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I’d like to dedicate this book to Paula and Eagle, who are a ‘forever nomadic’ couple we met on the road on the shores of Issyk-Kul in Kyrgyzstan.


They epitomize the soul of those who were brought up in ‘normal’ European life, and left it all behind to explore the world, and never looked back. For them, and others, there is no social media, no book deal, no big following. But that makes their stories and their journey even more captivating.


They, and other global adventurers, continue to inspire us to chase our dreams.


So, I hope this book will inspire you to take your own leap of faith and explore this little planet we call home.
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‘Don’t let who you are today, stop you from being who you could be tomorrow’


Bobby Bolton, 2023









Introduction 
The End of the Beginning



‘Where are you from?!’


‘Why are you here?!’


‘Is this your wife?!’


‘Are you a spy?!’


The questions were relentless.


We were surrounded by thirty or more Taliban soldiers with guns as we sat on a rickety old bench blinking in the bright floodlights. Surreally, there was a volleyball court in the field in front of us. I tried to answer but immediately there was another question fired from a silhouette looming over us. By my side was Marie, the amazing French woman who had put her life on hold to come with me on this trip. I tried to catch her eye, but the headscarf made it hard to see her facial expression. I sat slightly forward on the bench, both hands on one leg, and looked back up at the crowd with my head held high in an attempt to give the impression that I wasn’t panicking as I answered: ‘England. Travelling. Yes. No.’


Every time I answered, one guy, who had especially wild eyes lined with thick black kohl, kept twisting his head to the side like a dog in a way that sent shivers down my spine. At one point he came striding over and put one foot on the bench, leaning down to peer at me. I tried to telepathically send Marie the message that she should look away, absolutely sure he was going to go at me with a knife.


Drowning out the fear, there was guilt. That I had dragged Marie and the dogs along with me on this adventure. I mean, who does this? Who gives up everything – their job, their house and belongings, their entire life – to drive from Wigan to Australia? Of course something like this was going to happen. How could I be so stupid?! We had been on a journey of 10,0000 miles and at that moment, I didn’t think we were going to make it a step further. This is why normal blokes from Wigan don’t do this sort of thing, Bobby!


I thought back to almost three years before, when my fiancée had called off our engagement after eleven years together, and the construction business I’d sunk my life into had hit the rocks.


While in the depths of those lonely moments that came after the heartbreak, I barely had enough money to buy a coffee on the way in to work and was living in a mouldy caravan. It was like a big, hard, slow kick in the bollocks of my soul.


But, much like a kick to the actual bollocks, it forced me to stop.


I realized that I was so caught up in the rat race that I had lost my way. I had lost who I really was. Who I wanted to be.


My dreams of a life of adventure had fallen by the wayside, replaced with the burden of responsibility. A job. A flat. Council tax. The property ladder. The boiler. All this bloody stuff that is part of life. Of growing up. It had never felt like the right time, but I realized that there’s never a right time. Because change is always scary. So we just let ourselves remain stuck.


My trip was about unsticking myself. Reminding myself that life is about the journey, not the destination.


However, at this exact moment, I realized there wasn’t much point in discovering the meaning of my life if I lost my actual life. More importantly, I thought of Marie, how she’d only known me for two weeks before joining me on our trip to see the world. How passionate and funny and beautiful she was. She didn’t sign up for this. I thought of my dog Red, my best friend in the whole world, and Rubia. We had left them in the truck with the air conditioning on, but in about eight hours the battery would run out. Then what? They didn’t deserve any of this.


I thought of my family and friends at home, waking up to the news. I thought of what people would say. Stupid tourists getting themselves killed. So needless. So stupid. So naive. What a waste.


A big guy who towered over the others pushed his way towards us.


‘You come now,’ he shouted.


Bobby, how the bloody hell did you end up here?
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Why Not?


‘Screw it. I’m driving to Australia.’ Cue amounts of laughter normally reserved for someone’s trousers falling down.


‘Hang on, it was Mongolia a minute ago!’ laughed one of my mates. He had a point. About two hours (and five pints) previously, we had been stood outside the pub on a crisp wintery afternoon when a beat-up old Land Rover Defender had pulled up and an outdoorsy couple sprung out, with wild, unkempt hair, muddy boots and fiery looks of adventure in their eyes. There was a sticker on the door that read ‘Family Expedition’ and the Landy was full of snorkels, shovels and spotlights. It was then I’d decided that I was going to buy a Land Rover and drive to Mongolia. There was something in that couple’s eyes that seemed so alive. And I just felt so . . . lost.


Whatever they had, I wanted it.


The previous year had been the hardest of my life. I had lost, in quick succession, my fiancée, who I’d been with for eleven years, and my flat, and my business was hanging by a thread. I had also lost my passion for playing rugby (and anyone who knows me knows what a big deal this is). I was, at that point, living in an ancient mouldy caravan on a farm with no running water, electricity or toilet. At one point, my neighbours, a group of travellers, ‘accidentally’ shot at my dog, Red, and me, then threatened to smash my head in if I told anyone. I would sit in that caravan, sipping on discounted Tesco pea and ham soup, and replay the moment when my fiancée had turned to me and said we were ‘growing apart’. That was the starting pistol for several months of soul-sapping misery that completely crushed my confidence.


Up until that point, life had been great. My fiancée and I had met when we were both at university. We moved south because that suited her career, bought a flat and got a Labrador puppy: Red. After a couple of years, I left my engineering job and even though I’d never picked up much other than a sweeping brush and a clipboard on a building site, I began to pursue the life of a self-employed builder. We bought an old van and I converted it into a camper.


Life was frantic and hard work, but it was utterly fantastic. In my twenties, I had enough motivation to fuel a power station and the work ethic to match. Four years in, the business was turning over a few million a year, I had built the in-house team up to nineteen, and on our busiest day had forty-five men and women working on our building sites. We even won an award, and to celebrate I bought a Range Rover with *said in hushed ashamed tones* white leather seats, formerly owned by a professional footballer. (I know, I know . . .) I felt like I’d earned it, having not paid myself one penny in the first two years of the business. We were embarking on one of the biggest construction projects we’d ever worked on and had managed to borrow enough money to buy an old barn in London and convert it into a luxury house. I remember my eyes filling with tears of pride as I walked into the barn. I was twenty-nine; I had a loyal and hardworking team surrounding me doing good work I believed in and a fiancée I loved.


But the moment of success was to be short-lived.


Two months after we’d put the first spade in the ground on our big conversion job, my fiancée first told me we had grown apart. At exactly the moment I needed to focus on salvaging my relationship, the business hit massive turbulence. First the housing market declined, then two key staff members had to take time off because of family emergencies. We were defrauded, then a client refused to pay us the full amount they owed. Four sales fell through. Then our two flagship developments both suffered illegal activity that tanked their potential value. I had taken on £2 million in debt to buy and convert the barn and was massively over-leveraged. I’d had to throw in every single penny I personally had to plug any holes created by the rise in material prices which followed Brexit, the pandemic and the war in Ukraine.


I desperately tried to keep things going. I spent a quarter of my time in tears, half of my time attempting to rescue the relationship, and the final quarter badly managing the business. My motivation was destroyed.


The day my relationship finally ended, I had gone to enquire about a toupee . . . Losing my hair at a young age had always been a bugbear. Conversely, it was great for business as it made me look a lot older. But now, with my confidence on the rocks, it was time to see what options there were. I was fussed over by four beautiful, kind and genuinely caring women who muttered reassuringly about how great it looked. And it was there I looked myself in the mirror and said for the first time: Bobby, what the hell are you doing here?


I hardly recognized myself. My shoulders drooped, my back was bent and the bags under my eyes were a permanent feature. I’d lost an awful lot of weight. I had become a shadow of my former self. That night we officially called it off and I packed my bags and marched out the door of the flat with Red in tow and drove off in the campervan. My now ex-fiancée lent me enough money to buy a ten-year-old Elddis caravan.


I spent my thirtieth birthday in that caravan parked on a derelict farm in Hertfordshire.


It was a lonely Sunday, with Henry, a real dear friend, making a big detour on his way home from a weekend away to share a quick barbecue with me to cheer me up.


The caravan had no running water or electricity and I quickly found out that it leaked and had mould growing behind the seats. I cleared an abandoned barn and managed to squeeze the old girl underneath to keep the worst of the rain off, not before being attacked and swarmed by ground-nesting hornets for the first three days. Poor Red took the brunt of the stings, including one particularly nasty one on the todger. For the first few weeks, he flat-out refused to come in unless he was carried.


Electricity came from a petrol generator, and we got our water from an outside tap by a commercial welder’s business round the corner. So each night I would wander round with my bucket to fill up enough to wash the dishes and brush my teeth, before stripping off in front of the CCTV cameras to have an ice-cold soapy shower, bending the tap to forty-five degrees to spray upwards. I didn’t have the confidence to socialize. I was completely broke, and the guy who used to jump out of bed early every morning to attack the day was gone. My parents had separated when I was a teenager and I’d grown up with them living apart, but I had always been really close to both of them. In classic northern dad style, he hoped this period of my life would be character-building, but Mum was worried sick.


One lonely night sat under blankets in my caravan, using Red as a furry hot-water bottle, I rang my dad and said, ‘I can’t believe it, Dad. I can’t believe how quick it’s all fallen apart.’ I will never forget his reply:


‘Just as quick as it’s all fallen apart, it could all fall back into place.’


In order to get our barn conversion project finished and ready to sell, I slept in the campervan outside the site for the final month. I worked throughout the day and night, doing whatever I could to get it over the line. On one fateful day, I drove to the petrol station to get a coffee and didn’t even have enough money for that. The available funds in my bank accounts added up to less than 70p. I rooted around in the glove box, blowing off sand and mud to scavenge enough coppers before arriving and putting on a brave face.


A few painful months later, while potential buyers came and went, I drove the 300 miles back north to Wigan to spend a weekend with my friends and family. And that was when I saw the Land Rover with the ‘Family Expedition’ bumper sticker. That night in the pub, they thought it was just the beer talking.


‘Australia is an island, Bobby mate. And it’s ten thousand miles away,’ one said.


I looked at the (admittedly blurry) map on my phone and traced a line with my finger.


‘Well, feck it,’ I said in response. ‘I don’t care. I’m going for it! We only have one life and I want to go and live mine. I’m sick of feeling sorry for myself. Laugh all you want, but I’m going to make this happen.’


The seed had been planted.


Now I just needed to crack on with it.


I began by gifting the construction business to my business partner, closing the offices and liquidating everything I could at a massive loss. It was all bearable, though, because I’d now found a new purpose. A few weeks into the cull, I stumbled upon a fifteen-year-old four-wheel-drive truck, formerly used on muddy construction sites around the country, which had been sat for sale for two years. It was six metres long, two and a half metres wide and weighed six and a half tonnes. It was love at first sight. I knew this was going to be my ticket to freedom.


I had always been interested in trucks, and my grandad had me driving and changing gears as soon as I could reach the pedals. I learnt to drive in a long-wheelbase, single-cab Series 3 Land Rover with a snapped chassis and an engine that took half an hour to start.


Growing up, I’d driven a variety of knackered dumpers, mini diggers and quads on the land behind ours and our grandad’s house in the wilds of rural Wigan.


I came from a long line of tinkerers. Both my grandad and dad were constantly taking machines apart and putting them back together again (sometimes they even worked). I spent my childhood cold and muddy, with the smell of petrol in my nostrils. When I was sixteen, my dad had bought me an old classic Mini to teach me car stuff before I was let loose into the world. That being said, I spent more time on the side of the road putting the exhaust back on, attempting to get the wipers going again, or reconnecting the battery leads than actually driving.


I’d never driven anything as big as the truck I’d now set my sights on, however, and had to quickly book a three-day intensive training course and test. The morning of the practical exam, the truck I’d trained in broke down and I had to swap to a different, longer vehicle. Somehow, I managed to pass with a clean sheet. Neither the examiner nor I could believe it. I had pulled off a similar last-minute trick for my motorcycle test as a broke university student. Being hell-bent on passing my test, I bought a cheap pair of handlebars off eBay and spent hours watching YouTube videos and walking round the garden of my student flat, pretending to check mirrors and indicate before changing ‘lanes’.


After I totalled the Mini attempting a handbrake turn on ice (sorry, Dad!), I got a short-wheelbase, TD5 Land Rover Defender. Aged eighteen, I packed it full of wetsuits and set off from Loughborough to Cornwall, where I tried to teach myself to surf. Each night I would head to a park-up, grab a sleeping bag, zip the suitcase underneath me shut and curl up into a ball in the back of the Landy. If you’ve ever been in the back of a short-wheelbase Defender, you’ll know there isn’t enough room to stretch out from the foetal position. But I was eighteen, and I didn’t care one bit about using my suitcase as a mattress. I was living the dream!


After the Landy came a small Ford Transit Connect, and soon the weekend adventures became more regular, more scenic, more daring, and I definitely used up a couple of my nine lives.


I welded a metal frame to create a folding bed/bench seat, carpeted it with thick commercial carpets and added some superglued LED lighting to finish it off. My friends teased me, saying it looked like a failing bordello, but I loved it. Then there was the Volkswagen Transporter T5 I bought when I moved in with my then girlfriend, before the opportunity to buy a dirt-cheap ex-fleet-hire Mercedes Sprinter was too tempting to say no to.


This time around, I had the tools and builders’ merchants accounts to make it a rough-and-ready, cheap, fast job. I was dead chuffed with the results. The sliding door opened to a bench seat with kitchenette, and I sacrificed a bathroom to make sure I had a big double bed sat over a compartment where I could keep a motorbike accessible from the rear doors. It looked rough on the outside, with only marker lights and an awning added to its pranged bodywork, but inside felt posher than a Scouser’s hair salon with fake suede walls and roof, black glittery worktop and teak-finish cupboards.


It wasn’t a show vehicle, but it wasn’t meant to be. It was designed to get us from A to B very quickly on a Friday night, down tracks made for Land Rovers, past horribly scratchy bushes, and then to act as a rooftop bar, while we propped muddy push bikes and sandy surf boards up against it all weekend, before driving back home too fast halfway across the country late on a Sunday evening.


All the scratches, prangs and the faint outline of the previous hygiene company’s logo on the back doors made it special. I’ve often found that too many people who do as we did overspend on the conversion and then, understandably, don’t want to drive their expensive asset down narrow Cornish country roads, fighting past tractors and German campervans to find a parking spot. In my book, cheap, rough, and ready for action always wins.


The camper became a holiday villa for me and a bunch of mates who would pile surf boards, paddleboards, dogs and beer inside until we could barely shut the door, before driving off in search of remote beaches and wild mountains to explore. It was cheap and cheerful adventure and we all loved it.


It was on those wild weeks away, however, that I dreamt of a bigger vehicle – and a bigger trip. It was there where my desire for a truck was born.


Over the next few years, on and off, I would enquire, investigate specifications, make notes, and dream up how, once my little business made XYZ, we could sell up and go travelling. This was all to the absolute disapproval of my then fiancée, who at one point on a quiet Sunday night ended up crying and pleading with me to shut up about the whole thing. She was sick to death of hearing about it as I sat at the dinner table, notebook in hand, looking up the water capacity of a truck versus our van.


Now that I was newly single, nursing a broken heart, I realized this was the time to finally make my truck dream a reality.


I thought of Red and me roaring up steep mountain tracks, fording deep rivers, arriving at places no one else had been able to get vehicles to, then pulling out the barbecue, sticking up the fairy lights, having a hot shower outside and enjoying a cold beer in some of the most incredible scenery the world has to offer.


Nothing else would do. The dream had been born, the vehicle chosen, the lessons learnt – it was now time to get stuck in.


Once the business had been taken care of, I set about selling any and all personal items, from push bikes to surf boards, to old tools, even my old Mercedes Sprinter campervan, to be able to afford it.


My mum, seeing the dramatic U-turn in motivation, stepped down from suicide watch and decided to help kickstart this mad project. She didn’t think I would actually pull it off, but reasoned that it would be a nice distraction, so very kindly offered to loan me the money to buy the truck.


I will forever be grateful for her support through my life. She has been my motivator, business adviser and confidante, and as things started to go wrong, she morphed into my relationship adviser, then counsellor.


So, on 15 May 2023, I drove a beat-up, old MAN truck to the farm and parked it proudly next to my caravan. My dad, whose natural northern scepticism had returned by this point after I sent him pictures, was very vocal about all the practical issues I needed to address. He has always been incredibly can-do, but often not when it comes to my latest hare-brained idea for some reason . . .


The campervan sale had given me enough money to start buying and fitting some parts, and I also painted it blue, cut windows in the back meant for horseboxes, and bought timber to build a bed frame. But I didn’t have the money to finish the build, never mind actually set off driving anywhere.


Taking a leap of faith, I sold the caravan I had been living in for over a year and cleared a workbench of tools in a storage shipping container on the farm to use as my bed. Red slept each night on the floor surrounded by spare parts, tools and clothes packed in bags, while I climbed up to my sleeping bag, set up on a second-level wooden workbench, using a builder’s lamp to see.


My dad came down from up north. His understandable scepticism fell away when he saw how committed to it I was. He got stuck in with sleeping on the floor of the truck, showering under the outside tap, and the two of us would often share a curry and a pint at the local Indian after a long day grafting underneath the oily adventure machine. Those times together I will never forget, and will be forever grateful for.


The final step towards freedom arrived when I eventually came out from behind closed doors, started my first Instagram page – having never done any social media before – and did a ten-second video announcing that I was selling all my worldly belongings, converting a truck to a home on wheels, to then take me and my best mate Red from England to Australia.*


Watching back that video, you can hear how lacklustre and hoarse my voice was. I was so tired, and still not back to being the full, bubbly version of myself.


For the next video, I used some old cardboard to draw a map of the world and the route I intended on taking, which at this stage was basically: go to France, head south and east a lot, to Australia.


These two videos went viral, but funnily enough, at this point, I had done zero prep. I had done no visa applications, no route-finding. Nothing, actually, other than buying a truck. I didn’t know if what I was trying to do was even possible. But I didn’t care. I was fully committed to getting on with it, and going as far as I could. I thought my chances of actually making it to Australia were slim, but I told myself over and over again that this was going to be about the journey, not the destination.


What an adventure it was going to be.


There was no turning back now.
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Bon Voyage


I was in the most beautiful place I had ever seen – sitting on the shore of an alpine lake so clear I had been able to see every detail of every stone fifty feet below me when I’d swum with Red that morning – and I couldn’t stop crying.


We were in mainland Europe to test the truck for a couple of weeks while I waited for the sale of a site we’d developed that would give me the money to finish off the truck and pay for just about enough fuel and food to get me to Australia. The summer season had just finished and the plan was to drive up from the shores of Lake Annecy to the ski resorts in France and Italy.


For almost two weeks I had been driving around the Alps, Red on the passenger seat, head out of the window with his ears and big tongue flapping in the wind, stopping to swim in every clear river and lake I could, counting down the days until freedom, gorging on croissants and sipping fine Italian wine.


One evening, I sat outside enjoying the final moments of the light, playing with Red in a high mountain pasture, listening to the gentle clang of cow bells from cattle grazing in the next field and the odd marmot’s chirp. The air was so clear and clean as I watched a red kite hover in the air overhead looking for prey. Under the painted blue sky, I dreamt of what was to come.


Aside from a vague start and end point, those two weeks were completely unplanned; I had no agenda. It was the first time I’d taken a break since my relationship had ended just over eighteen months previously, during which time every moment of every day had been taken over by some urgent deadline to do with the business as I battled in vain to save it. Even before that, as I’d been growing the business, I had put so much effort into being the boss, it had distorted who I was.


Now, it was as if we were going where the wind blew us, and I felt like I was just beginning to remember who I was. Before I’d left for this trip, I’d started to doubt if I was doing the right thing. I was at the stage of my life where I was supposed to be settling down, buying a house, starting a family. Instead, I was setting off on a glorified gap year. Shouldn’t I give up on this, get a real job? That was certainly what some of the people who’d watched my videos thought. They were especially worried about Red.


You can’t take a dog around the world . . . It’s too dangerous for Red . . . he’ll be attacked by the strays . . . You won’t be able to pass through borders with him . . .


I knew I wanted my best friend with me but, if I was honest, they had a point.


Our experience of travelling together, Red and I, consisted of a lot of weekends camping in different campervans around the British Isles, from the outer Hebrides to the coast of Pembrokeshire, to surf weekends in Cornwall and fish-and-chip excursions down the east coast. Every now and then we would make a mad dash to France to spend a couple of weeks sunning it up for our summer holiday. He’d only just forgiven me for the time when, on one of those trips back from France, we’d stopped off at a rural vet for the mandatory worming tablet and health check, and without warning (or a glove) the vet put her finger up Red’s arse. I’ll never forget his facial expression. When she had finished, he squatted down, trying to make sure that, whatever happened, no one was doing that again.


Thankfully, we hadn’t needed to visit any vets on our trip so far, and Red was loving the adventure.


In a beautiful little French village called Beaufort, I fell into an old, dimly lit shop full to the brim with teetering stacks of everything you could think of. I could barely speak any French, but it was of no concern to the eccentric, bubbly, bat-shit-crazy old French women, who found it hilarious that I was buying an old cow bell for Red as a joke. I managed to get across that I was about to drive to Australia with my dog, which she found just as hilarious, spending the next fifteen minutes talking at me while I giggled and laughed as I picked up the odd word, making hand gestures in response.


In Lacs Merlet, 2,500 metres up the Courchevel valley, Red and I were lounging on the banks of another alpine lake, the sun blazing down, a cool breeze whipping tiny waves onto the surface of the water, when a jolly old French man appeared over the mountain path, came down to the water’s edge, where again he spoke at me playfully for a few minutes, before stripping off to reveal small white Y-fronts, half covered by his big overhanging belly. I watched, giggling, as he inched into the water, all the while making high-pitched shrieking noises at the cold, before he dived beneath the surface. Something about the big blue truck just seemed to grab people’s attention.


In another alpine village, one old guy did a double take and walked back in my direction wearing a big smile with an outstretched hand to shake. ‘What is this? . . . I have never seen something like this before . . . Where have you been? . . . Where are you going? . . . I don’t believe you . . . that is incredible,’ said Jean-Michel in a thick French/Belgian accent. He was in his early seventies and told me he had never grown up in the mountains and had only just recently started to hike by himself. He was now undertaking a solo hike, staying in remote huts over the next few days. We traded stories and as the conversation died off he insisted he be updated as the trip progressed. ‘Do you have Instagram, Facebook, YouTube?’ I asked, all of which he shook his head to. ‘Okay,’ I said, ‘do you have an email address?’ ‘YES, I DO!’ he shouted. So, I jotted it down, shook hands and watched him slowly shuffle off over the next rise.


For the first time in a long time, I could see the future stretching out in front of me.


Then the email arrived.


Dear Bob, I’m sorry but we have decided not to proceed with the sale.


Fourteen words – that’s all it took. Without the money from the sale of the barn conversion, that was it. Dream over. I was due to start the drive back, but now it would be a funeral procession, not a victory march. I sat on the bank and stared into the water. Red came and sat next to me. I thought of returning back ‘home’, a shipping container on a derelict farm, where ‘bed’ was a tool bench and the bathroom was a Portaloo. Where I’d be washing in an outside tap and stealing electricity, which needed to be unplugged every morning before 7 a.m. when the neighbouring business turned up.


I had enough money left to my name for about six tanks of fuel, and no job to go back to. The only bright spot came in the Eurotunnel, when three German women walked past the open door of the truck, then a few seconds later came back and asked if they could have a look inside. They stood in the back of the truck, cooing at the fancy lights, full-sized shower and king-size bed. It turned out, they were on their way to a Christian festival in Sussex. After I told them about my plans for the trip, one of the women asked if she could bless me and the truck. She then spent almost five minutes blessing us while the whole group stood with their eyes shut. I’m not much of a believer, but even I had to admit it felt good to be on the receiving end of such a kind gesture from complete strangers. As she left the truck, she looked back over her shoulder and said, ‘I can feel Jesus is looking over you, and he has a great big smile on his face.’ I really hoped that was true.


I sheepishly made my way back to the farm, head in hands. From the sounds of things at the final site, it wasn’t going to sell any time soon. An illegal caravan site had sprung up opposite and spooked every potential buyer. My dreams were dashed.


‘Just come back home,’ my mum said when I called to tell her I was home safe. ‘I’m sure we’ll be able to find you a job driving a digger or working for the local builder . . . You can stay in our spare room.’


The thought of that was absolutely crushing. I love my parents, and their support has been absolutely unwavering, but the idea of running back home to Mummy at this stage in my life was unbearable. Come hell or high water, I was going to pull this off.


I took selling the last of my belongings to a new level to squeeze every penny out of shirts, old PlayStations, old Land Rover parts, and anything eBay would allow me to post. I flogged axel stands, spare tyres, paddleboard paddles and had punters turning up at all hours of the day and night. Twenty quid here, fifty quid there – all of which went straight to the builders’ merchants for a new grinding disc, a door hinge, or U-bend for the sink . . . I just had to keep going.


I reasoned that if I got rid of all of my personal items, my life would fit in the truck, thus severing every last tie to home, then surely something would have to give. Wouldn’t it?


The videos I’d posted had started to get more and more views and comments, and I received loads of messages from people wishing me good luck, wishing they could do the same. People started copying in their friends – ‘see, this is what we always said we’d do’ – and then a message arrived that would suddenly start the countdown to lift-off:


Bobby, we would like to give you a free Channel Tunnel crossing to mark the start of your epic adventure.


It was from Le Shuttle (Eurotunnel) in Dover.


‘That sounds awesome,’ I replied. ‘Does 30th September work?’


‘All sorted, you’re booked in,’ came the response. ‘See you soon.’


Amazing!


Only, at this point, I was far from properly prepared. Although I’ve found this is a tried and tested method to spur yourself on with achieving your goals. Sign yourself up for something, then you have to do it. It was a technique I’d used with running a marathon once. I signed up on the Wednesday and ran it on the Sunday with no training because I needed to prove to myself I could. This time around, however, I didn’t even know if I was going to be able to cross the start line, never mind the finish.


The three-week countdown approached and another bit of good news arrived when sponsorship for the trip appeared from Kovered, a bag company that is owned and run by an old school friend. I was then separately contacted by a tracking company and one that sold e-bikes.


I couldn’t believe it. I hadn’t approached anyone, but as I’d posted more content from the build and the warm-up trip, it had caught the interest of some commercial enterprises.


The agreements were signed and my hopes of being able to pull this off were back with a vengeance. It would be by the skin of my teeth, but it was happening.


I rang my dad two weeks out, with just over a thousand pounds, the truck, Red, and a few unsellable DVDs left to my name. ‘Dad, I don’t know what to do. I don’t have the money to actually pull this off, but I’m stuck. I haven’t told the sponsors I don’t know how I’m funding the trip, but there’s three signed up.’


‘Listen. Just get on with it. You’ll figure it out. If you have to stop and work somewhere for a while, then carry on, then you’ll do that. Just get on with it. But first, make sure you come and say goodbye to everyone.’


With a week to go, I filled the long-range fuel tank I’d got second-hand off eBay and drove the five hours up north to see friends and family. My oldest and dearest friend, Ben, hosted a surprise gathering, and everyone signed an atlas with messages of support for what I was about to do. (They also, unbeknown to me, filled the truck with little gifts, pranks and sex toys, all of which I was to come across at very inconvenient moments over the coming months . . .)


I did a farewell tour of my hometown of Wigan and visited elderly relatives, including my Nan Irene, whose only comment bar ‘hello’ and ‘goodbye’ was, ‘Ere, it’s a bit big this truck, isn’t it, Robert?’ Her health was starting to go downhill and my dad said I needed to come and see her as she might not be alive by the time I got back. I hadn’t realized just how hard it would be to actually leave.


But then the day arrived.


Luck, hard work, persistent sales, my ex buying me out of the flat and some inheritance money had, with a lot of compromises, just about finished the truck. I still had jobs to do as the Channel crossing deadline loomed, but there was no way I was delaying it. I knew if that date slipped, so would the dream of restarting my life.


Now, I’m the type of person who works well under pressure, but even having sold as many belongings as I had, packing up everything you will need to drive halfway around the planet into a truck in a single morning probably wasn’t the smartest decision. I needed to leave at midday to catch the Eurotunnel at 3 p.m., but at 12.15 the bonfire I had started to burn all the wood offcuts and cardboard from the build was still blazing. I was desperately running out of time, so grabbed two handfuls of kit, threw open the doors of the container, and ran with my eyes shut and breath held, past the heat and smoke of the inferno, to the safety of the truck parked upwind.


Setting that alight at the last minute, where it was, was probably not the smartest decision I’d made in recent history, but certainly something I won’t forget any time soon.


The fire was still burning as I neatened it up for the last time and prayed it wouldn’t set fire to anything else while no one was around. I filled the water tanks, threw the jerry cans on the roof, lifted Red into the co-pilot position and, with a badly packed truck with items thrown in loose in the rear living area, set off to Dover as quick as I could.


My dad and his partner Karen had decided to make the journey from Wigan to Dover for the big send-off. We met at the nearest fuel station to the Eurotunnel, where he paid to fill the tanks with fuel.


‘Have a ball. Have an absolute ball,’ he said, hugging me as we both cried.


It was now time to spend some time with myself and work out who I really was. After it so very nearly not happening, I still felt oddly hesitant. My confidence had been so knocked over the previous year or so, I kept thinking I’d have done something wrong, or forgotten something, and someone would come and tell me that of course I couldn’t do this!


And yet even so, with just £600, a truck, a dog and a full tank of fuel to my name, I set off. This time for real.
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Boy Meets Girl


I stood to admire the sun setting over the French Riviera, the high thin cloud orange against the darkening mountains. There wasn’t another soul for miles.


Suddenly I heard a rustling in the bushes. My first thought was that Red had woken from his snooze in the truck and come to find me. I wondered if it was one of the local wild boar I’d been told about. But about two metres below me, out popped a beautiful white dog, followed by a gorgeous woman dressed in running kit, her hair tied up, headphones in. She stopped to admire the view, breathing heavily.


Holy crap, I thought. She is stunning.


I stood back out of view as the nerves and surprise of the moment took over. But then I gave myself a talking-to. Come on, Bobby. Don’t be shy. Say hello.


‘Parlez-vous Anglais?’ was the best I could come up with in the moment.


‘Oui,’ she snapped back, somehow communicating that not only was it ridiculous that I thought that she might not be able to speak English, but that this was almost as ridiculous as the fact I couldn’t speak French. She had tattoos on her arm and was looking at me fiercely.


I swallowed. ‘I have a truck,’ I said, gesturing vaguely back down the track. ‘I’m driving it to Australia.’


She nodded.


‘It’s very beautiful here,’ I said.


She nodded again and I got the feeling she wasn’t up for a chat.


Sooner than perhaps I’d liked, I called out ‘au revoir’ in my best French accent. She gave a quick half-wave without looking, then skipped back into the bushes, her dog following obediently behind.


That was un petit merde, Bobby, I said to myself.


I sat for twenty minutes with my legs dangling over the edge of the cliff, listening to the chorus of crickets getting louder as the last of the sun disappeared. Of course she hadn’t wanted to talk to me. What was I thinking? But that didn’t matter, I told myself. I needed to get used to relying only on myself. I could see the lights from the sailing boats twinkling in the distance as they rocked in the darkness. I was lost in my thoughts of what was coming.


I strolled back down to the truck, stuck the barbecue on, hung out the fairy lights and made a fuss of Red.


Later that evening, I opened my phone.


There was an Instagram message from a girl holding a small white puppy with big ears:


Cool truck.


It turned out the woman I’d met on the trail was called Marie. Rubia was the name of her dog.


After telling myself not to cock it up for a second time, I told her that my dog, Red, didn’t know anyone and asked her whether Rubia would be up for showing him the local beaches.


‘Okay,’ she replied, ‘sure.’


I couldn’t quite believe my luck. She had seemed completely unimpressed, but now I was learning that she had been interested enough to take a quick picture of my Instagram handle, which I had painted on the truck.


The following day, I pulled over to the side of the road and up into the truck jumped this still very beautiful but now very smiley French woman, accompanied by her seemingly huge dog, and we all headed for L’Escalet beach a few miles outside of Saint-Tropez.


I owe serious wingman points to the truck, because for the duration of the ride, Marie smiled and wooed at driving in a vehicle that loomed over all other cars and drew loads of attention as we noisily made our way to the beach, mounting a few verges and curbs before releasing the hounds, who both ran straight into the water together.


‘Well, at least the dogs get on,’ I said, thinking that was a good sign. But at the back of my mind, I was wondering, What exactly is the plan here? I’d managed to talk my way into a beach date with a stunning French girl, but why? For a bit of company? The chance to socialize? I wasn’t sure, but as we spent a few hours walking through the area, swimming with the dogs, she was incredibly easy to talk to.


I gave her the most upbeat-possible version of my year from hell, while she told me about growing up in Saint-Tropez, surrounded by the super wealthy, whom she had nothing in common with, and how she just wanted to go and spend time with her grandparents in the mountains. Her father was a semi-professional tennis player and she had won a tennis scholarship to go to college in America. Then she’d gone travelling around South America, learning Spanish, doing odd jobs and volunteering. She’d spent six deliriously happy months of her life working with horses in Argentina, but then Covid had forced her to return to France. She had felt pressured to settle down and work out a career, but she was clearly chafing at the bit and desperate to travel more. I didn’t need to explain my trip to her at all. She got it immediately. We compared our lists of countries we’d always wanted to visit, laughing at how many times we said, ‘Me too!’ We joked that we should make a date to meet in South America when I was done with Australia.


‘What are you up to tonight?’ I asked over an ice cream on the way back to the truck.


‘Actually not that much,’ she said with a grin.


‘Let me cook for you, then. I’ve got a couple of steaks in the fridge, a couple of bottles of local wine . . .’


She leaned back and let out a ‘how ridiculous is this’ kind of laugh before giggling her response: ‘Sure.’


I couldn’t believe it. I almost skipped back to the truck.


A few hours later, just before sunset, I met her and Rubia and apologized to Red as I threw Rubia in his direction with the instruction to ‘Be friendly mate, it’s only for a few minutes.’


I drove the four of us back up through the mountain tracks to the most perfect spot I had scouted out during ‘shower time’, before dressing in my best ‘I’m wild and adventurous but still smartly dressed’ outfit, which comprised of my least stained trousers and an actual shirt.


It was a quiet patch of flat sandy grass, only a few metres lower than the viewpoint, looking back over the same view that had brought us together twenty-four hours earlier. The fairy lights were strung up, barbecue warmed, a bottle of rosé retrieved from the fridge, and instructions given on how to cook the veg. She was surprised to be given orders, but giggled, picked up the knife and got stuck in.


The dogs played, wine flowed and laughter filled the warm, still night air while we cooked up a storm together, before cheers-ing and getting stuck in. As we ate, we poked fun at each other and told stories.


At one point she turned to me and said: ‘I’m sorry I was in such a bad mood when we first met.’


I held out my hands to say no problem.


She went on: ‘I was already in a bad mood because my boyfriend cancelled our weekend plans to go drinking with his friends and I was going to my special place, where I go to be alone, and there was this guy!’


‘Well,’ I said, ‘I think your boyfriend is a very silly man.’


Having had my self-confidence completely shredded only a few months earlier, I couldn’t quite believe I was here, in France, having a beautiful evening with this funny, adventurous, outdoorsy girl.


One bottle of wine became three and a half, and we soon found ourselves lying on top of the truck’s roof, stargazing into the night’s sky.


Chris Stapleton’s ‘Tennessee Whiskey’ played on the speakers and I hesitantly sang along as the conversation paused, mesmerized by the stars dancing above our heads, as we lay there under a blanket.


I turned to Marie, who seemed to have been wearing a permanent smile all evening, catching her eye before leaning in for a cheeky kiss.


As our lips touched, my heart skipped a beat. We both turned back to face the dark night sky, giddy, grinning like naughty teenagers. When it was time to get down from the roof, she half climbed, half fell as the dogs came to her rescue, licking her face.


‘You can stay here tonight,’ I said innocently half an hour later as the last bottle was finished. ‘Absolutely no way,’ she slurred. ‘I’m going to walk home.’


‘Marie, that’s like over ten kilometres,’ I protested, ‘and it’s half one in the morning – no way!’


I hopped into the truck and made up the ‘spare bed’.


‘Here, look, I’ll sleep on the spare bed in the sleeping bag, and you can have the bed.’


‘Nope,’ she responded, shaking her head.


‘Marie, you can’t just sleep on the seat,’ I said as I saw her eyes start to shut as she slouched in the camping chair I’d set up, one leg on the floor, one up and over the end.


I jumped back inside, got the cushions off the sofa/spare bed, threw them on the floor outside the truck, and before I’d gone back in to retrieve cushions and a blanket, she was lying down, hugging her dog, who had lain down by her side.


I threw the blanket down, propped her head up on a cushion and, still wearing my boots, jeans and shirt, lay down next to her. I was just starting to drift off when, in a moment I won’t forget, she rolled over and threw an arm over my chest before we both dozed off.


What a day. And what a woman.


All four of us woke only a few hours later at first light, as the sun slowly appeared on the horizon beyond the edge of the bay. Red had found a lovely little spot between my legs at the bottom of my bed, and had not budged an inch all night from a tight furry warm ball.


Rubia, however, had promoted herself to head of security and had, countless times in the night, set off at full sprint, barking as loud as she could into the nearest bushes. The last time, the sun was just coming up and I looked down at this beautiful woman with tousled blonde hair lying next to me.


That morning, after we’d had coffee, I dropped Marie and Rubia off at her car. We awkwardly hugged goodbye and I walked back to the truck with Red wagging his tail, head poking out of the window, saying goodbye to his new four-legged friend.


‘Don’t forget,’ she said, just before we parted. ‘Once you’ve finished in Australia, give me a call and I’ll meet you over in Chile for another adventure.’
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