empty. It was a ghost town and, as far as our stomachs were concerned, an unwelcome
         initiation to the Italian afternoon.
      

      
      Once again we became lost as Ward experimented with an alternative to the traffic-laden main road. At last, after a very long
         short-cut, we plunged down a vertical mountainside and arrived in a small seaside village at its foot. We were tired, hot
         and hungry. It was still siesta time. Nothing stirred. The only road out led back up the mountain again. Hunger pangs led
         us to take the train a few miles down the coast to Pisa — a simple enough journey in theory …
      

      
      After we had bought our tickets in La Spezia, we discovered that there were delays owing to industrial action. No one knew
         what time the train to Pisa would leave and so we sat it out amongst the chaotic throngs on the platform. Five-and-a-half
         hours later we were still there, but word had it that a train would soon be leaving.
      

      
      We found the train and clambered on board. Our bikes had been left with the baggage handlers who had assured us they would
         be travelling on our train. Ward had his doubts about this and, shortly before the train was due to depart, he told me he was just going to check that the bikes had been put in the guard’s van. ‘Watch the bags,’ he said, ‘and don’t let the train
         go without me.’
      

      
      Minutes passed and still there was no sign of him. People were frantically rushing, waving, kissing and slamming doors in
         last-minute haste. A big, burly guard with a thicket of black moustache started signalling to the driver and blowing his whistle.
         Apparently we were about to leave. With still no sign of Ward, I started to panic.
      

      
      ‘Hey, uno momento, Signore!’ I said. ‘Mi scusi. We can’t leave yet. We must wait for my amigo, per favore.’
      

      
      But this train had waited long enough and it was not going to wait any longer for a typical tourist making an unintelligible
         fuss. Annoyed with the delay, passengers leaning out of the window started impatiently shouting and gesticulating. I thought:
         I suppose I had better wait for Ward.
      

      
      Hastily I started to remove our ridiculously large mound of eleven bags from the train. I had three panniers on the platform
         when the train started to move. Panic prevailed. I had a split second to decide whether I wanted to stay with Ward and lose
         our luggage, or stay with our luggage and lose Ward. The decision was easy: our possessions were far more precious and I frantically
         hurled them, along with myself, back on to the slowly moving train.
      

      
      By now I had attracted considerable interest from fellow passengers and was being observed with bemusement. I could see them
         wondering: what on earth is a little girl like her doing leaping on and off a moving train with all that luggage? It was a
         good question.
      

      
      Then I realized that Ward had the tickets. Hiding in the toilet to avoid the guard, I pondered on my next move. Would Ward
         be waiting for me back in La Spezia or should I continue to Pisa with the hope of meeting him there? I decided to jump off
         the train at the next station and return to La Spezia, an operation which involved staggering numerous times across the track
         with my luggage. The friendly stationmaster told me there would be a train shortly; an hour later I was still there.
      

      
      
      Then the fast train for Pisa approached. I was just wondering whether Ward might be on it when suddenly I caught sight of
         his blurred form dangling out of the window, semaphoring towards Pisa. And then he was gone.
      

      
      I thought: well, that’s just great. He has all the money and I have all the luggage.

      
      Hours later, I arrived at Pisa and trudged wearily across the platform, laden with bags that stretched my arms down to my
         ankles. There was no sign of Ward. Had I imagined seeing him on that train? Had he gone back to La Spezia? I staggered around
         the station looking for him, growing progressively more desperate. Finally I found him at the restaurant across the way, casually
         shovelling in mouthfuls of spaghetti alla marinara. He looked up and grinned.
      

      
      ‘What took you so long?’

      
      I felt like hitting him. And I believe I did.

      
      The next day, all had been forgiven (our bikes had been on the train all along) and nearly forgotten. We were in Pisa and,
         although we were no great lovers of major tourist attractions, a visit to the Leaning Tower was high on our agenda.
      

      
      This toppling construction, built as a bell tower for the nearby cathedral, is nearly seventeen feet out of true at the top,
         its ten-foot foundations being inadequate for a tower 179 feet tall. I knew that it leaned, of course, but not that much. As I climbed around the vertiginous open arches on a polished floor as smooth as an ice rink and with no safety barriers
         to prevent you skidding off, it struck me as decidedly dangerous. I kept getting wheelspin. The more desperately I tried to
         clamber away from potential danger, the further I slipped back towards potential death.
      

      
      Some years later, in October 1989, the Ministry of Public Works declared the tower unsafe but there was uproar from the locals,
         arguing that the tower’s revenues amounted to over a million pounds a year.
      

      
      By now we had been riding for several weeks and we had enjoyed almost every moment. It had been an easy ride, despite people’s words of warning before leaving. It’s madness, some
         had said, you’ll be robbed or run over; the Alps will be hell; you might be murdered by the Monster of Florence — a psychotic
         serial killer who was at large in Italy after more than two decades of carrying out the sexually macabre murders of canoodling
         couples in remote areas of Tuscany.
      

      
      I was pleasantly relieved that none of these hazards had yet befallen us but Ward wanted an adventure and expressed disillusionment
         at just how easy the going had been.
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry,’ I said, ‘we’ve hardly started; anything could still happen.’

      
      Ward was not satisfied. As nothing of significance had so far occurred, he decided to fabricate his own excitement; after
         all, he had been a reporter on the Bournemouth Evening Echo. Scribbling in his diary in elaborate detail, he described how he had stumbled across a grotesquely mutilated body in a campsite
         ‘Gents’ and how we unwittingly became involved with a clandestine gang of murderers. Being innocent cycle tourists, we were
         used as the perfect decoy.
      

      
      Acting as Little Miss Sensible, I told Ward that I would disown him if the diary was discovered. Worryingly, such threats
         only encouraged him.
      

      
      
      I had first heard of Siena in a dark, seedy cinema on the outskirts of Liverpool, where it had featured in a trailer film.
         As Ward and I sunk into our seats, we became aware that the murky gloom was alive with missiles, some of which were evidently
         children. The scene was one of mayhem. Scouse youngsters were clambering over seats, falling over each other, fighting, farting,
         guffawing. Then the curtain lifted and the trailer began. In direct contrast to the cinema’s bedlam, the serene Italian city
         of Siena appeared on the screen in a documentary about the famous Corsa del Palio, a dangerously thrilling city-centre horse
         race which has been held since the Middle Ages between teams in costume representing the city’s mediaeval quarters. This race,
         which inspired Daphne du Maurier’s The Flight of the Falcon, is held in honour of the Virgin (the city’s patron) and to commemorate ancient victories.
      

      
      Hours before the race begins, the square is packed with people and every available viewing space, window and rooftop is taken.
         The excitement of anticipation rises to a sweaty crescendo as the start of the race approaches. Each of the town’s fifteen
         parishes enters a horse and a jockey and the crowd breaks into a frenzy of shouts and cheers as they career around the piazza.
         The winner earns the much prized Palio, a banner bearing the effigy of the Virgin, and the right to celebrate in true Italian
         style for weeks afterwards.
      

      
      Although we were too early in the year for the races, we still paid Siena a visit and sat at a restaurant on the piazza’s
         ‘racetrack’, refuelling with pesca-pasta salad and vino. On a hot, sleepy afternoon, the rumpus of that Liverpudlian cinema
         seemed another age away. With stomachs and senses well satisfied, we wandered over to the stripy Gothic cathedral, delineated
         by bands of black and white marble like a vast Liquorice Allsort.
      

      
      As we neared Rome, I began to suffer from backache. It grew worse until one night I woke up and had trouble moving. Even breathing hurt. For a few days I lay flat out in the shade at our fly-ridden campsite on the outskirts of the city. Things
         did not improve and so Ward escorted me to hospital. After much queuing, waiting and form-filling, I finally found myself
         on Dr Feo’s couch.
      

      
      Dr Feo was small, bald and sweaty-headed. As he leant over my lower back, poking and prodding, little beads of perspiration
         dripped off his forehead and some splashed on me. He may not have been a romantically macho Italian but he was nice and spoke
         excellent English (the only one in the hospital who did) with a distinct American drawl.
      

      
      ‘Hey! How’re ya doin’?’ he asked as he pummelled and tapped and stretched various parts of my anatomy.

      
      ‘Not so good, thanks,’ I replied.

      
      He suspected that I had pulled a muscle or something (I admitted that I had been giving thirteen-stone Ward piggyback rides),
         and gave me some pills.
      

      
      ‘Now, take it easy,’ he said, and I left.

      
      Our campsite was not an ideal place for a speedy recovery. Because of the heat, I could not lie in the tent to escape the
         incessant flies and the only shade was down near the stench of the overflowing toilet block. There were ants, too, of a small
         but particularly vicious biting variety. They were everywhere: in our tent, our sleeping-bags, our bread, our jam and, yes,
         even in our pants.
      

      
      The pain grew worse. I had never been ill abroad before and I was not enjoying it. I pined for my own bed with cool, clean
         sheets and my own mother tending lovingly to my every need. The thought of cold, wet, drizzly England had never been so appealing.
      

      
      As Ward busied himself with sleeping and eating (giant butties of Emmental and mortadella — a sliced pork sausage flavoured
         with garlic, coriander seeds and pistachio nuts), I studied our fellow campers.
      

      
      Shaun and ‘Tray-ceeee’, two big blubber-balls, had cycled from Southend. Apparently they hated every moment. ‘It’s been awful,
         ain’t it, Trace — such bleedin’ ’ard work. We’re only doin’ it for the paper. We’re trainee journalists, ya know. Never want to see another bleedin’ bicycle. We’re flying
         home, thank Gawd.’
      

      
      Simon the Economy Backpacker was another distraction. I watched him set up and dismantle his tent six times. ‘I lak to gettit
         joost rhat,’ he said. He was from Yorkshire and ‘training it’ around Europe on Interrail. ‘It’s the travelling I lak,’ he
         said, ‘and not the saat-seeing. That costs mooney. Sor I spend most ma time on the train lak, yer knor. Joost cum from Barcelona
         I ’ave and slept most of the ware. Tear-ken a good two days and I’ve spent nowt.’
      

      
      Most curious of all was a wizardly man of unidentifiable nationality. He never spoke except to his parrot, Dennis, which,
         judging from its replies, possessed an impressive vocabulary. All day long the wizard would sit by his tent hunched over his
         handiwork: he was meticulously stitching together an enormous pair of snakeskin trousers. As dusk approached, he would mount
         his moped and disappear off down the road with squawking Dennis obediently following overhead.
      

      
      My backache was worse and I paid another visit to Dr Feo, who sent me to have an X-ray. He appeared encouraged by the results.

      
      ‘You have a kidney infection!’ he announced triumphantly. ‘A possible kidney stone. This explains your backache. I put it
         down to dehydration. Where did you say you were heading?’
      

      
      ‘Africa,’ I said.

      
      ‘No way! No way! You’d be a fool to try,’ he admonished, giving me a bottle of large green pills. He told me to drink at least
         five litres of water a day and, above all, to rest. ‘Leave off that bike!’ he advised.
      

      
      For the first week I obeyed Dr Feo’s instructions to ‘take it easy’. I had little other choice as even moving hurt and peeing
         was a painful problem. Luckily I improved and, encouraged, we packed up and cycled south, albeit slowly. I felt very weak,
         became easily exhausted and suffered sporadic stabs of backache. Apart from that, I felt fine and was raring to go.
      

      
      We rode on down the coast to Anzio where, so I had been informed by Dad, who thought of himself as a potential war correspondent, one of the most bitterly contested operations of
         the Second World War had taken place.
      

      
      Down at the sea-front, bronzed fishermen were rhythmically thrashing octopuses upon the rocks. Black clouds lowered in the
         sky and it felt hot and muggy. As we ran into the sea to cool off, there was such a violent hailstorm that we had to keep
         diving under the water to avoid being knocked out by the colossal hailstones.
      

      
      On the outskirts of Naples, I ran across the road to buy Ward a giant cornetto ice-cream from a streetside stall. The woman,
         a Big Mama, told me to remove my neck-chain and earrings before a thief did. ‘Napoli,’ she said, ‘molto pericoloso!’ It was dangerous, she said, because of the Mafia — there was on average four murders a week.
      

      
      Just down the road we passed a hearse. Sobbing and wailing women veiled in black dabbed lace handkerchiefs to tearful eyes.

      
      The Bay of Naples resembles a vast, cavernous mouth ready to engulf whatever floats or falls in its way. Looming behind is
         the watchful, ominous mound of Mount Vesuvius and it is this mighty volcano to which the mouth belongs. In AD 79 it erupted
         and swallowed up three flourishing towns; in Pompeii alone more than two thousand people died beneath a blanket of ash and
         dust twenty feet deep. After that, Vesuvius exploded a further nine times until 1036 and then lay dormant until 1631 when,
         as though awakening full of energy from a long and satisfying hibernation, it cleared its throat again and killed more than
         three thousand people. Lava flowed down to the bay and Naples (about ten miles away) was left knee-deep in ash. Vesuvius had
         remained intermittently alive until fairly recently, erupting another nineteen times.
      

      
      As Ward and I camped at the foot of Vesuvius, I lay on the dusty, black ash soil and thought about the horrific scenes of
         destruction and death those eruptions had caused — the screams and lives that had been muffled and buried by this vast, voracious volcano. And still it is not dead yet. Today, with
         more than two million people living in its shadow, Vesuvius remains the only active volcano on mainland Europe and the prospect
         of another catastrophe is never far away.
      

      
      Early next morning we followed the well-worn tourist trail to Pompeii, hoping to beat the crowds, but we had no such luck.
         As we skidded to a stop in the gravelled tourist park, monstrous coaches with gaping exhaust pipes, like colossal colons,
         were spewing forth their noxious waste. Phalanxes of lard-white sightseers spilled out of their air-conditioned capsules through
         tinted double doors, all of them skimpily clad even though it was not yet hot.
      

      
      It was easy to guess their nationality. The men wore baggy shorts, dark knee-length socks and Jesus sandals; the women wore
         towelling shorts two sizes too tight. A rotund lady, endeavouring to conceal her pneumatic body, was draped in baggy wraps
         and clung to two books, a Michelin guide to Italy and a copy of The F-Plan Diet. And of course there was a spotty-faced youth wearing a shimmering pair of acrylic Union Jack shorts.
      

      
      As these British coach tourists were taking a while to regroup, we scurried past — careful to keep our eyes averted and English
         mouths firmly shut. Quickly, to beat the hordes, we plunged into the ruins of Pompeii.
      

      
      They had lain hidden for a good sixteen centuries. The first findings of a subterranean town came in 1738, when some peasants
         discovered several statues. For these they were able to demand high prices, and considerable enthusiasm was stirred.
      

      
      The massive layer of ash had preserved much of the detail of town life. I tagged on to the end of a tourist party (they have
         their uses) and was intrigued to discover what forward thinkers those Romans had been. Central heating, one-way streets and
         take-aways were just three of their inventions.
      

      
      The most astonishing revelation of all was that the bodies of the volcano’s victims had left moulds in the solid ash before
         the flesh had decayed. Fiorelli, the chief archaeologist, had poured plaster of Paris into the moulds and then removed the ash once the plaster had set. Thus he had recreated dozens of
         motionless scenes filled with the postures and even facial expressions of the terrified, fleeing citizens captured at the
         very moment of death. It was grim but compulsive viewing.
      

      
      Before the heat and the crowds became overpowering, we scuttled back to our bikes and headed out through the modern town of
         Pompeii. It lies just to the east of the ruins and, as well as catering for tourists, it manufactures macaroni and packing-boxes.
         We saw no reason to stop but ventured southwards in leisurely style until we reached Sapri. Here, over our habitual bowl of
         morning porridge, navigator Ward suddenly realized that we had precious little time left to catch our booked passage to Africa.
         What with malfunctioning kidneys and finding the relaxed Italian lifestyle of sun and siesta rather agreeable, we were now
         behind schedule.
      

      
      It was serious pedal-pushing time and we shot down the ankle and into the foot of Italy. So furious was our pace that Roberto,
         an under-twenty-five hill-climbing champion, expressed amazement.
      

      
      ‘Mama mia!’ he exclaimed. ‘Inglese — si? Troppo in fretta!’
      

      
      As he pulled alongside on his dazzling featherweight racer, I saw that he epitomised Italy’s national sport. On his head of
         raven-black hair perched a Campagnolo cap, its peak upturned. He was dark and attractive, with a pure power-pack of solid
         muscle rippling beneath a tanned, sun-soaked skin. He cast a knowing and critical eye over our trusty steeds, dismissing Ward’s
         British-built Revell Romany with a wave of the hand. My mount fared better. Spotting Cinelli handlebars and various Campagnolo
         components, he threw his arms triumphantly in the air.
      

      
      ‘Italiano! Molto buono!’
      

      
      The towns and villages flew by in a blur: Paola, Pizzo, Rosarno, Palmi. And it was hot. With sweat-soaked backs we cycled.
         In the mountains a constant salty stream of perspiration ran down my cheeks, leaving white-dried wakes. I thought: for my
         kidneys’ sake, I must keep drinking.
      

      
      
      The land became scorched — hard, brittle, dry and dusty. The sun always shone and I had become blase about it. At first so
         many sunny days had been a novelty — ‘Isn’t it hot! Lovely day! Isn’t it blue! Aren’t we lucky!’ But you cannot keep exclaiming.
         The sun was soon taken for granted and our rain-capes lay redundant.
      

      
      In more wild and rocky areas, tyre-squashed snakes were a frequent sight. Their bodies would shrivel up and desiccate in the
         fierce heat, leaving just weightless shells of scales to blow across the road. Lizards were everywhere — fast, darting and
         scared, or slow, basking and lazily unaware of us. The brittle-leaved and stony roadside would crackle and crunch and move
         as they scampered away.
      

      
      Where the traffic was heavy there were dead dogs, too; lots of them, the four-legged victims of hit ’n’ runs, sprawled in
         various states of rigor mortis and decay. Their unbelievable stench, when blowing downwind, could be smelt long before you
         saw the hapless corpse.
      

      
      From Reggio, the toe-tip of Italy, we caught the ferry across the Straits of Messina to its football, Sicily. The largest
         island in the Mediterranean, Sicily has a complicated history: it has been ruled by the Greeks, the Romans, the Bourbons,
         the Saracens and the Moors as well as the Normans. All left some kind of cultural or architectural heritage and were largely
         responsible for the development of the resilient Sicilian character. Sicilians are tied closely to their families and to their
         land; they also have a certain genius for sistemazione, or the ability to give order to chaos. They are particularly adroit at inventing ways out of intricate tangles and grasping
         the essence of a situation. The bitter joke about the Italian boot kicking the Sicilian football dates from the time of unification
         with Italy in 1860, which brought few benefits to the island.
      

      
      The heat there was enervating. The scorching wind hit the face like a furnace blast and filled my lungs with fire. Yet Sicily
         was not a burnt desert and agriculture was rich and flourishing. There were vines and olives on the slopes, with a profusion
         of orange and lemon groves; and, high up among the rocks, the eucalyptus forests were full of swooping birds.
      

      
      Such was the heat during early afternoon that it was wise to lie low. As we rested beneath the spiky shade of a palm tree
         near Cefalù one day, we watched bemused and then bewitched as a corpulent fisherman, with trousers rolled up, waded surreptitiously
         into the sea. Crouching low with net in hand, he moved stealthily around the shallows. Every now and then his meaty frame
         would freeze motionless. Then, in one sudden deft movement, he would fling his net into the water and catch a slippery handful
         of tiny silver fish. He never failed.
      

      
      In the north-west corner of the island are the tightly packed, traffic-jammed streets of Palermo, the Mafia capital. Only
         a minority of Sicilians are members of the Mafia and today its activities are largely hidden within the confines of many legal
         and respectable businesses. Tourism being one of the most important of these, we were told that we would be safer in Palermo
         than in the streets of Milan, where muggings and violence ran rife. However, thoughts of The Godfather made us wary and the possibility of being mown down by stray machine-gun fire seemed not an unlikely one as we cycled past
         dark, seedy bars. With such a film scenario in mind, we might have given Palermo a miss altogether had we not met the effusive
         Franco and Antonietta in the campsite at Villafranca Tirrena. They were both students at the end of a week’s camping holiday.
         Treating us to one of their barbecue specialities, they had said, ‘If you go to Palermo, you must of course stay with us.’
         With such offers of native hospitality, how could we skirt round the Sicilian capital?
      

      
      If some places in Italy are noted for their particular modes of transport (the gondola in Venice, the Vespa in Rome, the tram
         in Milan), then Palermo is the town of the motor car. We jostled apprehensively for space on the roads with a morass of squabbling
         Fiats that skidded and sped around the streets as if competing in the Lombard Rally, but using horns instead of brakes.
      

      
      Sweat-soaked and grimy, we arrived at Franco and Antonietta’s early in the evening. A refreshing shower would have gone down a treat but the water was turned on only between 5 AM and 2 PM. We sloshed ourselves with recycled dregs from a bucket instead.
      

      
      There was no time to relax. We were whisked back out on to the streets as it was the passagiata — the most important time of day in Sicily. Just before dinner the town woke up after a long siesta and all the citizens
         sauntered up and down the Via Roma in the ‘cool’ of the evening. (Such is the ferocity of the sun during the day that even
         by midnight the walls still radiate absorbed heat and feel almost too hot to touch.) Young and old parade the street eating
         ice-cream, shelling pumpkin seeds, scrutinizing each other and gossiping with emphatic gesticulations.
      

      
      The next day Franco and Antonietta took us to the Convento dei Capuccini — an intriguing but macabre chamber of horrors where,
         beneath the monastery, the Capuchin friars have hung their customers along the rough-cut stone walls of the catacombs. Originally
         these burial grounds had been reserved for the convent’s deceased (many of whom died during a plague in the sixteenth century)
         but later the idea caught on amongst the Palermitians to such an extent that the catacombs became a sought-after preserve
         for the wealthy, and until 1881 it was fashionable for the dead members of rich families to be laid to rest here. The grotesque
         skeletal remains of some eight thousand of Palermo’s most prestigious citizens now line the long, chilly, and fusty subterranean
         corridors.
      

      
      The bodies were preserved by various chemical and drying processes: they were either soaked in vinegar, arsenic and quick
         lime, or placed in earthen driers to drain off their fluids, or simply left out in the sun to dry. Then they were dressed
         in their Sunday best (presumably to give them reasonably lifelike proportions) and suspended in individual niches, segregated
         according to sex, status and past professions such as lawyer, soldier, surgeon, professor, philosopher or clergyman. The bodies
         were pinned with identifying tags and relatives could visit and renew the acquaintance of their dear departed.
      

      
      Most of the mummies were now in a pretty bad way and some of the contorted, grinning figures were decomposed beyond recognition. Others, still complete with skin and hair, looked
         so real that I kept glancing behind me to check that one had not sprung down from its perch. Even those that had lost their
         glass eyes (most were removed by American soldiers as souvenirs during the Second World War) appeared to watch me with a chilling
         stare. Other corpses lay in stacked glass coffins.
      

      
      The priests were the best preserved and in times of calamity they were regarded with superstitious dread. One bishop was reading
         a recent copy of the local newspaper — maybe a sympathetic relative was helping to keep his boredom at bay. After all, it
         is a long time to be hanging around doing nothing.
      

      
      With not a moment to spare, we at last found ourselves on the boat crossing the Sicilian Channel. Next stop: Africa! The deep,
         pellucid blue sea was so transparent that we momentarily spotted a shark swimming just off the bow, skimming along like a
         silver-glinting, phosphorescent torpedo. Things were hotting up.
      

      
      The idea was to cycle along the coast of North Africa to Morocco before heading home through Europe. As we spread the map
         out on the salt-dried deck, we noticed a vast expanse of nothingness — the Sahara. Suddenly, we changed our plans. We would
         head south, away from the tourists on the busy coastline, for a taster of the desert sands. Why hadn’t we thought of it before?
         Ward became quite excited and fashioned himself a headcloth from his towel in keen preparation as a modern Lawrence of Arabia.
         (Our desert geography was a little vague.)
      

      
      As the hazy outline of the massive African continent appeared on the horizon, we settled down to some serious planning. What
         would we need for such an expedition? Water. Yes, water. Very important. So ‘water-bottles’ topped our list. What else?
      

      
      ‘Sterilizing tablets!’ enthused an eager Ward.

      
      Rummaging deep into my bags, I emerged with a squashed box of Puritabs.

      
      
      ‘There’s a lot here,’ I said triumphantly, ‘we’ll be fine.’

      
      We could not think of anything else to aid our desert survival: ‘water-bottles’ remained the sole entry on the list and we
         scuttled off towards Tunis in search of such life-sustaining equipment as soon as we had disembarked.
      

      
      Having touched down on African soil, I felt a trifle perturbed. With a suspect navigator and a dicky kidney, I was journeying
         into unknown territory: a new continent with new and totally alien cultures. To be standing on the north-eastern tip of such
         a gigantic landmass made me feel even smaller than usual.
      

      
      Tunisia is the Arab world’s most liberal nation and recognisably Mediterranean in character, but it still has the limitations
         and restrictions of an Islamic and essentially Third World country. However, it is not a fanatical Muslim country and it has
         liberated its women from the veil since independence in 1956. Polygamy was also abolished then (as Mohammed’s stipulation
         that each wife was to be treated equally was held to be impossible if a man had several) and Tunisian men and women eat together,
         which is not the case in many other Arab countries. Yet the women still take a back seat and Western women need to be wary
         of the men: Western films have done an excellent job in persuading them that all Western women are ‘fair game’. Having Ward
         around reduced this problem for me but, to prevent any misunderstandings, we decided to tell those who enquired that we were
         married — heaven forbid such a calamity!
      

      
      Shanty towns lined the rutted, dusty road to Tunis. Half-naked ragamuffins played or cried or screamed in squalor. I was shocked.
         I had never seen such poverty before. I felt embarrassingly rich in comparison — and actually scared.
      

      
      Our first port of call in Tunis was the Post Office, where I hoped to pick up a new set of tent poles dispatched from England.
         Amazingly, they were there and Mum had even sent the right ones. Our tent could now resume the shape of a hoop — but for how
         long?
      

      
      Feeling peckish, we sniffed out a source for our first taste of African cuisine. The best we could find was an open-fronted restaurant with a grimy floor, full of flies and staring men.
         I had a salad (the first mistake) and omelette; Ward’s meal was an unidentifiable lump of gristle. My salad was awash with
         olive oil; olives and olive-related products are to be found everywhere in Tunis and the oil brings in fifteen per cent of
         the country’s export earnings — half as much as the petroleum revenue.
      

      
      The salad was also dressed with a liberal splattering of flies. Dead ones. Being a novice at this rough-stuff travelling lark,
         I felt that I had the right to complain, in typically British fashion.
      

      
      ‘Waiter! Waiter!’ I squawked. ‘There are flies in my salad.’

      
      The waiter, quite rightly, appeared nonplussed at my outburst. Naively, I was half expecting him to apologize and exchange
         my salad for another one. Instead he said, ‘Madame, pas de problème,’ and proceeded to pick out the offending insects with the dirty-nailed forefinger which, only moments before, had been earnestly
         ensconced up his nose. My appetite vanished.
      

      
      We dived into the glorious chaos of the medina — a labyrinth of tunnel-like alleyways in winding coils. Traders were selling
         their wares in vaulted souks (ghetto-like markets) and ceramic-tiled courtyards. I was in my element: I was surrounded by
         endless tantalizing merchandise and curious characters and the whole place smelled mysteriously exotic. With Ward following
         in my slipstream, we ended up in an apothecary’s multi-coloured, jar-laden cave of potions and perfumes and witches’ brews.
      

      
      Having purchased plastic water-bottles as our sole aid for Saharan survival, we went in search of an hotel. ‘Complet! Complet!’ said a stream of people and signs. The idea was aborted and, instead, we wove our way out of the city amongst a crowd of
         moth-eaten vehicles and donkey-carts and their respective dangerous emissions of suffocating fumes and skiddy droppings. We
         headed south, with the fiery red sun slipping away to our right. The time was nigh to call it a day but where would we sleep?
         Cycling on into the approaching dusk, we spotted a small, dilapidated abode.
      

      
      As we wheeled our mounts up a dusty track leading towards it, a handful of scraggy chickens scuttled away in clucking commotion.
         Inquisitive faces peered at us with suspicious curiosity. As usual, Ward urged me forwards to break the ice and ask permission
         to pitch our tent — a request which was all very well if you shared a common tongue or culture but less easy if you did not.
      

      
      I approached, grinning inanely (smiles are useful in any language) and, hoping to win favour with animals and owners, threw
         encouraging compliments to the chickens as if they were dogs — ‘Here, boy, here! Who’s a lovely hen, then?’ Miraculously,
         this ploy worked. The father, with a bevy of mucky-faced offspring, emerged from a doorway and returned my smiles.
      

      
      ‘Hello,’ I greeted him, first in French, then in English and then, evidently incomprehensibly, in Arabic. This decidedly one-sided
         conversation seemed none too successful, however, and I tried a new approach: vivid gesticulation. That did the trick and
         with copious laughter on both sides we were shown a small clearing in the olive orchard where we could pitch our tent. Later,
         one of the small daughters shyly handed us a saucerful of freshly boiled eggs before scampering off in a fit of giggles.
      

      
      Passing through a sparse village the next day, Ward punctured. Within moments we were engulfed by a crowd of boisterous, bare-footed
         youngsters dressed in clothes that people back home would use only for wiping oily hands. Many had open sores (a magnet for
         flies) and filthy faces, with noses that had never been wiped. They laughed and shouted excitedly, pushing and jabbing our
         bodies and bikes and falling over each other to get a better look. A noble school-teacher ran to our rescue, angrily scattering
         the boys in all directions.
      

      
      ‘Please, I apologize,’ he said, ‘they have no manners. Now, follow me!’

      
      He led us into the safe haven of the school compound and then disappeared indoors. Ward occupied himself with puncture-mending,
         cursing furiously — he was no mechanic and a simple operation turned into a bicycle blood-bath, with nuts and bolts and limbs
         and obscenities flying wildly in all directions. As he worked, a few cheeky scoundrels climbed on to the schoolground wall
         and dropped their shorts. Ward explosively told me not to laugh as it was only encouraging them.
      

      
      When these budding perverts were joined by equally eager reinforcements, Ward, by now apoplectic, flung his tyre at them.
         This provided an even better game than revealing their chipolatas and they danced off merrily down the road rolling their
         new rubber hoop.
      

      
      ‘Never mind,’ I said consolingly, ‘at least you’ve got a spare. And just think how much weight you’ll be saving.’

      
      The teacher, having missed the excitement, reappeared with an earthenware jug of cold water and a plate loaded with grapes,
         tomatoes and prickly pears. We had noticed that Tunisia was well supplied with these barbaric cactus-like fruits. They are
         about three inches long, ovoid in shape and covered in minute hairs which protrude from their skins like small, sharp needles
         and which (as Ward had already discovered) can become painfully embedded in your hands. The tweezers of a Swiss Army knife
         are handy for their removal.
      

      
      In Tunis, carts were piled high with these dangerous but delicious fruits and Ward had learnt to leave any pear preparations
         to the professionals: deft-handed vendors split, skinned and sliced them in one dextrous move and then offered the yellowy-apricot
         flesh from the tip of the knife. Out in the countryside, boys waited by the road with bucketloads of pricklies, ready to hawk
         them or, for fun, hurl them at passersby.
      

      
      We ventured through Kairouan, where the ninth-century Grand Mosque is one of the holiest of Muslim places in the world; to
         visit it seven times is an act of piety equal to a visit to Mecca.
      

      
      It was mid-morning when we had our first encounter with the Tunisian police. They appeared on motorbikes which sounded (and
         moved) as if each was attached to a couple of outboard engines. White-gloved, they motioned us to stop and we did so obediently, thinking with an inkling of consternation: now what?
      

      
      Our confrontation was not what we had expected. They dismounted, shook our hands, slapped our backs, felt our tyres, exchanged
         names and addresses and handed us their own packed lunches before put-putting off down the road.
      

      
      The further we cycled south, the more daringly rumbustious became the roadside youngsters. Their idea of a welcome was to
         pelt us with a barrage of the first things that came to hand — usually stones, wood and hunks of watermelon, with the occasional
         prickly pear for good measure. Such missile-hurling was not aggressively hostile but simply an entertaining way (for them)
         of giving vent to their feelings of intense curiosity. We also offered unusually mobile targets. And who could blame them?
         A pair of shiny-cycled Westerners provided a welcome distraction from lengthy hours of goat-herding or fruit-foraging. For
         us, however, it could be frightening — and painful, especially when a small boulder hit you squarely and forcefully on the
         back of the head.
      

      
      The children were not the only mischief-makers. We could sometimes avoid their stone-throwing tribes but we could not escape
         the nuisance of the flies. They were everywhere; in, on and around everything — food, faces, faeces. There was no respite.
         They drove us to despair and we would flap our limbs and leap around in wild, sporadic bursts like a couple of demented chimpanzees.
         We were surprised that the natives completely ignored such infernal insects and I would stare incredulously as flies freely
         perambulated over an apparently unconcerned native’s legs, arms, eyes, nose and mouth. Some flies were so confident they would
         not be slapped or swatted or whisked aside that they even took the liberty of administering the leg-raised business of their
         meticulous hindquarter hygiene. And I saw one winged couple hitting it off together on an old man’s neck.
      

      
      One morning, we dived into the midst of an olive grove to give a particularly persistent gang of missile-throwers the slip. The torrid heat and the headwind of the Sirocco (the oven-blast
         that blows off the Sahara) were so exhausting that we decided to make this our lunch break.
      

      
      While eating sun-stale bread, Kraft cheese triangles and gelantinous cold tinned chickpeas — food in one hand and fly-swishing
         olive branch in the other — we were interrupted by a mischievous imp crouching behind a tree and excitedly signalling to his
         back-up flock of shepherds to advance with their prickly pears. We thought: uh-oh! All we wanted was half an hour’s rest free
         from pests and pestering.
      

      
      Ever eager to let peace prevail, I was quite prepared to pack up and retreat — it was their territory, after all. But such
         an act of surrender was not for Ward and he had other ideas. Emulating Tarzan, he released a desperate, death-defying war-cry
         and charged after our hapless entourage like a crazed bull. Plumes of dust, squeals of terror and roars of a tourist fit to
         explode dwindled into the distance.
      

      
      Then silence. Suddenly I was alone. Wonderful! Making the most of what little peace I had, I hastily covered my body with
         olive branches as a fly-deterrent and caught forty winks.
      

      
      Ward returned battle-scarred, sweat-gritted but jubilant.

      
      ‘They won’t be coming back!’ he said triumphantly.

      
      The statement caused me concern. What had he done to them? Before I had a chance to enquire, he was flat on his back and asleep.
         With him in such battling mood, I thought: best not to wake him. Peace prevailed — for ten luxurious minutes.
      

      
      I heard him first, a-whistling and a-warbling: a young man topped with a straw hat was bearing down on us, fast. I assessed
         the situation through slitted eyes.
      

      
      ‘Approaching rapidly at two o’clock,’ I reported.

      
      ‘Whatever you do, ignore him,’ snapped Ward, who commenced to feign sleep. I obeyed orders and did likewise. Then he was upon
         us.
      

      
      ‘Bonjour, Monsieur et Madame. Ça va? Français? Anglais? Allemands? Ah! English book! My friends, you speak English? Hey! Hallo! Hallo!’
      

      
      
      Making such a din, he must have thought we were either zombies or dead. Surely no one could sleep through such a racket? He
         continued in this insistent, demanding style and was obviously not going to give up until he received some acknowledgement.
         His staying power was remarkable. I felt like laughing at how absurd we must look — Ward apparently dead to the world and
         me attempting concealment beneath a cloak of olive leaves — but the thought of Ward in such a dangerously unpredictable mood
         deterred me.
      

      
      The last straw came when our inquisitive visitor picked up my leg and dropped it.

      
      ‘Hey, easy!’ I said. ‘That’s my leg!’

      
      We had come to life! He was exuberant. There was no going back now. Once surrendered, we were whisked up and led proudly back
         to meet his ‘fam-ill-ee’ … all thirty-seven members. They put on a display, made a great fuss over us and dressed us up in
         traditional costume. (This was to become a regular feature of native-meeting for us.) With me looking like Mata Hari and fez-hatted
         Ward like Tommy Cooper, I was led off to the women’s quarters, where I watched, fascinated, the preparations for our evening
         meal of stuffed sheep’s intestines. The fillings were of meat, coriander, chickpeas, tomatoes, onions, herbs, spices and home-grown
         almonds.
      

      
      Afternoon turned to evening and still we were introduced to an endless stream of excitable, loquacious relations and friends.
         Being at the hub of attention hour after hour can be as exhausting as cycling sixty miles into a ferociously hot head-wind;
         and a continuous smile turns into a painful, muscle-bound grimace. Being an honoured guest has its obligations — you have
         to be entertaining as well as appearing to be entertained — but, as we were to discover over and over again, it seemed that
         the greatest honour and pleasure we could give to the people was to accept their invitation and visit their homes.
      

      
      After being forced to feast ourselves silly, I became acutely aware of a need to relieve myself. I made enquiries and a troop
         of family enthusiastically led me behind a mud hut to an odorous expanse of ground. Performing in such a latrine caused me no concern whatsoever but I was surprised that my audience insisted on watching — all seventeen of them. I tried
         in vain to encourage them to leave. I was so nervous and desperate that in the end I decided just to get on with it.
      

      
      Shockingly, nothing happened. My bladder was bashful. Embarrassing as it was, I called the mission off as abortive while pretending
         to my transfixed audience that the whole operation had run according to plan. Apparently this only added to their bewilderment.
         I could see them thinking: how can Western woman go to the toilet and not produce anything? Later, in danger of exploding,
         I escaped into the glorious privacy of darkness. What a relief!
      

      
      The next morning, after a breakfast of hard-boiled eggs and watermelon, Ward was presented with a large straw sun-hat and
         I was given a foulard. ‘It’s a traditional Arab headscarf,’ they said, though later in the day I noticed its ‘Made in Japan’
         label. Our new friends were embarrassingly generous and they were so poor in comparison with ourselves that we were unsure
         how to repay them for their kindness. They wanted nothing more than our Echo and the Bunnymen tapes, which sent them into
         rapturous delight. They had good taste.
      

      
      With a change of wind, we sped into Gafsa and saw our first oasis. Founded by the Romans, it was a picturesque town of solid
         brick buildings decorated in bold geometric designs and enclosed by protective rose-pink walls.
      

      
      Wandering around, we came across some old Roman baths still in use. As we leant over the side looking down into the tempting
         cool waters, a lithe-bodied Arab boy was upon us.
      

      
      ‘Hey my friends! You watch me climb tree and I jump. Yes?’

      
      Before we had a chance to reply, he had shot off and shinned with breath-taking ability up a formidable palm tree which towered
         over the baths. Alarmed, we did not know if he was out to impress, out to get money, or out to commit suicide. The water did
         not look deep enough for such a stunt. Eighty feet high, he turned round on the overhanging tree, gripped it tightly with his legs and stood momentarily swaying in the breeze.
      

      
      ‘Don’t do it! Don’t do it! Don’t jump!’ we shouted.

      
      It was too late. He flung himself off the palm and plunged downwards in a terrifying but highly spectacular dive. Splash!
         Down, under and up he came, his glistening features smiling radiantly.
      

      
      ‘You like?’ he called.

      
      ‘Yes,’ we said breathlessly, ‘very good.’

      
      Venturing into the lush green oasis, we were accosted by a chirpy black boy holding a giant, stalk-eyed lizard. With saurian
         example in one hand and me in the other, he led us deep into the fertile oasis to a cornucopia of delights. Everywhere exotic
         fruits grew in profusion — oranges, figs, pomegranates and hanging clusters of fresh dates — and he eagerly scurried up the
         trees to pick up copious amounts of each. Laden with these tantalizing offerings, we retraced our steps back out of the oasis
         where (once Ward’s back was turned) our escort attempted a momentary grope amongst the foliage of a fig tree. Saucy little
         devil, I thought, and we returned to our hotel for a feast of fruit.
      

      
     Entering the sparser and less inhabited lands of the desert, it dawned on us what the second item on our Saharan survival
         list should have been: toilet paper, a superfluous commodity for Third World inhabitants. Some Westerners, I know, adapt with
         ease to the less wasteful and arguably more hygienic method of a thorough sluicing with an adept left hand — but old habits
         die hard and on that distressing day when the last of our Italian carta igienica had run out we were forced to turn to pages 1–47 of Birdy. It was an unfitting end for a wonderful book.
      

      
      Apart from these minor sanitation problems, we adapted quickly to our African way of life. Rising at dawn to beat the heat,
         we would cycle along roads free of traffic (save for the occasional heavily laden taxi, truck or camel) which inevitably disappeared
         into the shimmering, hazy distance. Whenever we stopped in a village, we were besieged by smiling, rotten-toothed locals. ‘Monsieur! Monsieur! Bonjour! You have bonbons? You — my friend, I show you souk.’ We slept in mud huts with the natives, sharing big communal bowls of rich spicy stews,
         and with some families we were proudly treated to a demonstration of their most prized possession: an antiquated wireless
         plugged into a beaten-up car battery and emitting a stream of ear-splitting distortion.
      

      
      Sometimes we pitched our tent in an oasis, shaded by date palms and fig trees, with not a soul for miles. Here, of course,
         finding water was no problem and we would drink from gushing pipes and wash and swim to our heart’s content in the hot, sparkling
         pools. It was only later that we learnt about bilharzia, a disease caused by the parasitic worms which infest the fresh water
         of oases. The flukes enter the body by burrowing into the soles of your feet. After dental decay, it is the second most common
         disease in the world (some 200 million people suffer from it, including about ninety per cent of Egypt’s population) and it
         can be fatal.
      

      
      It was hard to get used to the way the Arabs treated their livestock, especially the sheep. Life for these creatures was certainly
         no holiday, shuffling around under the relentless sun in such thick woolly coats while dodging crop-thwacking shepherds. They
         could find precious little shade apart from the occasional cactus or spindly tree. And what did they eat? There were no succulent,
         grassy meadows for grazing here — just parched, rocky, sun-scorched earth.
      

      
      As we sat revitalizing ourselves at a small village café, a battered old car pulled up. The driver, clad in voluminous flowing
         cloaks, opened the small boot. I saw what I thought at first was a large collection of moth-eaten fleeces crammed into the
         dark confines. Slowly, they came to life — five extremely sheepish sheep. These poor, forlorn creatures were then dragged
         roughly across the dirt to the rear of a neighbouring building and there followed a cacophony of desperate baaings and other
         unpleasant sounds. Moments later, a blood-spattered youth appeared wheeling a cart full of butchered bits of sheep. Whistling,
         he trundled off towards a small wooden hut where the edible contents of his load were left to hang in the dusty, flyblown heat.
      

      
      On another occasion, an overladen lorry slowly spluttered past with a supercilious sheep strapped into its passenger seat.
         It had a more comfortable ride than its boot-packing colleagues, but no doubt its fate was similar.
      

      
      Our next stop was Nefta where, legend has it, the first spring of fresh water to issue from the earth after the Flood was
         discovered by Kostel, one of Noah’s grandsons. From that spring developed the fertile oasis of today surrounded by ochre-coloured
         hills — a vivid patch of green amidst an endless sea of sand. Fed by more than 150 springs, it not only provides a handy stop-off
         point for camel caravans but is also a religious centre for the mystical Sufi pilgrims and a welcome respite for migrating
         birds.
      

      
      It was in Nefta that we decided to swop our two-wheeled transport temporarily for the native four-legged version and booked
         a tour of the oasis on a couple of unpredictable and mean-tempered camels. Unlike their Bactrian counterparts in Asia, these
         Arabian dromedaries have only one hump and the majority are now almost entirely domesticated (herds of wild camels still exist
         in Asia). They are used as riding and pack animals and to supply milk, meat, wool and hides.
      

      
      Contrary to my childish belief, these Ships of the Desert do not store water in their humps but fat reserves; the hump shrinks
         noticeably when food is scarce and is a good indication of a camel’s health. Having such a concentrated lump of fat allows
         the animal to lose heat more freely from the rest of its lean body, and the reason that camels do not suffer from sunstroke
         is not only because of an insulating layer of air within their hairy coats but also because of their ability to avoid dehydration
         by not starting to sweat until their body temperature reaches 115 degrees Fahrenheit, a temperature that would kill almost
         any other mammal. After a lengthy period without water (two weeks in summer or three months in winter), they can drink an
         incredible 180 litres in one go and swell visibly as they do so.
      

      
      We arranged to meet our guide at three o’clock. He turned up but the camels did not.

      
      ‘Where are our camels?’ we demanded.

      
      ‘They’ve been held up,’ he said, which made it sound as though they were stuck in a contraflow system on the North Circular.

      
      We waited and waited, and would have gone on waiting had the guide had his way. Finally, fed up, we said, ‘Okay, you be our
         camel and lead us through the oasis.’ So we ventured forth into the luxuriant greenery, not by delayed dromedary but by less
         exotic Shanks’s Pony.
      

      
      Even in the cool of evening, it was still hot — the shade temperature in summer can often be within a degree or two of a camel’s
         boiling point. Once we had forgiven our guide for the camel mix-up, he turned into a chatty and informative young soul and
         gave us a good run for our money, plying us with details such as the fact that the oasis is home to some 350,000 date palms
         (one of the world’s oldest cultivated plants) which can grow up to a hundred feet tall. They belonged, he told us, to the
         Deglas variety and the dates, known as ‘fingers of light and honey’, were reputed to be the finest in the world. They certainly
         tasted like it.
      

      
      We were led through hot, ankle-deep irrigation ditches of clear, bubbling water to a little hut of palm fronds. Here we were
         treated to the juicy fruits of the oasis and a small cupful of lagmi, a sickly-sweet wine made from date sap. Not one bit of these date palms goes to waste: the stones are ground and fed to
         livestock; leaves are cut into strips, dried and woven into baskets; and when the palms have finally stopped producing fruit
         (after two centuries) their wood is used for timber.
      

      
      In the morning, standing atop the hill beside the grandiose five-star Saharan Palace Hotel (reputed to be Brigitte Bardot’s
         favourite), we looked out over Nefta’s tawny brick buildings with their pristine white cupolas shimmering in the sun, and
         beyond to the notorious desolate expanse of the Chott Djerid. In winter this is a vast shallow lake which is transformed during summer into a parched, salt-encrusted plain. The seasonal flooding of the Chott results not from the sparse local rainfall
         but from a rise in the underlying watertable. In spring, when the water level drops, the lake becomes an immense muddy swamp
         and in the past unwary travellers who strayed from a prescribed path of solid ground, marked with palm trunks, came to a sticky
         end. A twelfth-century Arabian writer reported how a caravan of a thousand camels was swallowed up by the desolate wastes:
      

      
      

         Unfortunately one of the beasts strayed from the path, and all the others followed it. Nothing in the world could be swifter
            than the manner in which the crust yielded and engulfed them; then it became like what it was before, as if the thousand baggage
            camels had never existed.
         

      



      
      Entering Algeria, the second largest country in Africa after Sudan, was easy. After all the rumours about hostility to foreigners,
         lengthy searches and mind-boggling bureaucracy, we only had to endure a two-hour border wait in the heat. The liveliest things
         were the flies.
      

      
      Then we followed the gently undulating road that carved a dead-straight slice through the barren desert. I had never seen
         so much of nothing — our only distractions were an infinite number of telegraph poles, red-topped roadside kilometre stones,
         the occasional camel-hazard warning sign — and Ward’s potentially dangerous riding techniques. There we were, two solitary
         cyclists wheeling along a deserted desert road. I was ahead and Ward was bringing up the rear when suddenly, for no apparent
         reason, CRUNCH! He had crash-collided into me and we landed in a heavy-heaped mesh of bodies and bikes — a desertway pile-up.
         Momentarily stunned, we lay amongst a tangle of metal frames, escaped panniers, broken mudguards and bruised limbs as the
         silence of the sands settled around us.
      

      
      Taking stock of the situation, Ward suddenly burst into an apoplectic fit, most unreasonably blaming the whole unfortunate incident on me and likening my riding technique to a ‘snail
         in labour’. I retaliated with an equal show of insults and invective and reminded him just who had piled into whom. In enraged
         silence we brushed ourselves off, straightened forks and assessed injuries (mine were far worse) before I tore away into the
         heat-haze to let off steam, sincerely hoping never to set eyes on my cycling companion again.
      

      
      A few hours later I reached the town of El Oued, the ‘oasis of a thousand domes’. By then Ward had unfortunately caught up,
         with effort.
      

      
      ‘We need to find a bank,’ he puffed. ‘We need to get some dinars.’

      
      We dragged our tired steeds across the sand-strewn streets. It was market day: the small square was bustling with activity
         and hooded heads turned to stop and stare — and then followed, shouting excitedly in our wake. Just one eye was all we could
         see of the veiled, thickly robed women who, intrigued with the sudden arrival of two flush-faced foreigners, shuffled like
         daleks among the rapidly increasing crowds.
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