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PRAISE FOR GO WEST






"Steve's adventure reminds us all that wildness and countryside are never more than a bike ride away. You don't need to fly around the world for an adventure: all you need to do is step outside your front door, pedal out of town, and keep going!"



Alastair Humphreys









"Cycling from London to Pembrokeshire in just one week, Steve Silk is a great guide, enthusiastic and sensitive to the contours of the landscape through which he passes, and the stories and secrets buried within. It's a timely reminder that real adventure can still be found right beneath our noses, and a joyous rallying cry for middle-aged couch potatoes everywhere." 





Mike Parker









"Relatable from the very first page, Steve's razor-sharp observations of human behaviour are as good a reason to pick up this book as the cycling journey itself. A historically fascinating, witty sojourn from the streets of our capital city right through to the tiny Welsh hamlets where Steve is welcomed with no Wi-Fi and an outside loo. A thoroughly enjoyable – and educational – read."




Rachel Ann Cullen
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This book is dedicated to Mum, who we lost later that summer. 



From her armchair, she followed every twist and turn of my journey.
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PREFACE










A bellyful of beery laughter erupts in the courtyard as I walk the bike into the bowels of Gloucester's most historic inn. It's early evening and the after-work drinkers are enjoying the sunshine – as well as a good joke well-told. I'm equally happy – but perhaps more thirsty. I've covered 50 undulating miles in the heat, the sweat stinging in my eyes. Nevertheless, I'd started the day on the banks of the Thames and am now close to the River Severn – a decent ride. 


  I present myself at the front desk, bike helmet still dripping embarrassingly. 




  "Just booking in for the one night please. Oh and is there somewhere I can put the bike?"




  "Another one?" says the receptionist, looking up with mock weariness. "Follow me."




  We walk out to the central quadrangle where hulking great beams and galleried walkways loom down from all sides. The New Inn is a timber-framed leviathan of a building that has been welcoming guests for almost 600 years. It sags and it creaks, but still oozes an ancient charm. After all, everyone from medieval pilgrims to modern tourists have stayed here – they even claim a visit from William Shakespeare. 


  We head towards the back of the inn, passing a number of sash window shop fronts on the way – unusual for a pub and perhaps a little Dickensian, but somehow in keeping here. In the end, no one presents themselves in a top hat or calls me "kind sir" but you wouldn't want to rule it out. Instead, the receptionist scrambles for the right key and I wheel my precious cargo into a disused function room to find around a dozen other bikes laid up for the night – each one as dirt-ridden and as well-loved as mine.




  We hear a lot about cycle tourers, those hardy souls who think nothing of riding 100 miles and then erecting a tent – a tent they have somehow strapped onto the bike, together with a sleeping bag and gas stove. Well, in the nicest possible way, sod that. There's a less noisy bunch of us who are happy to halve the daily mileage and double the comfort levels. We've been called the "credit card tourers" – perhaps not the most flattering of labels. But tonight, taken together, we're clearly worth at least a few quid to the local economy. 


  Either way, there is undeniably something special about a holiday on a bike. A holiday spent overwhelmingly outside with a form of transport that places you squarely in the landscape rather than behind a windscreen. A holiday where you will talk to strangers – just because two wheels makes better humans of us all. And a holiday where you positively deserve that big meal and a glass of something every night. I can justify every calorie of my creamy carbonara sauce at the restaurant in Gloucester – and I should probably have had another pint.




  So come with me on as varied, as beautiful and as hilly a route as southern Britain has to offer. The New Inn provided my accommodation for the third of eight consecutive nights on the road between London and the Welsh coast. I used traditional pubs as often as I could, interspersed with the odd budget hotel and Airbnb. The inns provided the highlights – occasionally short of mod cons, but always full of character.




  For the first four days I was on my old Jamis Aurora – a sturdy touring bike with a single pannier. With the help of some complicated pre-ride logistics, I then switched to a Voodoo Bizango mountain bike at Monmouth. It had even less carrying capacity, but its suspension and gears were better suited to the narrow lanes and occasional off-roading required – and indeed sought out – in Wales.




  I roughly followed the line of the A40 – itself based on the old mail coach road which ran from the very centre of the city of London to Milford Haven. These days the ferries to Ireland ply their trade a little further up the coast at Fishguard. The trunk road adjusted accordingly and I did the same.




  Fishguard, with its long history, rugged headlands and multi-coloured cottages huddled around the harbour, is a great destination. But it's the places in between that bedazzle and bewitch. The road passes through the Chilterns, Oxford, the Cotswolds, the Wye Valley and the Brecon Beacons. My particular route took in contour-hugging canal towpaths and a white-water canoe trip as well as Roman tracks over Welsh mountains. In the end, I realized I'd crossed three Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty and two national parks in 300 miles – that's good landscape bang for your cycling buck.




  Rather than camping gear, I packed books by an author who had cycled the same route in the early years of the twentieth century. Charles G. Harper is an important witness to that forgotten era between the demise of the mail coach and the rise of the motor car. He was rather conservative and quite grumpy – the further away from London, the worse he got. But I love both volumes of The Oxford, Gloucester and Milford Haven Road. As well as fine Edwardian prose, these heavy tomes include dozens of precise sketches. One hundred and twenty years later, the challenge was lining up his pen and ink "then" with my iPhone "now". 




  Cycling was easier in his day – even if the bikes themselves were more primitive. Now, drivers can be guilty of bullying the rest of us out of the way – even if they don't mean to. But conditions are improving – albeit slowly and unevenly. Everywhere I went, cycle lanes had recently been added – with more planned and others being campaigned for. This kind of journey – my kind of journey – is getting less scary with every month that passes. 


  But what exactly is my kind of journey? 




  I guess it's the kind of slow travel that revels in the places in between. Exploring the kind of towns and villages that you bypass by car, but that you won't, don't or can't ignore on two wheels. And my emerging Law of Cycling Serendipity suggests that it's these locations that provide the unexpected highlights; the supporting actors who somehow steal the show. 




  At least, that's the best explanation I've got for stumbling upon a museum dedicated to the history of the photocopier, clambering up into a 2,500-year-old yew tree and being chased by a herd of dairy cattle across a Forest of Dean meadow. 


  The contrast with a conventional holiday couldn't be more stark. Abroad, in everywhere from Amsterdam to the Canary Islands I might be confronted with the problem of overtourism – cities that have somehow lost their soul thanks to the sheer volume of visitors they attract. Everyone panders to them, no one looks after us, say the locals. On the Greek island of Paros, protesters carrying a "Reclaim the Beach" banner marched against the proliferation of beach bars. In Barcelona, holidaymakers have found themselves squirted at with water pistols. 




  So setting out within your own country to explore the kind of places where you might be the only tourist that day, or even that week, has to feel more authentic and satisfying. Let's call it "undertourism". No airport, no passports and – thanks to pedal power – only the lightest of environmental impacts.




  You might never be foolhardy enough to ride across the country in one fell swoop. But I hope that my journey will inspire you to get on a bike and go further in future. A round trip on one day is barely more than a commute. But going from A to B and then as far down the alphabet as you can manage, well, that's in danger of becoming an adventure. 
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DAY ONE







CENTRAL LONDON TO HIGH WYCOMBE







[image: A map showing the journey from St Paul's Cathedral in London to High Wycombe. Locations along the route include: Ealing, Southall, Uxbridge, and Beaconsfield.]














Amid the straight lines of high rise and high finance, the curvaceous profile of St Paul's Cathedral seems joyously out of place – out of time even. Throughout the City of London, you catch glimpses of this wonderful building from near and from far: God among Mammon; ancient near modern; Baroque stonework versus boxy glass and steel. 




  But I'm very much down at ground level, messing about with pumps and a pannier in the churchyard, engaged in the sort of low-level, pre-ride faff with which every long-distance cyclist is familiar. My bike is leant against the base of a statue to the saint himself. Us mortals are caught in the cathedral's substantial shadow, but Paul, atop his plinth, is high enough to catch a few rays of a weak sun. I look up to see him glittering in gold, his arm outstretched in blessing. 




  Does London have a dead centre? A place from where all distances can be measured, a place from where all journeys should start? Paris certainly does. Outside Notre Dame Cathedral you'll find a bronze marker known as Kilometre Zero – which absolutely does what it says on the plaque. In this city it's more messy. A Roman era "London Stone" at nearby Cornhill used to do the job; similarly a General Post Office in Lombard Street and a courthouse in Clerkenwell – all long gone. Some say Charing Cross now has the honour, even if none of our major roads seem to start there. In that haphazardly British way, the A3 begins on King William Street, the A4 on Cannon Street and the A10 close by at the Monument junction. 


  But all I care about today is the A40 from London to Fishguard which gets going within shouting distance of this very spot. After much nosing around Paternoster Square and Temple Bar, I've decided that St Paul's statue will be my personal Mile Zero. 


  A bronze plaque will surely follow – in time.




  Inside the cathedral, I remove my cycle helmet and drink in the sumptuous interior. The poet Philip Larkin called this "awkward reverence" – the moment a non-believer steps upon holy ground. Despite having all the typical agnosticism of my generation I still feel a pull, particularly in the hushed crypt. Large monuments honour military leaders like Horatio Nelson and the Duke of Wellington; it's harder to track down the smaller tomb dedicated to the cathedral's tireless architect Sir Christopher Wren. But yes, at the beginning of my ride, I plead guilty to seeking the sort of benediction offered by lofty acoustics and well-cut stone – if nothing more spiritual. I've paid my dues and I'm happy with my starting line. It's time to get going. 




  Actual cycling proves difficult; there are just too many pavements and people. So my journey starts with a walk down Paternoster Row towards a triangular junction protected by a platoon of City of London bollards. Funnily enough, if I took the right fork here I would be on St Martin's Le Grand and the start of the Great North Road to Edinburgh. By turning less than 90 degrees, I will head for the wilds of Wales instead.




  I enjoy these philosophical "what ifs" as a journey begins. What if I just kept going? What if I went in a dead straight line? What if everyone had to go on a pedalling pilgrimage once a year; as much for the rhythm of the road as the thrill of the destination? Of all the hundreds of people in my eyeline right now, how many would fancy something as indulgent as this; simply getting on a bike and riding 300-odd miles from one side of the country to the other. To explore how England – and then Wales – change, subtly with every mile. To travel at a pace where you can notice the differences in accent, architecture and approach to life. To take the road less travelled and accept that, occasionally, it might leave you bewilderingly lost. 




  It won't be any kind of race – the point is to explore, to meander and to chat – however difficult that proves to be amid the anonymity of Central London. Perhaps the simplicity of the street names can offer some initial solace: Silk Street, Milk Street, Bread Street and Oat Lane. I love the historical transparency of this, the oldest part of the capital: Old Jewry, Limeburner Lane, London Wall. My favourites are the ones that refuse to obey the usual rules at all. A short street next to a tiny park is called "Little Britain". And there's a thoroughfare called "Poultry". Yes, that one word. Poultry, just down the road from the Bank of England. 


  As I take in my surroundings I notice a pattern. Bemused tourists emerge from St Paul's tube station facing the wrong way, unable to see the cathedral. Three times, a bowler-hatted guide patiently gives them the "it's behind you" signal, the very picture of politeness. 




  "Welcome to London, madam. Yes, it's just over there."




  I move on to Newgate. I could cycle, the crowds have thinned and the traffic is manageable, but I still feel as if interesting stuff would come at me too quickly. The ruined Christ Church, for example, its nave open to the elements, converted into a public garden. This is a place of worship twice destroyed. It was lost as part of the Great Fire of London, rebuilt to a Wren design and then gutted by the blitz of World War Two. Only its remains remain, a rough and ready monument to the pounding that London took. 


  A little further on, lawyerly folk spill out onto the pavements, clutching their documents and shooting the breeze. The entrance to the Central Criminal Court lies a hundred yards down Old Bailey, but the prison vans come in here – and I happen to have turned up at peak time. 


  The Serco driver waits patiently for the nod to drive into a subterranean part of the building. I loiter, keen to see the moment itself, before dropping back, sensing increased nervousness from one of the security guards. 




  "Well, you've got to admit, mate, you look pretty suspicious hanging around there," he says, not unreasonably. 


  From a more respectful distance I watch the van be swallowed whole, squinting hard at the small square windows – the kind press photographers haunt, trying to get a spectral shot of the accused. Who's in there today, I wonder. Is this the day of the verdict? Is the view out of that tinted glass the last they will see of normal life for a year, a decade, for life? And how many thousands of others have made similar journeys over the centuries.




  Certainly, this neck of the woods has always been famous for crime and punishment. The old Newgate Prison was on the site the courts now occupy; people were once hanged as well as incarcerated within its high walls. Nearby, I find a sombre reminder on display within the seventeenth-century St Sepulchre's Church. It's the bell used to deliver the death knell to the condemned prisoner at midnight on the eve of execution – twelve rings outside their cell. The parish bellman was required to recite verses too. Among them:









Examine well yourselves, in time repent.


That you may not to eternal flames be sent.


And when St Sepulchre's Bell in the morning tolls


The Lord above have mercy on your soul.








I unlock the bike from the railings and decide to actually get on it for the first time. After all, I have a cycle lane, even if it's protected by paint rather than kerbed concrete. When you're walking with a bike, the mass of the pannier feels like a dead weight. Now I've built up a modicum of momentum, it's all more manageable. It's good to push the pedals at last. 


  On the road, to my consternation, every single cyclist seems to overtake me. It's only when I detect the odd high-pitched whirr that I realize a good half of them are e-bikes – electric motors taking the strain. It's technology that's changed since my last ride out from London, not me. Suddenly everything feels OK again. 




  The next feature is Holburn Viaduct – a cast iron masterpiece across another street below. I must have used this bridge a hundred times in a previous London life living nearby, but I'd never paid it any attention. Arguably, it is the world's first flyover, created to help the Victorians avoid dipping into the valley of the Fleet – one of dozens of rivers long since pushed underground. The viaduct slices obliquely, creating obtuse and acute angles for the ornate buildings wedged at the four corners, clearly an architectural wonder of its time. You can even argue that the reason we ignore it today is because it fits so snugly into the capital's contours. Topography often seems to be erased in Central London. Until now I've regretted that invisibility. Today I realize that I should probably be praising good architecture and great civil engineering instead.




  My route above ground echoes the Central Line tube beneath. From Chancery Lane to Holburn we move from the legal world to business; from Holburn to Tottenham Court Road it shifts to retail. And Oxford Street itself is like every other high street in the country, less glamorous than it used to be, shabby even in places. It's quieter too, now that the morning rush hour is finally over. Even around Oxford Circus there's only a smattering of shoppers. Instead my eye is drawn to a scruffy greybeard festooned with biblical verses scribbled on pieces of cardboard pinned, held and hung on a threadbare corduroy jacket. He walks silently, the model of tranquillity, but you can just sense that he's waiting to catch someone's eye and launch into a feisty, open-air sermon. 




  Retail paradise ends, in no uncertain terms, with a giant road junction. In fact I am sucked into one of those uncomfortable zones where pedestrians and cyclists feel sacrificed to the whims of the motor car. It's particularly puzzling because, as a tourist, you might well want to have a wander. There's Park Lane to my left, Speakers' Corner on the diagonal and Hyde Park beyond. 




  The supposedly majestic Marble Arch lies in the middle of this interchange. It was designed as a triumphant landmark in the Roman tradition, but here it looks defeated rather than victorious. I retreat by the length of a few shop fronts, trying to like it, trying to appreciate it. I fail. From the east it looks abandoned; from the west, it's dwarfed by the commercial buildings beyond. In many cities this could be a central feature. Not here. Here, it's as if unseen giants are playing a game of Monopoly: a trifling monument taken from elsewhere and plonked randomly within the red buses, black cabs and careworn tarmac. Do not pass Go… etc. etc. 


  But beyond it, London turns down the volume. Bayswater Road is certainly less claustrophobic – trees line both sides and I enjoy the views across the untold acres of Hyde Park. Broadly speaking, the capital's eighteenth-century expansion reached out from here. As the population soared, large country estates were sold off in great chunks. 


  Alongside the grand terraces that sprang up in their place, there were hundreds of much smaller so-called mews properties; a cheek by jowl combination that no other city in the world quite replicated. To find out more, I turn right behind Lancaster Gate tube station to seek one of these streets out. In the old days, servants lived in the low-rise terraces of Bathurst Mews at the beck and call of their employers in the larger houses across the way. Typically, the women were in domestic service while the men provided well-groomed horses and carriages. The design of the houses reflects this – animals downstairs, humans up. 




  An entrance archway, next to a pub, screens its very existence quite effectively. This is a service road, designed to keep the lower classes hidden away. But oh, how times have changed. Despite their size, a mews home is now incredibly desirable, often changing hands for a cool £5 million. 


  I can't resist a good old gawp. Creaking stable-esque doors are long gone, but their replacements still look horsey, for all they are bisected by bespoke bookshelves. The dust, dirt and litter of everyday London are somehow banished. Front doors open directly onto the street, but pot plants luxuriate, creating at least the illusion of front gardens. For some reason every resident seems to have an oversized olive tree in an undersized container. I only see one sign of habitation – a lit Anglepoise lamp near a window. But you wouldn't be surprised if a witty West End play was being bashed out within its spotlight. 




  This discreet, well-mannered wealth would cause huge hilarity to any nineteenth-century Cockney given the gift of time travel. Back then, mews were seen as having uniquely poor living conditions. The average property had neither windows nor ventilation to the side or rear – purely to ensure that the lower classes couldn't snoop on their betters. It was perfect for the family in the Big House, but hellish for those living close to each other and an awful lot of horse dung. And that leads me to the reason I have chosen Bathurst Mews over all of its contemporaries. Thanks to a company offering guided horse rides around Hyde Park, this is the only mews in all of London where you still see these magnificent animals in action. Working stables amid residential properties – and a little bit of living history. 


  I arrive to find an efficient melee of mounting and dismounting. A child of suburbia, I've never quite felt comfortable among these snorting giants, but I appreciate the incongruity of what I see. Nothing here feels like central London, not the smell of the manure, nor the nosebags of hay or sharp chink of horseshoe on cobble.




  "I guess it's our proximity to Hyde Park that allows us to flourish," says the stablehand as she prepares a horse for its next rider.




  "Are they mostly tourists?"




  "Some are, but we have an awful lot of regular customers too, particularly at the weekend."




  She also puts me right on my assumption that Hyde Park Stables would be the one building that hasn't had to be converted. In the old days, the horses would have been in stalls – unable to turn around or lie down. So the conversion here is to help them rather than humans. Now they enjoy more space as well as the bridle paths of the park itself. 


  I head back, first to the main road and then to Hyde Park. I want to reacquaint myself with the writer in whose tyre tracks I am following, so I find a bench and pull out the first of his two volumes. Charles Harper was an Edwardian gent who explored the main routes out of London more than a century ago. One sketch shows him on his pushbike, wearing long socks, plus fours, a shirt and bow tie, finished off with a sports jacket. With a bushy moustache and a peaked cap, he has a jaunty, confident air – as well he might. He was probably one of the very few to have either walked or cycled all 13 of the main arteries out of the capital, ending up in everywhere from Penzance to Edinburgh in the process.




  This section of the park is busier than I'd expected. And when I start to carefully leaf through the book, I attract the sidelong attention of an older lady nearby. Her gaze makes me realize that perhaps I am treating his work as something akin to holy scripture. Published in 1905 and slightly larger than the modern hardback, the individual pages are thick – halfway to blotting paper – and surprisingly ragged. The phrase "rough around the edges" fits the bill perfectly. Jolted out of my reverence, I begin to read it like an airport thriller – and my nosy neighbour happily goes back to her foil-wrapped sandwiches. 




  Perhaps she would have been interested to learn that Mr Harper was very excited by this particular road out of London: 









Broad and straight and gently undulating and bordered by parks and the mansions of the wealthy, that traveller who should first enter London by it, could not fail to be impressed... 








You must understand that I write of days long before the cyclist came into existence – the cyclist who can in these days mount his machine at the Marble Arch and, if the electric trams do not cut him to pieces on the way, come to Uxbridge in an hour and a half.






This was very much home turf. In a rare mention of his own life, he recalls travelling back to Marble Arch from boarding school on "the old three-horsed Amersham and Wendover omnibus-coach".




  I have trouble squeezing the book back into what I now realize is a ridiculously over-full pannier and take a proper look around. Entirely by accident, I have stumbled upon The Italian Gardens – designed by Prince Albert as a love token for Queen Victoria. Its formal design contrasts with the informal nature of the people using it. Young children feed pigeons, noisily. An Egyptian goose preens itself, showily. A leotard-clad woman shadow-boxes ostentatiously – all dayglow socks and tattooed arms. A sight that would be very rare in my bit of Norfolk is taken as completely unremarkable here. A statue looks down upon us all – there's always a statue or a CCTV camera staring at you in London. This one celebrates the vaccine pioneer Edward Jenner. After the pandemic perhaps he deserves a rather grander location. Or at least a pressure wash.















It's time to get a move on – as much to warm up as anything. The forecast for the days ahead looks good, but at the moment my June morning feels as if it's been plucked out of early March. More than one city gent, I noticed earlier, was still wearing a thick winter coat. 


  I cycle on, past stucco-clad villa after stucco-clad villa. But then the restrained elegance is abruptly replaced by razor wire and public order barriers. This particular pair of semi-detached houses belongs to the Russian embassy; its white, blue and red flag flying above the door. 




  Those barriers have been needed in recent times. I've certainly been here when protesters have been hurling pro-Ukrainian slogans at the front door. But today all is quiet, the blue and yellow flags replaced by a new street sign, slotted in between Bayswater Road and Notting Hill Gate. "Kyiv Road W2" it reads. A calculated rebuke to the Russians dressed up as street furniture; nice work, City of Westminster. 


  The embassy building confirms that I've entered West London's diplomatic quarter – which in turn explains the armed police at a sentry box guarding a leafy avenue. I can't resist trying my luck and – to my surprise – I am allowed to walk my bike down the street called Kensington Palace Gardens, but perhaps better known as Billionaires Row. On my side of the road we get off the mark with the ambassadorial residences of the Czechs, Slovaks, Libyans, Japanese, Kuwaitis and Lebanese – as declared by more large flags. 




  I keep walking, but realize that I'm doing so without much enthusiasm. The security and the silence are rather unnerving. It takes me a while to comprehend that this is actually the most un-English of streets. First, those armed officers. Second, gated communities. Then there are the questionable architectural styles. Venetian-inspired? Italianate? Neo-colonial? I haven't got the vocabulary except to say that I don't warm to them.




  Are these ambassadors any happier than the rest of us, I find myself wondering. Do they even know their neighbours? Do they get the trestle tables out for a royal jubilee or an Olympic celebration? Ridiculous questions of course. In my head, I take this as final confirmation that I am irredeemably middle-middle class; hopelessly out of my comfort zone amid mock crenellations and diplomat-plated Mercedes. As a result, I soon get bored, turning the bike around in a sudden U-turn. The policeman, wielding what I think might be a Heckler & Koch, gives me the once-over at such a speedy return. We look directly at each other and then quickly pretend that we've done nothing of the sort; a tiny gesture, but reassuringly human amid the heightened security. 















Blank Street Coffee on Notting Hill Gate gets the honour of providing my first caffeine injection of the ride, on the grounds that there is a bike stand directly opposite and a vacant seat next to the window. My next eight days revolve around this bike, there's no way I am letting it out of my sight at the moment. The café has a strong neighbourhood feel, with staff on first-name terms with many customers and indeed their dogs, whose needs are met by a bowl at the door – the bowl I tipped and tripped up over, on my way in. To my surprise, it's already lunchtime. I always run behind schedule on rides like this – I genuinely don't know where the hours go – but even by my standards, the m per h this morning has been embarrassing. 


  After a suitably Notting Hill meal of a Bacon and Egg "Cruffin" – here in West London muffins are clearly allowed to make merry with crumpets – I'm back exploring the side streets; impeccably smart townhouses painted in pastels alongside exotic restaurants clearly on the same site as earlier corner boozers. The film Notting Hill comes irresistibly to mind. For all its cloying schmaltziness, the 1999 movie did a great job of portraying the district as a "village within a city"; up-market shop-fronts and "whoopsadaisy" politeness. I turn right down Ladbroke Grove and find Rosmead Gardens where "mild-mannered bookseller William Thacker" (Hugh Grant) climbed over the gate with Hollywood actress Anna Scott (Julia Roberts) for a moonlit snog. A quick look at the map shows that Rosmead is one of at least a dozen private gardens lying behind lock and key – hidden in plain sight. 




  These streets didn't always look this plush. Nowadays, few people remember the 1963 film West 11. Also set in Notting Hill, it's a gritty drama featuring a "London loser" tempted into a life of crime. At first sight the backdrop is the same, but a generation earlier it was a substantially poorer bedsit land. No longer. On Holland Park Avenue I find a very smart bookshop, more colonnaded embassies and estate agents proud to celebrate their expertise in mews news. But they are quickly followed by a roundabout so sophisticated that digital billboards use vehicle detection technology to tailor the advert to the kind of motorist driving by. Highly questionable on road safety grounds I would have thought – and personal privacy too. Happily, a bloke on a Jamis Aurora can go under the whizzkids' radar. But it is busy and you do have to be assertive as a cyclist. A chap on a battered 90s road bike takes the lead, acting as though he is a car and deserves just as much space. Doggedly, I follow him around the buses and the vans, close enough to realize that his handlebar tape is in even worse condition than my own. 


  The roundabout forms part of the next boundary. London: the twentieth and twenty-first-century sequels, if you like. Behind me, what Harper called "Stuccovia". In front, the eye-wateringly expensive Westfield shopping centre, opened in 2008 and expanded in 2018 to become the largest of its kind in Europe. This was all farmland until little more than a century ago. Only in 1908 were the fields developed to provide a home for first the Franco-British Exhibition and then that year's Olympics. The bright marble cladding on the pavilions gave it the White City nickname which quickly became official. 




  I'm easily distracted in multi-layered landscapes like this. There are so many chapters of White City life to research, perhaps the toe-curling exhibits from 1908 of village life in Senegal, "Ceylon" and Ireland – real "peak Empire" stuff. Or the BBC takeover of the area in the 1950s, Blue Peter garden and all. I could even take an indulgent detour to Loftus Road – home to QPR – the team that I have rather erratically supported since the mid-1970s for my sins. 


  In the end I restrict myself to one small diversion in honour of an Italian pastry chef called Dorando Pietri. Pietri was the man who "won" the marathon at the White City Olympics. On a clammy July day, he took the lead at the 24-mile mark but began to tire as he neared the finishing line. In fact he was so dehydrated that he took a wrong turn inside the stadium and fell five times between there and the tape. Each time he was helped to his feet. The enduring photo shows him staggering to the line, accompanied by the clerk of the course with an oversized megaphone in one hand and Pietri's elbow in the other. Two other officials look ready to catch him, while concerned London bobbies bring up the rear. The hats, the moustaches and the granular black and whites of the image itself give it a very Edwardian air. Inevitably, the second-placed American successfully appealed – on the grounds that Pietri had needed assistance. But it's the loser that we remember all these years later even if Dorando Close turns out to be a bit of a disappointment – anonymous houses skirting the edge of a large housing estate. 















The centre of Shepherd's Bush is decidedly no-nonsense and very international. Within yards of passing The Green ("QPR home pub, 2 for 1 cocktails"), brightly coloured shop fronts offer me Damascene Cuisine and Dubai Garments as well as the Babylon Pharmacy and the Kabul Gate Supermarket. We're in solid terrace land too. Street upon street march off north and south, the patterns only broken by the odd swatch of green space. 




  Acton arrives, with my first proper rays of sunshine as well as hints of its past as a self-contained village. A milestone hidden behind St Mary's Church tells me I've ridden 5 miles from Marble Arch. That's all the excuse I need to reward myself with a drink at The Red Lion and Pineapple – a lovely-looking boozer with windows peering out in just about every direction. The bike gets locked to the railings in a more or less empty beer garden and I'm soon sitting down with a drink, surveying the scene. 




  The clientele are the opposite of eclectic. Instead they're strikingly similar; overwhelmingly men on their own, drinking a pint, reading a newspaper and aged roughly between 60 and 70. I'm instantly fascinated. Is this a case study in loneliness? What would it take for one bloke to strike up a conversation with another. Maybe they don't want it. Maybe this is their one escape from otherwise busy lives. A pint supped not gulped. Articles curated into a paper, rather than scrolled through on a phone. I can't remember the last time I saw so much newsprint. With newspaper circulations falling, it almost feels as if I am witnessing the end of an era.
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