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Each of us is a biography, a story. Each of us is a singular
narrative, which is constructed, continually, unconsciously,
by, through, and in us – through our perceptions, our
feelings, our thoughts, our actions; and, not least,
our discourse, our spoken narrations. Biologically,
physiologically, we are not so different from each other;
historically, as narratives – we are each of us unique.
Oliver Sacks, The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat
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Prologue

There is a moment I like to think of as a landmark in the six
years I spent cycling around the world, a moment that revealed
the absurd totality of what I had done. It came by accident, in
Kent. My bike computer had clocked over 53,000 miles and I
was finally closing in on my friends and family who would
gather tomorrow in London to welcome me home. After struggling into a headwind all morning – a situation, I’d decided,
that called for doughnuts – I locked my bike to a lamp post in
Canterbury, walked into Sainsbury’s and began pushing a
shopping trolley down the aisle.
And then, quite thoughtlessly, my right hand rotated
around the trolley’s handle. I paused by the chicken Kievs,
peered down, and realised. I was trying to change gear.
Thinking back, I wonder if leaving home was a kind of
instinct too. But where does it come from, the itch to stray,
to go across, around and beyond, to probe whatever’s over
there? For me at least, it began with another journey. I was
nineteen years old, cycling across the plains of Patagonia with
my younger brother, Ronan.
We were planning to ride the length of Chile, from bottom
to top. It was my idea. I’d decided in my boxy bedroom at
home in Oxford as I explored the globe on my window sill. My
brother and I were restless teenagers, yearning to be at large in
the world. Just the name, Chile, conjured somewhere half-real,
the names of the towns too – Osorno, Temuco, Curico – urged
a closer look. In my granddad’s weathered atlas – a massive
1
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thing, even in an adult’s hands – Chile clambered improbably
up the map, crinkled with mountains and streaked in different colours. In the map’s key, Chile was transformed into a
hotchpotch of worlds: wide plains, chains of volcanoes,
monkey puzzle forests, nibbled coastlines of shiny white sand.
It stretched north into the Atacama Desert too, where the odd
dots of towns stopped and tantalising space began. The view
beyond my bedroom window was painfully suburban: a stale
row of pebble-dashed, semi-detached houses and carefully
parked Ford Fiestas. Nothing interesting ever happened on my
street.
Nothing, until a few weeks before my brother and I left
for South America, when a conspicuous stranger appeared. I
watched him through the window drifting up and down our
road on a touring bike with drop-down bars and a couple of
grey panniers on the rack. He was scanning house numbers,
and, noticing ours, pedalled over. I opened the door to an outrageous beard. The man stood gangly and grinning in a retro
cycling cap and weather-worn vest. His shoulders were lean and
toasted by the sun. He explained that he’d read about our plans
to cycle through South America in a local newspaper – where
he’d discovered our address – and had come to see how our
preparations were going. Perhaps, he said, he could offer some
advice. He’d cycled the length of the Americas himself not too
long ago, from Patagonia to Alaska, three years of wandering
the back roads, living cheap and camping wild. He brought
to mind Forrest Gump, of course, as any grizzled, beardy and
relentless traveller might. I’d loved how Forrest runs back and
forth across America without any particular design or destination, and so it was Forrest that my brother and I named this
stranger at the door.
My mum invited Forrest inside, seeking peace of mind.
Naturally, she had concerns – we had no other siblings and
2
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no father at home – and it can’t have helped that she taught in
a secondary school and knew all about juvenile delusions of
invulnerability. She must have seen this in us, even recognised
it, perhaps, as a blessing mixed with a curse. We were that age
after all, the age at which you’re most likely to surf a moving
car or attempt to ‘drink’ vodka through your eye because Gary
says it gets you pissed faster.
Of course, Forrest didn’t know that my mum was bracing
for catastrophe as he sunk himself into an armchair and
stretched out sinewy legs. Spurred by my questions, he began
to tell stories from those years on a bicycle. Most were horrible. One morning, camped out in the Colombian jungle, he’d
woken to find his legs covered in leeches. An Andean storm had
overwhelmed his tent with snow. He spread out a map on the
living-room floor and the roads came alive: here, he’d found
a puma, beheaded, strung up, rank, to a fencepost. My mum
cringed, which delighted me at the time. She asked him if he
wore a helmet.
‘Nah! One of them trucks in Argentina hits you and a
helmet won’t matter. You’ll be smash—’ he stalled, noting my
mum’s alarm.
‘Yeah sure. You guys should wear helmets.’
And he looked at me sideways, with all the mischief of a
wink.
This was the first time I’d met a travelling biker and I was
beguiled. Forrest, though, was hardly alone. Thousands had
cycled the length and breadth of continents by then, and many
others had looped the world. A few extremists had set out on
unicycles, or detoured through Siberia, or had even jumped
into pedalos for the watery bits. And all for what? Could that
misty premise of ‘adventure’ be enough? What even was that?
As a teenager, hungry for answers and adventures, I went
looking in books. At first, I journeyed with the explorers,
3
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scaling lung-crushing summits, slogging across frozen wastes,
sometimes plunging into gory fights for survival. These tales
were steeped in machismo; their heroes wrote of comradery,
and of daring. But in time, I drifted away from these solid, formidable men. Later, I found the likes of Dervla Murphy, who
roamed from Ireland to India on her bicycle, and pedestrians
like Laurie Lee, who plodded from the Cotswolds to Spain in
the 1930s, and the bumbling naturalist Redmond O’Hanlon,
who wriggled through jungles, soaked and bitten and still
laughing. These wandering writers didn’t count themselves as
explorers, and I found them easier to love, perhaps because they
were more outward-looking, not obsessively self-reflective, or
perhaps because the act of writing sustained their curiosity and
charged their adventures. There was still high drama – in Full
Tilt, Dervla is coolly blasting wolves with her revolver by page
8 – but I admired how they travelled slow and thoughtfully,
questioning as they went. Often, explorers were adversarial;
they approached the world as a challenge to be overcome,
and wrote in terms of rule and dominion over nature. Travel
writers, on the other hand, suggested that there were better
reasons to go on adventures beyond overcoming a physical test,
or the dubious inducements of fame and conquest. They dug
beneath the myths of a place, and fell in with local people.
They sought insight and awe and a fresh perspective on the
world – these were higher ambitions, surely, than a simple peak
or traverse. And they were meanderers, always, who detoured
on a whim and resisted straight lines.
The journey that my brother and I eventually made from
one end of Chile to the other was equal parts disaster and revelation. Disaster for all the predictable reasons: we were young,
starry-eyed and broke. We’d sponged most of our cycling kit
from companies sympathetic to our age and our outsized
dreams (grandly, we called this sponsorship), but its quality
4
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matched what we’d paid for it, which was nothing. Within the
first week, my aluminium pannier rack buckled into my whirling spokes and I was tossed from my bike like a rodeo cowboy.
We improvised to get going again, tethering kit to the frame
of my bike, and for the next few weeks I tracked Ronan across
Patagonia – a widespread monotony of rocks and shivering
scrub. A squally wind picked up and we were socked this way
and that, our tyre tracks winding together, leaving something
like a double helix in the rock dust of the trail, a vague impression of life where there was little in any direction to see. Gale
force wind was not a weather event out here, more a mood of
the place, a habitual violence that purged and levelled the land.
Perhaps it was the wind that made Patagonia feel so wild
and dicey. Joan Didion, writing about other gales, the dry Santa
Ana ‘devil-winds’ buffeting Los Angeles, believed that they
heightened the city’s mood of impermanence and unreliability. ‘The wind’, she wrote, in Slouching Towards Bethlehem,
‘shows us how close to the edge we are.’ I felt near some kind
of edge in Patagonia too; there was something in the howling
severity I admired. I’d never felt so tiny and wind-tossed, so
blissfully vulnerable before.
My brother and I never stayed anywhere long, sleeping
beside roads wherever we pleased, and the arbitrariness of our
campsites was pure liberation. We chose routes with impulsive
pleasure and we ate like escaped prisoners of war. Mountains rose and fell and there was an abiding sensation of being
dwarfed by the landscape, as if we were animals filmed from
above in a wildlife documentary. It all feels a long time ago now,
and in my memory roads flow together as one, but from time
to time I dust off photos because they tell a better story than I
can. We look happy and self-possessed. Fuck! – we’re glowing.
Regardless of how the terrain behaves, travelling long distances by bicycle can be an undulating task, awesome in one
5
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moment, deathly boring the next. I enjoy this turbulence, this
hovering sense that your luck might turn at any minute – sometimes all it takes is a gap in the clouds and a big, heart-thumping
view, or a stranger cheering encouragement and handing you
a snack from the window of a car. On the back roads, I felt
nurtured by wildness, never at war, and, often, profoundly at
peace.
Chileans tended to treat us with great warmth as we
travelled. Our age must have helped, but then so did our
means. Travelling so gradually, so blatantly, the roving cyclist
is exposed to the kindliness of others, and soon you sense
it seeping from every pore of the planet. My brother and I
wobbled into countless Andean villages where we were quickly
lent places to sleep, in homes and schools and police stations
and army barracks. We were tucked under woollen blankets,
our bellies full of hot stew. In these small favours, and relentless good fortune, my bike – it seemed to me – was a backstage
pass to the world.
Five months after setting off, amid the quiet sands of the
Atacama, I was reminded how far we’d come from the baying
winds of the south. Studying my legs, and their strange new
muscles, had the same effect. Riding my bicycle a long way
had proved surprisingly simple. What if I kept going? I’d reach
the cloud forests of Colombia in a few months’ time, the wide
beaches of Oaxaca not long after that. I could explore the
world by degrees, and I could make it to Alaska if I wanted to,
a compelling wildness, patrolled by grizzly bears. Possibilities
sprawled.
*
Instead I flew home, and life, of course, took over. I began
medical school in Liverpool that autumn and I was flung into
6
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five years of study, five years to wonder at the human machine
and the dizzying ways in which a life could be undone. After
graduating from lecture halls, from the formaldehyde stench of
the dissection room, the towers of textbooks and masses of
revision cards, I worked for two years in a hospital in Merseyside as a junior doctor. Living with other junior doctors was an
adventure of peaks and troughs too, all of us hoping to make
sense of our role, everyone out of their depth and desperate not
to add a big screw-up to the inevitable string of smaller ones.
In those first years, hardly a week went by without a first time:
the first time I’d given a diagnosis with life-changing consequences; the first time I’d shocked a patient’s heart; the first
time this had failed to restore a pulse; the first time I’d certified
a death or explained its inevitability to relatives; the first time
I’d helped remove a man’s foreskin from his flies.
I wish that I could say I became a doctor through an innate
compassion for humankind, or something equally tender, but,
to begin with at least, that was, sadly, not my instinct. I had
applied to medical school because I enjoyed science and my
teachers cautioned that it was tough to get in. It felt like a dare,
and I flung myself towards the challenge itself, unthinking. It
terrifies me now that I hadn’t seriously considered the greater
challenges on the far side of that medical school interview, the
challenges that decided the lives and deaths of human beings.
Luckily, then, I’ve never seriously doubted my decision to
become a doctor. The hours can be treacherously long and
the work can be traumatic, but mostly it is a generous job,
and high-octane at times, full of problems to solve and questions to answer. Even before you’re awed by the finer points of
human physiology, a job in which strangers candidly share the
landscape of their lives with you – their wishes and fears, their
figments and secrets, their stories – is never dull for very long.
Storytelling lies at the heart of my job: sometimes my patients
7
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are supreme storytellers, but even when they’re not, you might
divine the story from what’s not said or half said, or even from
the test results.
After two years of foundation training in Merseyside, I
landed a job as a Core Medical Trainee – a step up – in a prestigious place. St Thomas’ Hospital rises ivory-white over the
Thames and confronts the Houses of Parliament. It is a large
teaching hospital with a venerable history, copious experts and
a legacy of medical pioneers. A shift in its emergency department can reveal what a mixed-up city London can be, from
dizzy, hypotensive Lords tottering over from Westminster,
to the heart-racing ravers of Vauxhall, fresh from ravenous,
chemsex parties lasting three days. You’re never quite sure what
you’ll hear next.
For a couple of years, I rotated happily through specialties at Guy’s and St Thomas’, inserting central lines and chest
drains on intensive care, dashing between crash calls, scurrying
around the Renal Transplant Unit prepping fathers and sons,
sisters and brothers, for surgery. But at the same time I began
to wonder whether I’d fall into line and march steadily up the
ranks towards a consultant post. If loving my work was a privilege at first, it felt inconvenient now, obstructive even, however
ungrateful that may sound. When I was asked to choose a specialty, I sensed a narrowing not just of my field of practice,
but in my life and opportunities too. I was at the dog-end of
my twenties, and as a new decade loomed, there was a sense
of time plunging away, a fear that I’d wake up one morning
with erectile dysfunction, or worse, a passion for quilting and
jigsaws.
It was not so much a longing to escape, though, not a push.
I recall feeling pulled towards something instead: but to what?
I couldn’t label the feeling then, but I have since discovered
a German word, sehnsucht, which comes close. Sehnsucht
8
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suggests a rapturous pining for more, but it’s a more that can’t
be easily described or defined. I needed more of almost everything, more space, more time, more risk: more adventure too,
because I sensed it would make me in some way, rewire me,
revise my sense of the world.
I never thought for a moment that I’d give up being a doctor
for good. I relished the ceaseless learning, the teamwork and
the frank and privileged view of worlds I otherwise wouldn’t
see, worlds of patients and the idiosyncrasies of their lives. But
when I slipped back into memories of riding through Chile,
I couldn’t shake the feeling that an opportunity was slipping away. The now-or-never moment arrived as other junior
doctors were applying for specialty training posts. I gritted my
teeth and hung tight.
It’s tough to stop working as a doctor for almost any reason,
but especially for something as casual as travel, and not feel
pinched by guilt. You may meet a small but clear undercurrent
of disapproval too, from those colleagues who would never prioritise anything over medicine, including, in some cases, family
and the chance of a wider life. When I thought of leaving my
job, I did wonder whether selfishness was trumping my sense
of wanting to serve and be useful. There are ways to bury this
feeling. The best, I’ve found, is to remind yourself that you’re
still young, that you’ll be hard at work in the NHS for decades
to come. A Times mini-atlas helps too. I pored over it in the
evenings and dreamt of adventures during the spare moments
of the day: in the shower, on the bus, while delivering the chest
compressions of cardiopulmonary resuscitation.
I was diverted as I studied for my postgraduate exams too.
Hunched over Tortora’s Principles of Anatomy and Physiology, I began to see homology between the earth and the body
in the language of medicine. The islets of Langerhans are clusters of cells in the pancreas, the brain has aqueducts, and the
9
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pelvis has an inlet. Even when the language itself isn’t evocative of place, the metaphors are clear. An artery can bifurcate
like a confluence of rivers; sinuses could be caves, or lakes. A
road map of, say, China, links and meanders like a neuronal
network. The skin comes in layers, the dermis, the epidermis
and the subcutaneous tissue, just as the atmosphere has the
troposphere, stratosphere, mesosphere and thermosphere. Or
perhaps the three-layered meninges, the linings of the brain,
are better suited to that analogy, since both the brain and the
planet have hemispheres. We have even mapped the body and
the earth in similar ways. Langer’s lines are topological lines
drawn on a map of the body that correspond to the natural
orientation of collagen fibres. They help surgeons to navigate,
to know where to place their blade, just as lines of contour or
longitude have helped travellers in their wanderings.
A plan was forming, cosmically. An idea sparked in Chile
was now a raging chain reaction. A country, or even a continent, wasn’t enough this time, and I’d scribbled something
far more ambitious in my mini-atlas, a journey spanning the
length of each continent. ‘Isn’t that quite cold?’ my mum quibbled, taking in the hopeful line I’d drawn in about three seconds
across Antarctica. Fine. So I’d ride across six continents:
Europe first, then Africa, South America, North America, Australia and Asia – I could think of no better way to feel the scale
and diversity of the globe. I’d tackle each loosely, knowing only
where I’d begin on one pole of the continent, and where I’d
finish on the other, without a precise plan of how to pilot the
meat in between. Space for serendipity, for risk.
Then there were some hard realities to consider. I was
looking at several years without a job or steady income, so I
began saving money. At first this meant wedging myself into a
flat owned by the NHS. I could barely stand up in my room,
the taps dripped and the cold got in. The whole experience was
10
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like living in the brig of a North Korean warship. Inevitably,
though, life would take a harsher turn once I left home. I could
wave my social life goodbye for a start. To stick to my budget
– I’d planned on ten dollars per day, tops – I’d have to rough
camp, most nights, beside the road. There would be years of
porridge and packet noodles, and discomforts that I couldn’t
predict. At times, I wondered why leaving home felt like such
an obvious decision at all. Now, I think I was simply longing
for a less certain future. And uncertainty, whether in life or bike
rides, is the heart and soul of any journey.

11
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P art O ne
London to Cape Town

Bicycling has now lived down the prejudice which, from a
medical point of view, existed against it. It is admitted that
the idea of rupture being produced by it is simply nonsense.
The Bicyclists’ Pocket Book and Diary, 1879
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1
Get Him in His Stupid Face

Bike fine-tuned, maps in rainproof cases, panniers packed,
tick, tick, tick, and still time for that final, uninvited moment
– but one somehow crucial to any big journey – the moment
when doubt sets in. No special reason behind it, just a jumble
of fears and forebodings and a dim idea that I’d thrown my
chips in, staked a comfortable life on a fantasy. The start line
wasn’t helping either: two friends, Tom and Eddie, were holding out a stretch of red and white barrier tape, the type used to
keep people away from hazardous things.
I wheeled my new touring bicycle towards the tape and
gave a weak smile to the small crowd that had collected on the
forecourt of St Thomas’ Hospital to send me off – my mum,
foremost, friends, and a few harried-looking doctors and nurses
on slim lunch breaks, sandwiches in hand. I was dressed for
adventure, but not for style: waterproofed, sensibly helmeted,
muffled in base layers and clinging cycling apparel. It was early
January, and the weather was nothing special: a dirty-white sky
hung over London, and there wasn’t enough breeze to spread the
cigarette smoke from two grey-faced men with chronic respiratory disease, who stood by the entrance in hospital gowns.
Hunched over a sign that said ‘This hospital is smoke-free’, they
were using its metal pole as an ashtray. It was just another daft
detail of the NHS but I was in such a wistful mood that it made
me feel suddenly sorry to be leaving it all behind.
15
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In all my bookish explorations, I had admired the adventurers who’d set off from home in a casual way: no spectacle, no
fuss – a nod, perhaps, to how journeys are full of unknowns.
And maybe a bit of humility early doors was a good-luck
charm too. But as I scanned the audience now, I could see that
times had changed. Millennials – and I’m borderline here –
fuck about before they do stuff like this. They launch blogs,
throw leaving parties, make a noise on Twitter. If you’re having
doubts, though, a bit of hype has hidden value – it’s much
tougher to quit if a hundred people watch you begin.
Lift off! With cheers and applause in my ears, I pedalled
through the start line and across the hospital’s forecourt,
tacking around a few tourists on the end of Westminster
Bridge. When six years of cycling loom implausibly ahead, you
tend to focus on the next few metres of pavement, and then you
photobomb an Asian bride on a wedding shoot because you’re
not looking where you’re going. Perhaps my dubious face
survives somewhere, on a mantelpiece or in a photo album,
immortalised where Big Ben should have been.
That day was the beginning in one sense, but it was also
the end. Two years of preparations and planning were behind
me now. Those bottomless to-do lists had finally bottomed
out, and crucial questions had been answered and decisions
made. (What, for instance, is a more intrepid colour scheme
for bicycle panniers, granite/black or lime/moss?*) I’d spent
hours lunging around outdoor shops in different brands of
padded Lycra shorts wondering if I’d ever get used to feeling
like an adult in a nappy. I’d set up a blog that announced my
goal, ‘cycling six continents’, and when I thought hard about it,
this struck me as an incredible plan. Sadly, it was only after I’d

* It’s granite/black.
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cycled a hundred metres to Embankment that it seemed incredible for me in particular.
Besides having a sense of direction that friends considered
hilariously lame and an inborn stupidity when it comes to all
things mechanical, it was now over a decade since I’d biked the
length of Chile with Ronan. I’d managed very little cycling or
any serious exercise since working as a doctor and this remained
true in the build-up to leaving. Given that cycling around the
planet would be tough, I reasoned, why add to the toughness
with months of training as well? And so it was taking some
effort now to overtake a jogger beside the Thames.
I could blame the 40 kilograms of kit, or the bike itself,
which had a hefty steel-frame (‘built to last!’ according to the
guy in the shop, desperate for a sale). But I only had to cast my
eyes downwards to see that these were not the most convincing
excuses for my pace. If the legs of a seasoned triathlete were
at one end of the scale, my pallid, wobbly appendages were at
the other. A hollow feeling settled inside me, something hard to
nail down. This couldn’t be homesickness or loneliness yet – I
was not quite at London Bridge – though it was perhaps the
anticipation of those things. I was pre-lonely, pre-homesick.
I’d been cycling around the world for twenty minutes or
so when a pub called The George appeared on my left. There
was a small beer garden, somewhere where I could collect my
thoughts, pick at chunky chips, recheck my maps and forget
the time. A few friends joined me, and when at last Henry
pointed out that it would be getting dark soon, I said goodbye
for a second time, wheeled my bike back to the road and began
again. My first day as an adventurer ended an hour later, in
a guesthouse in Bexleyheath. I drifted off under floral sheets,
14 miles from the start line, a fact that seemed to make my sore
arse a particularly fateful detail.
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*
I woke up fast, blinking. Through a gap in the curtains, intense,
white light was flooding the room. I staggered over to the window, pulled the curtains apart and gaped. Bexley was smothered
for as far as I could see. The snow was still falling too, and with
each gust of wind, flurries went swirling across the sky.
I’d have cursed my luck if my judgement wasn’t so patently
to blame. I’d set my departure date with a bold indifference to
the seasons, planning simply to leave when I felt ready, which
meant attending sufficient Expedition Planning Seminars (four)
and cycling expos (three). And here I was, ‘ready’ during what
would be, according to some forecasters, the coldest winter in
western Europe for thirty-one years.
I began cramming socks and toothpaste and hats back
inside my panniers until they seemed to shiver, as if, were a clip
to break, there would be a detonation, and a flying shrapnel of
spare spokes, maps, pots and pans. I thought about all the kit
that had proved worthless already – there was the electronic
weather meter, which told me, with the press of a button,
the temperature, humidity and, thank God, the ‘dew point’.
I had a wind-powered generator to recharge its battery too, a
pathetic-looking plastic propeller that I’d tested for the first
time yesterday. To generate any power at all, I’d need to be in a
category five cyclone, the kind of life or death struggle in which
dew points rarely spring to mind.
I made coffee, and, perched on a corner of the bed, cloaked
in a duvet, switched on the BBC news. There was an item on
the weather. The banner at the bottom of the screen declared
this weather event ‘The Big Freeze’. Scotland was entirely white
and even parts of the south were buried under forty centimetres
of snow. The temperature in Manchester had plunged to minus
17 degrees Celsius the night before, and scenes flashed before
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me on the TV, of highways consumed and closed, jack-knifed
lorries and toppled vans. The army were assisting a pair of
stranded motorists; they sat trembling beside a snow-covered
road, looking spooked.
I reloaded my bike and pushed it outside, bisecting a
pathway an inch deep in slush. A snowman was shaping up next
door, fat and happy-faced, and out in the snowscape there were
children at play. The weather had closed around eight thousand schools across the country and snowballing your mates to
smithereens was apparently how to mark such good fortune.
On the road, I was trying to stick to where cars had broken
the crust of ice when a few kids hesitated in their snowball
fight. I looked up. An alertness had swept through the pack,
as if lions had sensed a flicker in the grass of the Serengeti. I
pushed down on my pedals and sped up, but it was far too late.
The first missile smashed me in the ear. I took another to the
neck, and felt icy water slip beneath my thermals.
The attacks were sporadic but they continued for several
hours as I made my way south-east. The kids were organised,
firing at will as I rode through Kent, flanking bridges and
opening assaults from overhead walkways. Some were armed
to the milk teeth with great caches of snowballs, others made
soldier-style hand signals, and once, seemingly from nowhere,
I heard ‘Enemy 3 o’clock!’
Near Dartford, things got worse (they often do). A troop
of kids broke cover from behind the Perspex of a bus shelter
and bunched up like bowling pins. The lead pin was a red-faced
sadist, four foot two of fizzing violence with the kind of sneer
that suggested a prosperous future in corporate acquisitions.
‘Get him in the face!’
‘What? No! Wait! Can’t we all just …’
‘In the face! In the face! Get him in his stupid face!’
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*
The Downs, my first taste of hills. I laboured upwards, cursing
kilograms, my sorry legs, electronic fucking weather meters.
But then … this wasn’t entirely bad planning. I’d declined to
train not simply because I was busy and wished to save time
and effort, but for Science. Training would have upset the
results of an important experiment.
A few months before, I’d pitched the idea to colleagues at St
Thomas’ of a study into the bodily effects of six years cycling.
I was fascinated by how I might transform over the course of
the journey, physically and physiologically, from an unseasoned
‘before’ to a granite-bummed ‘after’. Dr Hart offered to preside
over the experiments with what was, looking back, portentous
enthusiasm. I took a seat in his office to discuss the plan.
‘So I hear you’re cycling around the world! Fantastic. We
should get some background data.’
‘Great! Sign me up for anything.’
There was a moment of silence. And then, tentatively,
‘Anything?’
‘Sure.’
Dr Hart looked down at his desk and scribbled something
on a pad of paper. In retrospect, I believe he doodled a guinea
pig, with a scalpel being driven through its brain.
First, I was sent to the respiratory research lab for ‘Bilateral
Phrenic Nerve Stimulation’, which I understood was a way of
testing the strength of my diaphragm using magnets, though
I’d not bothered to look up the finer details before showing up.
There was something wolfish in the way the researchers
watched me walk into the lab, and as I said hello, they seemed
to be focusing less on my face than on my sternum and respiratory muscles. Clearly, there had been a dearth of such fresh and
willing experimental material.
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As I took a seat, one said ‘Thanks for coming! It’s great!
Really great!’
‘Right, okay,’ I said.
‘Now, try not to worry. No one’s vomited before.’
‘Vomited? But why would anyone …’
‘Nasogastric tube. We need to get data from near your diaphragm, and your oesophagus is the best way to get close. We’ll
get the tube up your nose in a sec.’
He waved a couple of bulbous things around. ‘Magnets!
For your neck.’
The other researcher chipped in now. ‘Your arms and legs
will spasm a bit when I hit this button. It’s just a magnetic
pulse, okay? But I should warn you, looks a bit like you’re
being electrocuted.’
‘Looks like …?’
He nodded, still smiling.
‘Does it feel like it too?’
There was a horrid silence. Someone coughed.
I focused on not breaking his no-vomiting record as a tube
was jabbed up my nose and left, as promised, dangling in my
oesophagus. I was covered in electrodes and linked up to a
machine with a hundred knobs on. The researcher stood over
my shoulder holding a magnet in each hand, like a sinister
puppeteer.
‘Okay, ready? Here we go …’
There was a violent pulse. My body snapped in all directions; my limbs were flung wildly but without any cerebral
permission. Something in my head fizzled, possibly my cerebellum. The pain was visceral. ‘Excellent,’ he said – I must have
spasmed correctly. ‘Let’s keep going.’
It wasn’t over: during the next few weeks I found myself
inside MRI scanners and an egg-shaped machine that analysed
my body fat and composition. A muscle scientist, as eager
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as the rest, plunged a huge needle into my quadriceps. More
magnetic pulses were shot into my legs until I winced when I
walked and blanked out visions of cycling altogether.
*
But I was cycling, roughly speaking anyway. There had been
quite a bit of pushing so far, especially when the snow piled up
higher than my cranks.* Towards Chatham, the air reeked of
burning rubber as I drew past vans and lorries stalled on icy
slopes, a few of them abandoned. The light was steely now and
the wind still full of snow, which nipped at my eyes. I’d planned
to camp for free by the road, but this felt beyond me, and in
Sittingbourne, the only alternative was to blast a fortnight’s
budget for one night in the Premier Inn. I was dithering in the
road when a lady shovelling snow from her driveway called out
brightly, ‘What are you up to then?’
Travel is a famously good way of dispatching with lazy
cultural clichés, provided, of course, that you let it. Perhaps
I could start here, with the notion that speaking to a stranger
in Britain is peculiar, if not transgressive. In southern, built-up
parts of the country especially, it’s something I’d been conditioned to believe only drunk and lonely people do.
‘I’m cycling around the world,’ I said, wondering if I
sounded convinced.
‘Really?! Well, you’ve chosen a …’
‘I know.’
She was halfway to a smile now, impressed, perhaps, with
the scale of my goof.
‘Look, it’s getting late. Maybe you could stay with us?
Won’t cost you anything! Come on, start again tomorrow. My
* Or, as I knew them at the time: ‘long turny things with pedals on’.
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kids are all grown up and we’ve got a spare room. Probably
some cake around. I’ll ask Roger. Roger!’
Travellers are forever gushing about the charity of the world,
and I’d expected to as well, in Belize or Iran or Zambia, but not
yet, not here. This was a glitch in the matrix, out of keeping,
somehow, with British reserve, and with those sturdy, national
traditions of gloominess and social constipation.
But there I was the next morning, in toasty, tumble-dried
clothes, waving goodbye to Tommy and her husband Roger
as they stood beaming at me in their driveway. They’d turned
out not to be drunk or lonely or serial killers or Canadian, and
in the absence of any other obvious explanation for breaking
all the rules, there was really only one possibility left. They
were just decent people, happy to help. This had been reaffirmed when Roger, a jovial, bearded man, rifled through a
great stash of weathered Ordnance Survey maps that he kept
beneath his armchair, muttering ‘My wife wonders why I keep
these!’ For half an hour he’d advised me, in far more detail
than was necessary, on the most suitable back roads to Dover.
Bearded Englishmen of a certain age have a knowledge of B
roads at least equal to that of Nasa satellites and if you search
the homes of such men, you will always find enormous caches
of these maps, stashed behind chairs and in the backs of cupboards, like pornographic magazines.
My tyres had a bit more traction now and the snow was well
carved up, but it was still thick and smooth over the Downs. At
last I reached the ferry terminal in Dover, where a woman was
operating the vehicle barrier, or trying to, jabbing at a concealed button to get it to lift.
‘I’m sorry, my dear,’ she said, jab, jab, jab. ‘This thing’s a
bit temperamental.’
‘Bit like my wife.’
I turned. A truck driver was leaning out of his cab, grinning;
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a great bloated grin, full of yellow teeth and jowls. The lady
tried a withering look but she couldn’t hold back a smile, and
neither could I, so we all grinned away together, as if casual
misogyny was just another thing to miss about Britain.
Inside the ferry, I locked up my bike and we heaved away
from port. The white cliffs were soon dipping into the sea, and
while home was still just minutes behind me it was also, I supposed, six years ahead. This seemed a vaguely discouraging
thought, so I made for the other side of the ferry where there
was a window with a view over the bow. We were churning
through messy waves, the Channel seasoned with foam and
whitecaps. As I searched the sea, I began to sense something
else, something more than the dizziness of take-off, a flashback
to those wide-open days when two giddy kids plunged through
the winds of Patagonia. Call it the swirling, warm trace of
adventure.
It had begun.
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