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It was a belter of an early summer's day in Austin, Texas, and I was sticking to the faux leather seats in the back of a yellow cab somewhere uptown. Late for yet another interview, I'd been so worried about packing the right kit that I hadn't checked the address. Rummaging around the web on my phone would cost a packet in overseas data charges, so I turned to Twitter. One minute and one message later, my posse had rescued me with the correct address and I put the cab driver out of his misery. 




  I'm professionally obliged to fiddle with the web, so when I started playing with Twitter in 2007 I had no particular expectations about what it could do or how much I might end up relying on it. I try out dozens of services and don't feel any obligation to battle with them if they are pointless or hard to use – so what was it about Twitter that worked? 




  Part group text message, part Facebook status update, part discussion group, part mini-blog – it might sound confusing at first but it is flexible, rather than complicated. And in the past two years, it has become indispensable in my job as a technology journalist. 




  It is a brains trust of the technology scene, linking me with all the people who are interested and engaged enough to want to be involved in news as it happens, and allowing me to ask advice of and share opinions with that network. It is an important organisational tool for meeting up with contacts, particularly at conferences where it also serves as an often irreverent back channel for debate. The network on Twitter ebbs and flows, leading you to new contacts and letting you maintain contact with others. It also serves as a medium for my own work, sending my latest articles to people interested enough to want to follow me. And perhaps most significantly, the real-time nature of Twitter makes it an important platform for breaking news and discussion on the burning topic of the day, from the true horror of the Haiti earthquakes unfolding hour by hour to the clumsily compiled UK Digital Economy Bill. 




  The most recent test for me was taking a nine-month hiatus from work to have a baby. In those lonely middle of the night feeding sessions I honestly felt that Twitter was a lifeline to the outside world. And taking all that into consideration, I wouldn't hesitate to say that Twitter is now my primary communication platform. 




  Twitter's network is largely idealistic and optimistic, perhaps because no one would want to follow anyone as tediously rude or unconstructively negative as your average Internet troll. Twitter is also still small enough that users feel a kinship with fellow users, in the same self-congratulatory finger waggling way as VW Beetle owners. 




  But no project has tested the optimism and sociability of Twitter as much as the Twitchhiker project. Which leads me to our young friend Paul. 




  It was very much one of those 'I wish I'd thought of that' moments when Paul explained the idea, and not just because I fancy going to New Zealand again. But I watched as the trip unfolded and Paul's eccentric idea grew, as people connected only through this modern word of mouth began to go out of their ways to offer a lift, or a bed for the night, or a ferry ride to a rock in the Southern Ocean, or... a party with Liv Tyler? I'm still not sure how he pulled that one off. 




  By the time I met Paul in Austin, Texas, for the South By Southwest Interactive Festival, he was nearly halfway to New Zealand. Slumped over his ribs and beans in that greasy BBQ house, he really did look like he'd travelled every one of those 8,000 kilometres, bless him. I wondered if he might have started to regret the whole idea, but he stuck to his guns. I don't think I ever doubted that he'd get there. 




  As Paul put it in his own inimitable way: he proved the world isn't full of rapists and bastards. And he raised money for charity, which is always worth doing. But he did so much more because he caught our imagination. At the heart of the idea was a test of good old-fashioned kindness and generosity, and if a powerful but oft-dismissed new technology platform can bring a little light and love back to the world then it has been A Very Good Thing. A Very Good Thing Indeed. 











Jemima Kiss, March 2010 
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It was quiet and still, the very dead of night when the dead themselves might consider turning in, and I had no business being awake. I'd deprived my body of a full night's sleep for a fortnight, occasionally through choice but mostly through circumstance. This time, however, I was of the unshakeable belief that the blame rested squarely with the mattress. 




  Despite the name, a folding bed shares few genes with its everyday equivalent, even when it's one provided by a Hilton hotel. Such mattresses are more a bucketful of rusty, tired springs thrown into a sack of damp dust. One spring in particular was attempting to puncture my torso, but I denied the wicked implement its blood-letting and instead sat up to peek through the curtains. Like any city centre in the pre dawn hours, Austin was motionless, save for the occasional flicker of headlights straying between the building blocks. The Texan capital gazed back at the twelfth floor of the Hilton and recoiled in horror at the haggard bald head at the window. 




  'Nearly time to get up, mate.' 




  The voice belonged to the previously unmentioned Norwegian gentleman in the room. He was also in bed; not mine, but a real bed several feet away, with its real pillows and real mattress, plump with goose feathers and unicorn hair and kittens. There was still time to kill him and claim it. I thumbed at my mobile phone; the display momentarily blinded me. Half past five, it blared. No point resorting to murder and spoiling the sheets when we were due to receive a phone call any minute. And we did. 




  'Hi Paul,' said a man called Syd, a television producer. 'Good night's sleep?' 




  'Yes,' I lied. 




  'Awesome. We're just about set up for you down here.' 




  'We're nearly ready,' I lied again, standing in full view of Austin with my left testicle hanging out of my boxer shorts. 'We'll see you shortly.' 




  A hot shower massaged out the knot between my shoulders but did little to soothe the one in my stomach. I rooted through my bag for a set of clothes that didn't look like they'd been stuffed in a wrestler's thong for a week, and pulled out a red T-shirt I'd promised to wear for the occasion. The socks had been worn for only two consecutive days and so were reasonably fresh, and a woman called Cindy had donated a three-pack of boxer shorts in a Wichita car park two days earlier. Choosing what pair of trousers to wear was even less problematic, since one of the three pairs I'd packed was some 1,600 kilometres distant in a Chicago hotel, possibly still in the wardrobe where I'd hung them five days before. 




  'Come on then,' said Matt, the previously unnamed Norwegian gentleman with his previously unmentioned Cheshire accent. 'Let's see you make a daft sod of yourself for the camera.' 




  The first time Matt and I met was in the very same hotel, twenty-four hours earlier. I'd agreed to bed down in his room barely twelve hours before that. We'd been perfect strangers less than two days ago, yet there we were accompanying one another along silent corridors to the elevator, where we descended to the ground floor and tiptoed through reception to the lobby bar. The previous evening's drunken roars from twenty-somethings in ironic T-shirts were replaced by the sound of a three-man production crew tearing duct tape to secure snakes of cable across the floor. A light stronger than the Texan sun singled out a chair in the centre of the room. Syd the producer gestured to me to sit down and stare into the light, while I sneaked a mic and an earpiece under my T-shirt to my neckline. 




  'Morning, Paul. You're looking really fresh today,' an excitable voice crackled into my ear. The owner of the voice had the all-American name Ted Winner, and he was a television producer talking to me from Times Square in New York City. 'Thanks again for doing this so early on a Sunday!' 




  'You're very welcome,' I lied once more as the cameraman bothered my face with powder. 'Just out of interest, how many people will be watching this?' 




  Through my earpiece, the disembodied voice of Ted suggested the sort of number scientists fling about with dizzy recklessness when describing how many stars populate the galaxy, or the number of atoms in a wheel of cheese. That couldn't be right. He must have meant thousands. Or tens. The situation really wasn't making any sense. I couldn't discern a) what I was doing out of bed so early on a Sunday, b) why anybody else would be up at the same time, unless they were on fire, and c) why these people cared to interview me when viewers could no doubt be watching a non-stop CSI marathon on another channel. 




  'Bloody hell, really?' was my considered response. 'Were you having a slow news day?' 




  'Hey, you're big news, Paul. We're really lucky to have you.' Flattery will get you everywhere, I thought, except at ten to six on a Sunday morning. 




  'Nervous?' asked Ted. 




  'More so now you've asked the question,' I replied. 




  'Don't worry, you'll be fine.' 




  I was about to be beamed into the homes of several million viewers on ABC's Good Morning America, live from Austin, Texas. A fortnight ago, I was burning Yorkshire puddings in my kitchen, nearly 8,000 kilometres away in the north-east of England. In the space of fourteen days my world had become a blur of travel, of trusting strangers with my life, and there were plenty more moments of suspended reality to follow. I would go on to woo A-list celebrities, have film stars ejected from VIP lounges and gaze across the greatest natural beauty on earth – all while wearing the same pair of underpants. 




  How the hell did I get here? 
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When we resign from a job that has made us progressively ill, miserable or mad as hell to the point of wanting to punch a nun, we pray the management will realise the error of their ways and beg us to stay. We hope the boss will break down in floods of tears, fall on their knees and wrap their arms tightly around our legs with childlike abandonment of shame, plead with us to reconsider, and offer more money than can be stuffed into a reasonably sized duffel bag. 




  We dream to be irreplaceable, indispensable, we want to be that vital cog in the corporate machine, to know our departure will bring about the end of days for the company and see those responsible burn in a festering trough of their own faeces, while we laugh heartily and skip into the golden sunshine of our future, having stuck it to The Man good and proper. 




  What we don't wish to observe under any circumstance is our line manager stand up and point at the door while screaming spittle into our face in a manner similar to Donald Sutherland during the finale of Invasion of the Body Snatchers. Or appear so unmoved by proceedings we question why they hired us in the first place. Or perform any other act which serves to reinforce how utterly worthless and pathetically inconsequential our contribution to the company has been. 




  Given the choice between these two scenarios, it'll come as no surprise whatsoever when you learn which one greeted my decision to exit a twelve-year career in the radio industry. 




  I developed a crush on radio when I was fourteen, while my friends were developing a taste for illicit sips of Diamond White, as well as still-developing girls. I didn't manage to kiss the fairer sex until I was seventeen, by which time several of my classmates were fathers; I'd become far too occupied with loafing about in hospital radio to waste time going tops-up. Wearing my dad's blazer and sharing the occasional can of Kestrel Super Strength with Adrian Taylor in the abandoned yards and wynds of Darlington town centre was the height of my recklessness. 




  As my affair with radio blossomed, my interest in academia evaporated; after two months at Leeds University studying physics with astrophysics, it was patently obvious that a) I cared little for a career as a rocket scientist, and b) I was never going to get laid if I kept studying it. I abandoned my degree and set about carving out a career at my local radio station, beginning as an unpaid dogsbody and quickly progressing to unpaid lackey. I also dabbled in on-air presenting but my brain ran at twice the speed of my mouth and I would constantly trip over my words. It was immensely gratifying, though; in the same breath I had an idea, it would spill out into the microphone. 




  I became friends with a local musician call Jon Kirby, a blonde-haired, blue-eyed, happy-go-lucky character, full of jokes and laughter and reputed owner of Darlington's largest collection of Razzle back issues, and who'd enjoyed modest chart success with north-east band Dubstar. Jon soon became a regular guest on the evening show I presented, and together we critiqued new releases. Perhaps our most insightful review was of the debut single by an unknown group called the Spice Girls, who'd perfected the sonic imitation of a bag of cats having their backs shaved. We didn't hesitate in ruling out any future success for girl power. You just can't buy that sort of intuition. 




  Those were heady days, when indie ruled the charts, England discovered they could play football again (so long as you were content with not winning anything), and I was a very minor personality after appearing on page eleven of the Darlington and Stockton Times. In the decade that followed, I whored myself at another ten radio stations up and down the country, as a radio producer, programmer and manager. There were the stratospheric highs of scriptwriting for Johnny Vegas and Hugh Laurie, and employing Richard Bacon for a whole five weeks, and the subterranean lows of getting up early to argue with Terry Christian before, during and after his daily breakfast show on BBC local radio, but I could only ever see myself working in radio. I adored everything about it – its diversity and immediacy, its warmth and intimacy. 




  Meanwhile, my friend Jon had been led away from the lifestyle of the jobbing songwriter by the allure of insanely repetitive playlists, and had joined the promotions department of a local commercial station. We daydreamed of working together again, and opportunity knocked while I was a producer at the BBC in Leeds – my editor John Ryan inexplicably entrusted me with a weekly show and allowed Jon to co-host, despite having only my word that it wouldn't be a diabolical shambles. 




  And so, Jon and I set the controls for the heart of the sun, with a blank canvas for trying out all the nonsense we'd dreamed up over the years. Our favourite feature was undoubtedly My Mum's Better Than Your Mum, which involved quizzing one another's mother to determine who had bragging rights for the following week. It was often my mum who proved the most entertaining – partly because she would flirt outrageously with Jon, but mostly because she was and remains as mad as a barrel of monkeys: 




  Jon: 'Right, Sheila, question one. What animal is also a type of shoe?' 




  Sheila: 'What type of what?' 




  Jon: 'Animal.' 




  Sheila: '... is an animal?' 




  Paul: 'Is a shoe, mother. What type of animal is a shoe?' 




  Sheila: 'I don't think I know that.' 




  Jon: 'Think of Winnie the Pooh, Sheila.' 




  Paul: 'He always helps you, doesn't he?' 




  Sheila: 'I know he does.' 




  Paul: 'No, I said, he always helps. He always helps.' 




  Sheila: 'He's what?' 




  Paul: 'Eeyore mother, Eeyore!' 




  Sheila: 'Oh, Eeyore!' 




  Paul: 'Yes!' 




  Sheila: 'Is the answer donkey?' 




  Jon: 'Yes Sheila, the answer is the donkey shoe. Well done.' 











Eventually I was offered a job managing the presenters of a regional station in the north-east of England, where I wasted no time in taking on Jon as my deputy. We'd become best friends and I trusted the man with my life – admittedly, he'd probably have some excuse about the traffic when arriving ten minutes late to save it, but he'd turn up nevertheless. We were in charge of a station that broadcast to two million people and had a very generous budget to blow, so we'd nurse beers in our favourite bars, daring to dream of a new golden age of radio that teemed with big personalities and bold ideas. 




  We barely got started. I horribly underestimated the demands of senior management and amount of political bullshit I'd be forced to wade through. All I wanted to do was win the audience over with exciting, engaging radio, not play games and massage egos, which meant I spent my days either in a manic whirlwind of ideas and hyperactivity, or as an impetuous, miserable child with a face like a burglar's dog. 




  After ten months, the role broke my spirit and my passion for radio had bled away. I never saw it coming; there wasn't a defining moment that required a defining song, just a sequence of days and then weeks that increasingly saw more bad than good. And so without much of a clue as to how I'd pay the mortgage, I resigned. My managing director, a tall lady with a demonstrable addiction to Walkers Sensations Thai Sweet Chilli flavour crisps, barely ticked the boxes one should when faced with the resignation of a senior manager. A boss should at least feign the five stages of grief for the sake of the employee, yet there was only a smattering of denial, barely a whiff of anger, precisely no bargaining, a sliver of depression, with the acceptance of the situation arriving midway through a mouthful of crisps and far too quickly for my liking. In summary, my managing director wasn't entirely arsed. 




  I still had to explain my decision to the group director, who arrived unexpectedly a couple of hours later. He was a man I'd admired from afar since starting out in radio; an intelligent, well-respected operator who knew plenty about the industry, but who had smothered me with a lard-doused pillow since the day I arrived. Instead of allowing me to learn from my mistakes, he saw to it that I never made any; my frustration had led to conflict and resentment. 




  Our meeting was short and to the point. The lack of expression or concern on his face meant I was neither going to be sorely missed nor leave in a blaze of glory. And when I spoke of my frustrations and being held back from trying my big ideas, that's when he scooped my guts out and spilt them all over the carpet: 




  'It's not your job to have big ideas, Paul. It's mine.' 




  Ouch. All the plans Jon and I had, all our schemes to ensure the station saw its day in the sun, they were never going to happen. I clenched my jaw tight, hoping the furious rage chewing at my chest wouldn't reduce me to tears. 




  During those final few days of bitterness and misery and blubbing like the fat girl at the end of a party, I registered on a social networking website called Twitter at five minutes past nine on the evening of 20 October 2007. My account remained largely unused for the first few weeks – I was too busy figuring out what the blithering hell I was doing with my life. I only knew that I had to be in control, so that whatever ideas I had – no matter how idiotic or likely to fail – wouldn't have to remain a daydream. 











@ 









My yearning for epic adventure was aroused many years before I plucked up the courage to walk out on my radio career. In fact, I was in the bath. It was a nondescript Saturday afternoon in September 2004, and if I had become accomplished at anything by my thirtieth year on planet Earth, it was submersing myself in lukewarm water for several hours at a stretch. That, and skilfully manipulating taps with my feet. I only ever shower when I can't justify writing off half a day for a bath, or when I can smell my own body odour. Bathing, on the other hand, is an activity for gentlemen – an altogether regal luxury enhanced by a chilled glass of 1988 Krug and an eagerly anticipated hardback autobiography. Or a can of Stella Artois and the free paper. 




  On this particular Saturday afternoon, the lazy autumnal sunshine filtered through the patterned glaze of the bathroom window and a copy of McCarthy's Bar was perched on my belly, nervously teetering above the waterline. Pete McCarthy was reasonably well known for his series Travelog on Channel 4, and his first book sold over a million copies. McCarthy's Bar was a rudely brilliant and deeply personal account of his journey through the backwaters of rural Ireland. It was impossible to read without tumbling into love with the notion of slinging on a rucksack and exploring the Irish countryside, seeking out the truly traditional Irish pub that proved so elusive to McCarthy, rather than those that celebrate St Patrick's Day by investing in foam hats. At that point I'd only ever travelled as a teenager with my parents to the Costa Brava, and on a package holiday to Egypt, which I recalled not so fondly as being one part Indiana Jones esque temples and hieroglyphics, and two parts food poisoning and subsequent squits. 




  I digested a substantial wedge of McCarthy's Bar that afternoon and had all but lost myself in dreams of supping stouts as thick as porridge and dancing jigs with locals. Then I read McCarthy's explanation of why the timeless American tradition of the cross-country road trip was entirely absent from British culture. It wasn't an astonishing revelation, but one I hadn't considered before – there simply isn't enough road stretching in any one direction for very long. The distance from the snout of Scotland to the tail of Cornwall can be completed by car in fifteen hours – hardly an epic adventure. 




  I hooked the hot tap with the heel of my left foot and set about solving the challenge posed by the UK's geographical inadequacy. By the time the steaming water ran cold, I had the answer. A road trip lasting several weeks was entirely possible, so long as you travelled very slowly. I'd have to drive a vehicle that by its very nature would crawl along the road. A milk float! And so in that slowly cooling trough of dead skin and oily sweat, I spent another half hour fantasising about a journey along country lanes, trundling through picturesque hamlets, quaffing real ale in real alehouses and indulging in parochial gossip as a lusty, busty barmaid provocatively handled the wooden shaft of her beer pump. 




  Adventure ahoy! At least, it was until I clambered out of the bath, realised there were no towels at hand, scarpered bollock naked through the house to the airing cupboard to retrieve one, dried myself, dressed, sat down with my laptop and looked up the price of second-hand milk floats. Balls. I didn't have a spare £2,000 for my chariot of choice, but then since I was still in full-time employment at the time, neither could I take a month or two off in order to drive it. I put my plans for the open road to one side and slunk back to the day job of mucking about in radio stations. 




  Pete McCarthy died of cancer a month later at the outrageously young age of 52. His work had shaken me by the shoulders and dared me to travel, and in the years that followed I began to peek at what else the world offered. I travelled to the US for the first time and began a very public affair with New York. It was an explosive city, full of life, an adventure on every corner. Over successive visits I explored the nooks and crannies of Brooklyn and the Bronx, and became a regular in the bars of Hell's Kitchen, in particular a dive called Rudy's at 44th Street and Ninth Avenue. You'll remember Rudy's if you've visited there – a man sized statue of Porky Pig eyes you up outside a bar you'd never consider entering in daylight. Or while sober. Inside is a God-awful mess of black ceilings, untreated brickwork and bulging red neon, with a washroom that appears to have been kicked down a hill. Promise me you'll visit. 




  When I walked out on my radio career, my gallivanting across the Atlantic was seriously curtailed. During the first few months, I didn't travel anywhere except up and down my own staircase as I re invented myself as a writer. I picked up a semi-regular gig blogging for The Guardian, hardly enough to pay the bills but a good badge to wear when talking to prospective employers. Over time I assembled a ragtag roster of freelance jobs that meant I could turn up to work in my dressing gown and slippers without brushing my teeth or wearing underwear. My office was a desk in my dining room, from which I wrote and blogged and nipped next door to worry the fridge more than is considered acceptable by dieticians. 




  As a result, I became entirely dependent on my precious broadband connection for my livelihood. It was an emotional and precarious relationship, especially when the connection would occasionally fall over and die as a critical deadline approached. It was tantamount to paralysis, and not the sort of paralysis that sees you off to swim with dolphins for a week in Florida. I'd perform the Wi-Fi equivalent of CPR, turning the router off and back on, unplugging all the cables and plugging them back in again. Uninstalling software, reinstalling software. I'd regularly spend hours pouring my soul into the telephone while BT and Sky contradicted one another, unable to agree on who was to blame, only that somebody was but it wasn't them. In desperation, I'd kneel down and pray to God and little baby Jesus for my broadband to be resurrected. Admittedly not the best use of a prayer, and God would acknowledge this by doing nothing whatsoever. 




  Without broadband, life was meaningless – I was unable to communicate with the world around me. I was a 3D man in a 2D man's world, like Jeff Bridges in Tron. The greatest loss wasn't necessarily my ability to work, but my ability to tweet. After quitting my job, I'd begun using Twitter more and more frequently, to the point of addiction. Quarter to two in the morning. In the car. The bath. On the toilet. In fact, a great deal of my time on the toilet was spent reading the comments of others on Twitter. The prolonging of my bathroom habits eventually led to an acute case of haemorrhoids, but on the plus side I was saving money by no longer subscribing to Total Film. 




  If you've never used Twitter, let me tell you a little about it: Twitter allows you to post short updates on the Internet – no more than 140 characters – about your current thoughts or activities, which can be read by anyone else in the world. This initially sounds like a pathetically inconsequential exercise, the reduction of small talk to quantum minutiae. Who cares what you had for lunch? Does the world really need your point of view on The Apprentice? 




  But then it clicks. Twitter isn't a one-way broadcast – it's a two-way conversation. You can comment on a website, a news story, a sandwich filling, and if enough people are paying attention, they'll reply with their comments, their news, or seven ways to create an even better sandwich filling. You can follow what other people are saying and other people can follow you, and if you reach a critical mass of friends and followers then the exchange of conversation, news and information becomes not only addictive but indispensable. 




  In my case, Twitter had rescued me from the isolation of working as a freelancer in an empty dining room by delivering a new social circle, a support network of other writers and a bountiful supply of inspiration for feature ideas for commissioning editors to subsequently reject and ask a staff writer to produce when they thought I wasn't looking. 




  Twitter was transforming the way I communicated with individuals not only in this country, but around the world. And as I found myself prying into their lives, a fleeting thought flashed behind my eyes – would a stranger, who knew me only by a real-time, bite-sized commentary of my life, ever welcome me into his or her home? Could I use this new network to travel the world and meet these people? How far would one Twitter acquaintance – a tweep – go for another? Could I trust them with my life? 
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An evening of gentlemanly excess enjoyed in the company of Captain Stella and his first mate Jim Beam had resulted in the hangover from hell, and a thousand lunatics wailed and clawed inside my skull for sweet release. My heavy-headedness meant I'd staggered out of bed far too late for a Saturday, and my punishment was to spend lunchtime amongst the living damned, known locally as Gateshead Tesco. The one and only rule of weekend supermarket shopping is you hit them early and hit them hard – in and out before 9 a.m. with military precision – otherwise you risk exposure to members of the public who will conspire to ruin your day. Specifically: 











a) those who can't be trusted with a shopping list without having to call home and verify every item on it 


b) the elderly, couples in particular 


c) housewives who abandon their trolleys lengthways in the freezer section upon realising they've forgotten the carrots 


d) parents with more than one child 


e) anyone who goes to the supermarket to 'get out of the house for a while' 


f) drivers who don't understand that Bluetooth headsets are for in-car use only 









and, depending on my mood: 











g) everyone else 











My irascible mood was intensified by circling Tesco's car park for twenty minutes, during which time I swore at drivers who had straddled two bays, and raced at breakneck speeds to claim a free space, only to find some wanker with a better car than mine reversing into it. The filthy concrete hulk of Trinity car park stared down on my frustrated game of cat and mouse. Famous the world over for its role alongside Michael Caine in Get Carter, it was considered a 'culturally significant' structure by renowned architects – none of whom had to live in Gateshead and gaze upon its eye-shriekingly hideous form on a daily basis. It was a miserable spectacle under a heartbroken sky, and its very presence in my line of sight made me all the more furious on that day. 




  After nearly a year of logging in to Twitter on a daily basis I would use it to vent my inner bile, as many other users did. It was all very cathartic, being able to silently rant in public, and this day was no different. I'd barely made it into the vegetable aisle, before my access to the red onions was barred by a gentleman on crutches, all four limbs splayed like a baby giraffe wearing roller boots. He was accompanied by his wife, who reversed her scooter over my foot. A low guttural sound may have escaped from my throat but I quite definitely screamed 'Careless bitch!' within the confines of my head. Twitter learned of my despondency too, as I punched my thumb into my mobile: 












paul_a_smith The seventh circle of Hell continues to intersect the Earth at Tesco on a Saturday lunchtime. Why wait until now to road-test your mobility scooter? Gah.


1:04 PM Jan 31st 









It was around this time that the UK media began taking an interest in Twitter. Two celebrities were roundly responsible for generating press coverage of the service, albeit under very different circumstances. The first, Stephen Fry, registered on Twitter on 15 July 2008 and took to tweeting like a duck to orange sauce. My friend Andy quite rightly describes Fry as the country's favourite uncle – a tea-drinking, darts fancying, intellectual cornerstone of British culture, his prowess in the fields of comedy, television, technology, literature and the arts ensured an intensely loyal fan base on Twitter. When Fry tweeted, both the public and the media followed. 




  Over four months later, on 30 November 2008, British TV and radio presenter Jonathan Ross signed up to Twitter. Whereas Stephen Fry's fascination with gadgets and gizmos compelled him to experiment with this new service, Ross unexpectedly found himself with plenty of time on his hands following a notorious incident involving a prank radio call on a Spanish waiter. The stunt raised thousands of complaints and Ross was subsequently suspended by the BBC. The presenter retreated immediately from the baying mob and little was heard from him again – at least, not until he joined Twitter a month later. The media discovered they had access once more, and soon the tabloids filled their pages with sensational headlines spun from his throwaway tweets, inadvertently creating national press coverage for Twitter. When Ross returned from his suspension and discussed Twitter on his TV chat show (together with his guest Stephen Fry, naturally), the UK went bananas for it. 




  The media was unhappy with Twitter for an awfully long time, because they were having to report on a phenomenon they didn't fully understand themselves. Whenever journalists made an attempt to describe Twitter, they resorted to the tired stereotype of users offering nothing more than benign descriptions of their eating habits – the two-way nature of sharing and conversing was entirely lost on them. 




  That changed when Captain Chesley Sullenberger successfully landed Flight 1549 on New York's Hudson River. The story broke not over television or radio as it would have a decade ago, not even on news websites as it would have two or three years ago, but through a Twitter message, a tweet, attached to a single photograph of passengers stood on the wing of a sinking plane. 












jkrums There's a plane in the Hudson. I'm on the ferry going to pick up the people. Crazy.


3:36 PM Jan 15th 









The message and accompanying image were forwarded to hundreds of thousands of Twitter users around the globe within seconds; it was a tourist called Janis Krums who published the world's first image of the downed plane, while journalists at The New York Times barely a kilometre from the Hudson were preparing stories that wouldn't be read until the following day. 




  My personal use of Twitter was far more mundane and usually observational, conversational or, as in this instance, cathartic. After purging my displeasure by sharing it with other Twitter users, I successfully coerced a bag of red onions into the trolley and made my way to the end of the aisle to discover a shouty mother of five, plus said five, forming a human shield around the sausages. I was stressed, she was stressed, the children weren't thrilled by their predicament either. 




  It was in the bread aisle where I finally snapped. There'd been some sort of multi-trolley pile-up, and there was no way through without cutting-gear or dynamite. Groups of shoppers blocked the thoroughfare, exchanging neighbourly gossip, stories of holidays abroad and their views concerning the recession, the weather, the demise of society, Cheryl Cole and any other topic that ensured I could only stare longingly at the distant French sticks beyond them. 












paul_a_smith It's not a social club, people. The bread aisle is at a standstill while you reminisce how much better life used to be. Now for fuck's sake, move.


1:19 PM Jan 31st 









And that's when my brain started daydreaming, leaving the rest of me to mooch about near the hot dog buns and give the plain clothes detectives cause for concern. What was I doing in that place? I wanted to abandon my trolley, set it free and skedaddle the hell out of there. But to where? Anywhere, it didn't matter. What about that idea to explore the country on a milk float? No, wait. The other idea. What was the other idea again? Twitter. Travel the world using Twitter, that was it. Why didn't I go ahead and try that? How far could I circumnavigate the globe relying on people I'd never met? Was it remotely possible? How long before I ended up a torso case in a ditch? 




  The anger and bile ebbed away. I'd had an idea, and a not inconsiderable one at that. I'd be the first Globe Twitterer! Globe Tweeter. A Twit Tripper. No, got it. I'd be a Twitchhiker, and I would attempt to travel as far as possible from home in thirty days, relying entirely on the kindness and goodwill of people using Twitter. It was the most ridiculous, least violent thought I'd had in the past hour, and I had absolutely no excuse not to attempt it. 




  Why? We all have a dozen ideas a day, and amongst them we occasionally have one that is unique and wonderful. Most of us won't act, citing our jobs, family, bank balances or other excuses, only to suffer the teeth-grinding frustration of hearing months later that somebody else had not only a similar idea, but the guts to try it. Has that ever happened to you? 




  I couldn't let that happen to me. I'd promised myself when I had a big idea, I'd do it – not procrastinate until I'd talked myself out of it. I'd get on and make it happen so I didn't have to live with the regret. 




  I was going to be a Twitchhiker, and it'd be a grand adventure, an adventure wrapped in nonsense and cocooned in daft. All I had to do was explain the idea to my wife, Jane. 




  The wife to whom I'd been married for four whole days. 




  I picked up a tub of Ben & Jerry's and a bag of Kettle Chips to assist my cause in the negotiations ahead, made a mental note to leave out the bit about becoming a torso case and speculated on whether the marriage would reach double digits. 
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I completed the rest of the shopping on autopilot, forgetting essentials like bin liners and cat biscuits. My body belonged to Tesco, but my mind was far, far away, somewhere in the southern hemisphere where people were altogether more pleasant and spatially aware of those desperate for foreign bread products to fulfil their middle-class pretensions. The idea of twitchhiking buzzed and bolted and whirled about behind my eyes, a white-hot pinball bouncing off synapses and bits of brain. 




  Through the checkout, across the car park, driving home – I began painting in the detail of my outlandish folly. How would this work? How would I convince people to support me? Could I avoid driving into the Ford Sierra ahead? 




  I'd either failed to notice the traffic lights turn to red, or been overwhelmed at the sight of a roadworthy Ford Sierra. I suspected the latter, since I rarely paid attention to my own driving and hadn't died yet. In fact, it was an increasingly common occurrence to find myself motoring along a road and have no memory of how I'd arrived there. You first start to notice these lapses in awareness while watching the television and during conversations with customer service operators. And then that's it, game over – you're in your mid-thirties, your memory's shot, there are thickets of wiry hair sprouting out your ears and you're unable to accurately judge the age of anyone younger than twenty-five. I was thirty-three and felt I was already staring middle age square in the eye, which I imagined looked a lot like the melting face of Ronald Lacey's bald Nazi in the finale of Raiders of the Lost Ark. Perhaps that's why I was so enamoured with the idea of twitchhiking; I was trying to defy my age and responsibilities. None of it would matter if I died in what was becoming an inevitable collision with the Sierra. 




  The swift application of my foot to the brake pedal resulted in a sliding skid across the oily road, up the kerb and within a hair's girth of the B-reg jalopy. I offered the driver the response most appropriate for nearly causing serious injury through negligence – I held up the flat palm of my hand and shrugged gently while looking a little sheepish about the matter. He gave me the finger. 




  A near-death experience while travelling – something I'd no doubt have to prepare myself for. Did I really want to trust my life to strangers on the Internet? Maybe they'd be perfectly pleasant and normal. Maybe they'd collect live hand grenades, or own a hand-stitched suit of meat. But that was unlikely. Wasn't it? 




  If I were travelling for thirty days, I'd need some mechanism to keep people interested in my journey. There had to be an element of uncertainty, the possibility that I could fail at any moment and find myself at the mercy of Mister Meat. I needed rules for my world adventure like I needed toilet roll, but that was still sat on the shelves of Tesco. What I'd gained in delusions of grandeur, I'd lost in urgently required comestibles. 




  I unloaded the shopping from the car and realised I'd forgotten the milk too. By now my head was exploding with ideas that shouted over one another for attention. Somewhere in the muddle was the blueprint, I just needed to extract it from my head. Whenever my head was cluttered with ideas while writing, and it happened a lot, I'd put my fingertips to my temples and flick them towards the computer, as if exorcising the elusive prose from my brain onto the screen. And I wouldn't just do it once, but over and over. This brought only fleeting relief to my frustration, and in no way constituted a medical cure for writer's block. On this occasion I was stood outside my front door at the open boot of my car, violently casting my fingers from my head into the sky above. To the untrained eye of eighty-three-year-old Mrs Dorchester at number twenty-five, I was either performing a council-funded street theatre project or confirming her long-held suspicions that I was a mentalist. 




  I couldn't wait, the ice cream would have to sit in the kitchen and thaw to a puddle. I assumed the pose of Le Penseur at my desk before recommencing the crazy hand-flicking thing, trying to decide where to start. Then it occurred to me that it might be easier to decide where to finish. Travelling as far as possible in thirty days lacked a definitive finish line – a cause requiring support needed a clear goal, so I'd aim to reach the exact opposite side of the planet. 




  I opened up EarthTools.org, a website that identifies geographical coordinates for locations on Google Maps, and zoomed in on my address in Gateshead. There it was at 54.93 degrees north and 1.59 degrees west. After a quick scribble of maths on the back of an envelope, I traversed the globe to peer down at 54.93 degrees south and 178.41 degrees east – the point on the opposite side of the globe to where I was sat. There was no street like mine, nor was there anything to build one on – only a screen full of blue. I zoomed out. And out again. And again. And again. The southern tip of New Zealand eventually appeared to the north. I switched to the satellite view to find more blue, but it was a deep, inky blue, the colour that indicated depths where sea monsters lurked and lost cities lay undisturbed for millennia. Short of a helping hand from Doug McClure and his diving bell, I wouldn't be setting foot there. 




  I scoured the seas for the closest knuckle of rock I could aim for instead. At 52.54 degrees south and 169.12 degrees east there was land ahoy, or at least a good shovel's worth of grit. It was an irregular shape, like a Han character from the Chinese alphabet, and tiny – no more than 15 kilometres across. Combinations and permutations of search terms eventually revealed a name; Campbell Island was discovered two centuries ago by Frederick Hasselburgh, captain of a vessel owned by Sydney-based shipping company Campbell & Co. In the years that followed, visitors to its shores explored the island's herb fields, bemoaned the often inclement weather and slaughtered the native seal population, after which they took to sticking harpoons into nearby whales. Not content with clubbing and stabbing everything with soft brown eyes or a blowhole, the nineteenth-century adventurers introduced feral livestock to the island, as well as what would become the world's densest infestation of Rattus norvegicus, which decimated the indigenous wildlife and caused the extinction of several species of bird. Come the twentieth century, and upon realising what a sow's ear they'd made of it all, the feral cattle and sheep were culled, millions of dollars were spent eradicating the vermin and the island was designated a UNESCO World Heritage Site. 




  We had a winner. Six hundred kilometres off the southernmost tip of New Zealand and 18,847 kilometres as the crow flew – assuming it didn't die of exhaustion – from Gateshead, Campbell Island was my intended destination. As if the notion of strangers caring enough to propel me around the world wasn't improbable enough, I wanted to reach an abandoned rock where not even rats were welcome. But if Alice's Queen could believe in six impossible things before breakfast, then conjuring up a couple by mid-afternoon was surely child's play. With one part of the jigsaw firmly in place, I returned to the kitchen to find a highly irritated wife pouring a tub of ice cream down the sink. 











@ 









My challenge required rules. How could I ensure people would notice my attempt and, more importantly, be so intrigued by the sheer lunacy of it that they told others? How could I hold their attention in the weeks before the event and during the thirty days I'd spend travelling? There had to be an element of risk, people had to know that nothing about the journey was a certainty and that there might come a point when their involvement would determine my fate. I considered running a bath to mull over the rules, but as it transpired I couldn't type them fast enough: 











1. I can only accept offers of travel and accommodation on Twitter, from individuals or businesses. 


  Rather than ask people to contact friends or family and ask if they'd consider helping me, I wanted to test whether relationships built within social media had real emotional and practical value. There was another important aspect to this rule, in that others would determine when and where I travelled, with no influence from me – I couldn't ask for specific help at any time. 











2. I can only spend money on food, drink and anything that might fit in my suitcase. 




A bus ticket, a train fare, a lift down the road or a bed for the night – depending on a virtual community for every aspect of my travel and accommodation would certainly test their generosity and goodwill. Since I couldn't request specific help, there'd be no guarantee that an offer of transport would marry up to one of accommodation – some kind soul might offer to drive me cross-country, but would there be shelter waiting for me at the other end? 











3. I can't make any plans further than three days in advance. 




Unless an offer of transport or accommodation was made within seventy-two hours of it being applicable, I couldn't accept it. This would be crucial in keeping people's attention and maintaining momentum – nobody, myself included, would know what would happen next. 











4. If there's more than one offer on the table, I get to choose which I take. If there's only one, I have to take it within forty-eight hours. 


Twitter had to determine my fate at every step. In that context, this rule made perfect sense. In the context of having to accept an invitation from Crazy Man Withers that led to my remains being dredged up by the crew of a Spanish fishing trawler, this rule wasn't a favourite of mine. 











5. If I'm unable to find a way to move on from a location within forty-eight hours, the challenge is over and I go home. 


Perhaps the physical and virtual worlds people immersed themselves in every day were disparate and disconnected from one another and Twitter users wouldn't be prepared to assist me outside our online relationship, in which case I'd return to England with my tail between my legs. That would be the worst possible outcome – aside from that business with the fishing trawler, obviously. 











The rules already felt like hard work. The journey would not only be unpredictable, it would be relentless. There'd be precious little time to plan my next move, even less to recuperate in between travelling. I couldn't afford to take time off from my freelance writing, so I'd have to somehow squeeze that into my itinerary too. I had a couple of solid freelance writing gigs, including one that required me to file editorial copy three to four days a week. I couldn't give that work up, not without missing payments on the mortgage, or slipping beyond the £5,000 overdraft limit. Then there was the bank loan. And the credit card payments. And the bills. Wait a minute, what the hell was I thinking? Without creating some previously unimagined branch of mathematics, there was no chance I could take this trip without causing financial ruin. 




  Fuck it. Fuck. It.




  I couldn't let it go. I shook my head at myself for even considering giving up. I was already daring to believe it was possible; walking away from it wasn't any sort of option. Perhaps that wasn't my decision to make, at least not mine alone. Sooner or later I'd have to tell my wife what I was planning. 




  In recent years I'd given Jane more than enough reason to abandon me and my wide-eyed dreams. Our non-wedding in Las Vegas was the most extreme example of this, and the nadir of our relationship; we arrived in Nevada engaged and all set to wed, but returned home single. The day was without doubt the worst of my life; every minute of every hour saw the two of us sat on the hotel bed crying, the silence only broken by chokes of sobbing or the thump of Moët against the wall. Obviously Jane was aiming for my head, but fortunately her inadequate lob (who on earth throws underarm in anger?) failed to shatter the champagne bottle – allowing me to become hysterically drunk on the contents during the non-honeymoon that followed in San Francisco. 




  Together and apart, together and apart, yet we remained in one another's orbits and eventually recognised that each made the other whole – I suspect Jane knew it was the case many years before I did, yet I was cruel and reckless with her heart. After two proposals had come to nothing (there was another before Vegas, but that particular story lacks the tits and tinsel of the Vegas debacle), we married in Empire Fulton Ferry State Park in New York, the view of Manhattan across the East River framed by the magnificence of the Brooklyn and Manhattan Bridges. 
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