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Dedication

 


This book is
dedicated to my long suffering wife and one person Remote Support
Unit. Without her support looking after the kids, the dogs, the
cat, the guinea pigs, the fish and the house (whilst also working)
I would not have been able to complete this ride. Her
commitment is long overdue
is not only throughout my nine day absence from
home for the ride itself but also for the frequent day long
training rides leading up to it.

Beyond having
to deal with all the day to day things normally shared between two,
she also has to offer me mental support by phone and text and keep
my blog going during the ride.

And let’s be
honest, I wasn’t much use to anyone for my first few days back
either.

 


 



Chapter One

Distinctly Naff Feeling

DNF.

Three
letters. Just three little letters. Three tiny little
letters.

But there
they were, sat next to my name: Did Not Finish!

Defeat ‘N
Failure. That’s what they meant to me.

Of course,
that’s not what they really meant. No. They actually stood for Damn
(k)Nee Failed. But, physical incapacity aside, it felt like Defeat
’N Failure.

Staring hard
at the screen, where the results for the London Edinburgh London
(LEL) Audax cycle were posted, I raged internally against the cruel
twist of fate that had put me in this position. If I’d been ten
seconds later (or earlier) this wouldn’t have happened. Or if I’d
just taken a different route home that day. Or if the bloody lorry
driver had kept his eyes open!

I took a
breath to calm down. I was being melodramatic. Why would I have
taken a different route home? I always cycle that way. And if I was
ten seconds earlier or later then I might have been hit by
something else and damaged more severely. What had happened had
happened. I couldn’t change it. It was fate. Kismet.

Bollocks: I
don’t believe in fate. If fate exists, what is the point of having
free thought? Where is the benefit in having choices if everything
is predestined? And surely my destiny was to complete the ride. A
mere lorry knocking me off my bike shouldn’t have stopped that.
Destiny Not Fulfilled!

OK. That’s
definitely melodramatic.

Time for a
cup of tea. Well, coffee. Decaf.

Waiting for
the kettle to boil I wondered about the wisdom of setting myself
the challenge in the first place. It had seemed like a good idea
back in the depths of winter: something to set my sights at; a goal
to focus on; a target to aim at; and any other cliché you can think
of. Really it was an excuse to bugger off on my bike and ignore my
responsibilities for a while.

For a while?
Five days to be more precise. In a nutshell, entrants to LEL have
five days to ride from London to Edinburgh and back again; a
distance of just over 1410km or about 875 miles. Dotted along the
mapped route are several check in points where food and, in some
cases, sleeping facilities are provided.

Being of the
opinion that most people are quite sane, I figured that not too
many people would be interested in riding LEL. When I Googled the
ride I was amazed to find the world is full of nutters. Some
cycling forums had been discussing the ride for over three years!
Because of the logistics involved Audax UK, the organisation that
runs the event, only holds it once every four years, like the
Olympics. And like the Olympics it attracts an international entry.
I was later to discover that 1,093 riders entered the event from 32
countries. 94% of entrants were men, providing proof, if it was
ever needed, that women are saner than men.

My musing was
interrupted by a high pitched whistle from the kettle: it had
finally boiled. Our state of the art, stainless steel, rapid boil
kettle had given up on us and we’d been making do with a tiny,
stove top, camping kettle until we got around to buying a new one.
We’d been making do for about two months.

Nursing my
coffee I considered that the entry list of over a thousand could
have been much higher. Entry was originally limited to 1,000 and,
expecting a high demand, the organisers had announced that booking
would open at 2 o’clock in the morning on a rainy Sunday at the
beginning of January, a time that only the truly dedicated would be
up and around for (ok, so they didn’t announce it would be a
raining; but it was).

Being truly
dedicated I went to bed with my laptop and set the alarm for
01:55.

Just before
turning out the light and trying to get a small amount of sleep
before the all-important booking, I decided to log onto the website
in advance, to save those precious few seconds when hundreds of
people from around the world jammed the system. And lo, the booking
was already open! A full three hours before schedule. Hoorah! Quick
as a flash I booked, paid, logged out, shut down and went to sleep
a happy bunny.

When the
alarm went off the next morning I struggled out of bed and sneaked
down the stairs, trying not to wake our two year old son. He has a
hair trigger wake up mechanism linked to the squeaky stairs and I
needed to get coffee inside me before facing an overly bright and
cheerful toddler on a Sunday morning.

Waiting for
the kettle to come to the boil I smiled as I remembered that I was
now booked on LEL. Then I frowned, thinking that I hadn’t really
ridden much more than 10 miles together for months. So I went to
the toilet for inspiration.

In the toilet
I dug through a stack of old Arrivées, the quarterly Audax
magazine, until I found an edition with write ups of the last time
LEL was run.

Pouring a
strong coffee to get me going for the day, I sat at the kitchen
table and read an article that made me wonder what I was getting
myself into. As the rain hammered against the French doors I tried
to think what it might be like to ride for five days, with very
little sleep, if it was pouring with rain the whole time, which
apparently it had last time around.

But the
caffeine had kicked in by now so I was feeling positive and was
buzzing with excitement.

By the time I
had finished reading a second article I was starting to wonder
where everyone else was. I glanced at the clock and had to double
take. 02:34! I had forgotten to reset the bloody alarm!

I went back
to bed and tried to sleep through my caffeine high. It didn’t
work.

It’s funny
when I think back to it, like a scene from a sitcom, but it wasn’t
much fun at the time. I’ve been drinking mostly decaf since
then.

Finishing the
last of my current decaf I glanced back at the laptop screen where
my shame was still displayed. Definitely Not Fit.

Well, I knew
that wasn’t true: I’d trained pretty well and completed my first
Super Randonneur series in the months prior to the LEL. That’s a
series of four rides of 200km, 300km, 400km and 600km, which sounds
like quite an ordeal until you consider that LEL was almost as long
as all of those put together.

That is what
was gnawing away at me. Was I fit enough? Did the injury stop me?
Or did I just give up?

After putting
in the training, just ten days before the start of LEL I was hit by
an articulated lorry whilst cycling home from work in a cycle lane.
All things considered I was really lucky. My bike was damaged, my
brand new Sat Nav was smashed, my cycling clothes were ripped, my
right forearm and shoulder had hardly any skin on them and my knee
was swollen with damaged ligaments - but I was alive.
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The thought
of being alive kept me happy for a day or so, then I started to
question if I could still do the ride. True, I couldn’t put any
weight on my right knee but perhaps if I got onto the bike I could
pedal, pushing mainly with the left?

Two days
later I managed to drag my leg over the bike and, holding a wall,
hauled myself onto the saddle. Great! I clipped in and tried to
turn the pedals. My knee wouldn’t bend. I just couldn’t turn the
crank over. Blast! On top of the disappointment unclipping my cleat
from the pedal, which involved twisting the foot sideways, proved
to be an excruciating experience.

Two days
after that I could put some weight on my right leg. I hobbled into
the hospital to ask the consultant whether the ride was a
possibility.

No. After ten
miles the knee would become so swollen it would just seize
up.

But would it
cause permanent damage?

No. It would
put recovery back somewhat though. It needed at least ten weeks to
heal.

Well I didn’t
have ten weeks. I had five days.

Another two
days later I put the doctor’s theory to the test: I cycled to work,
an eleven mile ride. Woo hoo! It was slow and awkward and painful
but I made it without seizing up. In your face ten miles (as my
sons would say)!

I made it
home again as well. The next day I did the same.

Two days
after that I limped to the start line (I still couldn’t walk on it
very well) and set off.
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Without going
into details, 24 hours later I was 250 miles north, as the bicycle
meanders, in Thirsk, North Yorkshire. I was feeling crap and my
knee was very painful and stiff.

I was at a
particularly low ebb because I had been forced to walk up one of
the hills in the last section of the ride. The problem was that I
was using a bike with high ratio racing gears, because my
preferred bike, with nice low gears, had been damaged by the
lorry. The higher gears meant that I had to use a lot more power to
turn the pedals on steep hills, a difficulty with my
knee.

So I sat
contemplating the next part of the ride. I was not at a standstill.
I could still ride but having to walk up a hill was concerning. The
hills to come in the next couple of sections were much more of a
challenge that those I had faced so far. I did not want to get
stuck in the middle of the Yorkshire Moors when my knee seized up
and refused to bend.

Even if I got
over the Moors I would then face the hills south of Edinburgh;
twice, once on the way up and once on the way back down. At least
one of those crossings would be in the dark. And after that it was
over the Yorkshire Moors again, back to Thirsk.

There was no
rescue service on the ride; each rider had to look after
themselves. If I did abandon the ride in the middle of nowhere, my
family would have to come and rescue me all the way from London.
That was already 250 miles away and it would get further with every
pedal stroke. If my knee seized up just south of Edinburgh it would
be an 800+ mile round trip. Not only would that be too much to ask
of my family, it would also mean I would be struck in an exposed
place for 6-8 hours awaiting rescue, possibly in driving
rain

However, if I
rode back to London, retracing my wheel rotations, I would be
getting closer with every pedal stroke, so when my knee did give up
the rescue team would have less distance to travel.

I sat and
internally debated for about half an hour then got up, hobbled to
the control and informed them I was cycling back to
London.

38 hours
later, including a very refreshing overnight in a B&B, I
arrived at my brother-in-law’s flat in north London having ridden
nearly 500 miles.

Hooray!

Not
hooray.

There was a
good side: I got to spend a couple of unexpected days with my
family, who were staying with my brother-in-law whilst I was on the
ride. So the positive was that I got to join in all the Londony
things (except there was no theatre ticket for me and I walked
around so much my leg swelled from knee to ankle).

But over
those couple of days it started to play on my mind that it was not
actually a good thing that I had made it back to London without
assistance. That meant I could have gone on. By the time I had
returned to London I would have been on the return from
Edinburgh.

The more I
thought about it, the more I reflected that if I had just stuck in
there I could have made it. Then DNF would have stood for Did Not
Falter.

 


 



Chapter Two

Doing the Sensible Thing

A couple of
weeks after returning home my head wouldn’t let go of the thought
that I had just given up. The going got tough and I’d had
enough.

Most people
were very sympathetic and said all the things they thought they had
to: 500 miles is still a heck of a way; you shouldn’t have been
cycling at all, idiot; I couldn’t have made it up the first hill;
look, you still can’t walk without a limp so how the hell did you
think you were going to make it? Jeez! (roll of eyes).

All very
positive and supportive and I tried to take it on board and believe
it. On the surface it was working. Even on the inside I was
managing to construct a wall around the issue, sealing it up so it
couldn’t run amok. If I nailed enough warning signs on it I’d
remember never to peek inside.

Then I went
to see my chiropractor, an expensive habit I started up after going
through a car’s passenger window when the driver made a right turn
in front of me (ironically it was a courtesy car supplied by the
driver’s insurance company after an accident the day before: a
common factor involved there somewhere I think). When I told the
chiropractor that I hadn’t completed the ride he gave me the most
honest response of anyone. Despite having seen me limp into his
practice a week before the event he was genuinely surprised that I
had turned back. He hadn’t expected me to make the full distance.
He had thought I would have been forced to stop after about fifty
miles. But he was very surprised to hear I had turned around and
ridden back rather than pushing on.

He had been
privy to my training rides and how I had reacted to each one. He
was aware that I had struggled on a couple of them. In particular I
had struggled on the 600km ride about a month before the LEL. At
the 350km point, after an hour’s snatched sleep, I had sat in the
control feeling exhausted and demoralised. If I’d had a ‘Zap Me
Home’ button I would have pressed it in an instant. I didn’t have
one though. What I had were three options: call home and ask my
wife to put the three kids in the car, drive 2 hours to pick me up
and then another hour to taxi me to my car (parked at the
start/finish) and finally another hour back home; cycle 50 miles
back to my car or complete the ride, another 150 miles
incorporating a loop into Somerset.
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I took the
fourth option: prevaricate. The route of the ride and the route
back to my car were the same for the first 25 miles or so. That
gave me a couple of hours in which to make a decision.

Inevitably,
two hours later I was stood on a bridge over the River Lew in
Hatherleigh, wondering whether to head back to Exeter the short way
or the long way via Somerset. From this point the route started
getting further away from the start/finish until it made the turn
back. I had either 25 miles or 125 miles to go.

Playing on my
mind was the fact that I wasn’t cycling very fast. I might not make
the distance in the 40 hours allowed. On the other hand it was only
an extra 100 miles, which sounds a lot but not when compared to the
nearly 400 miles overall. And (pay attention here, this is an
important bit) what would I do if 24 hours into the LEL I felt like
this? Give up? I don’t think so!

However, the
sensible thing to do would be to cycle back to the car and go home.
I shouldn’t overdo it so close to the start of LEL. I didn’t want
to ruin my chances with a silly injury (ha bloody ha!).

Wavering
again I was staring over the bridge at the water below when one of
my fellow 600km riders pulled up next to me and asked if I was
going to jump. That’s what passes for wit in Audaxing circles. I
told him about my dilemma: should I head back or go on?

Go on, said
he. If you grind to a halt deal with it then, was his advice. I
thought about that after he had pedalled on. It was true that
rescue was still an option if I went on.

Then I
remembered that I had left a bag at the last control as a bag drop,
to be collected at the finish. So, unless I wanted to wait hours at
the finish for the control to open or drive a hundred miles round
trip to pick the bag up some time later, I had no choice but to
finish the ride.

Decision made
for me, I pushed on and dragged myself into the finish with about
an hour to spare. Elated at having overcome my demons and getting
to the end, I left the control on a high and drove home. It was
only the next day that I realised I hadn’t picked up my drop
bag!

So, the
chiropractor got out his wrecking ball and smashed my feeble wall
down, exposing the truth for all to see: when things got difficult
Roy gave up, using his dodgy knee as an excuse to stop trying. He
wore his knee support as a disguise to hide behind.

He didn’t say
any of that. He probably didn’t think any of that. But
I did. He was echoing
back the thoughts that had been leaking through that wall all the
time. The more I dwelt upon it the more I came to the conclusion
that I had done ‘the sensible thing’. On any logical assessment of
the situation the thing to do was exactly what I did. As a business
decision it would have been the right one, with far more pros than
cons. But that isn’t what that sort of ride is about. If everyone
was being ‘sensible’ there wouldn’t have been hundreds of people
disappointed that they didn’t manage to get a place on the ride in
the first place. Sensible people wouldn’t even contemplate the
ride: it was not a sensible thing to do. So why had I based my
decision to ride back home on sense? Because I was tired, in pain
and frightened at what was to come: sensible was my shield and I
cowered behind it.

It wasn’t
impossible for me to have finished the ride with my damaged knee.
And if it wasn’t impossible then it was possible, even if
improbable. I will never know if I would have made it or if my knee
would have truly seized up. Perhaps it would have given up on the
first of those big hills on the route and I wouldn’t have achieved
as long a ride as I did by turning back. I will never know because
I did turn
back
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Chapter Three

A Plan is Hatched

So I
brooded.

I don’t want
you to think that I spent the whole time brooding. I didn’t. I’m
not quite that sad. Anyway, I’ve tried it and found there is just
too much life to get in the way of full time brooding.

Nevertheless
the negative thoughts lurked like white noise. Whenever the
clashing and discordant music of life receded I could hear it like
a nagging and irritating hiss in the background. It was
annoying.

Over time my
knee slowly began to heal itself and before long I could walk
without a limp, if I remembered to (it wasn’t that I was looking
for sympathy but simply that the body gets so used to limping that
it just carries on). The more distant the symptoms of my injury
became the clearer it was to me that I had used the knee as an
excuse to let myself off the hook. After all, it wasn’t that bad an
injury. The real problem was that I hadn’t learnt anything from
that 600km ride about carrying on and not giving up. Now I was
having to live with the consequences. The white noise was getting
louder and I needed to do something to switch it off.

The obvious
thing to do was find some other challenge that would prove my manly
toughness. Not to others, you understand, just to me. My confidence
had been eroded and I needed to bolster it. I needed to achieve
something I could be proud of so my mind would be satisfied and I
could settle back into humble British modesty.

A cycling
challenge was the answer, something to rival the LEL. Well, Land’s
End to John O’Groats is about the same distance. I knew that
because I had ridden it (or at least the reverse: John O’Groats to
Land’s End) a few years previously. Then my route had been very
direct but perhaps this time I could add a few miles. And if I
completed it in the same five days as LEL it would be an even
bigger challenge. Yeh! In your face LEL.

Brooding done
a plan was hatched. All I had to do was nurture it and grow it to
maturity.

I was in a
good position to plan a cycle from Land’s End to John O’Groats: I
have written a ‘how to’ guide on the subject and also have a
website dedicated to it (www.landsend-to-johnogroats.co.uk).
Time to put my own advice to the test!

The first
task was to get a date in the diary so that I had a target,
something to plan everything around. That meant breaking the news
to my wife. Still, it was meant to be a challenge.

That is very
unfair on my wife, who has always been very supportive of my stupid
ideas. In fact, when I broached the subject it appeared that she
had been well ahead of me on the cure, albeit not the precise
nature of it. She had expected some crisis challenge and agreed to
the trip provided it fitted into our normal life with as little
disruption as possible, which was fair enough.

So when?
Well, I didn’t want to ride in the winter and spring was too far
away: if this ride was going to be a cure then the treatment
couldn’t come soon enough. It was now already a week into September
and I figured if I was going to do it, then I needed to be on the
road before the end of the month.

When I rode
John O’Groats to Land’s End it had taken me months of planning and
training to pull the whole thing together. Although then I didn’t
have an excellent planning guide to help me and, in theory, this
time I was already fit enough to do the ride. My fitness couldn’t
have dropped off that much over the past couple of months. Could
it?

As it happens
a pre-ordered but unexpected fitness test arrived on the doormat
the very next day. Back in the mists of time, before my summer had
been ruined by LEL (or more pertinently that lorry driver), I had
booked a place on a sportive called Moor to Sea. I had completely
forgotten about it until the registration pack arrived by post. The
ride was three days away!

The event
proved to be a stiff test: 112 miles over Dartmoor (and over and
over) with 11,000 feet or 3,350m of climbing on gradients up to
25%. I admit to walking up a couple of the steepest hills (my knee
was still only at 75% and I didn’t want to put my recovery back any
further) but was heartened at completing the ride well within the
time limit. I also managed to drag myself up a ‘king of the
mountains’ hill climb part way through the ride within the
prescribed time limit. I was very pleased with myself until two
weeks later the Tour of Britain used the same climb to Haytor for
the finish of one of its stages and the winner (Simon Yates GB)
rode up in about half the time I managed. But he didn’t get a bonus
pin for his efforts: woo hoo! (Although he did pick up the points
jersey).

Satisfied
with my fitness I formulated a plan:


	
Pin down a
date.



	
Create a
route.



	
Find
accommodation.



	
Work out how
to get to the start.



	
Work out how
to get back from the finish.



	
Decide what I
was going to take.





A simple
enough list but even as I wrote it down complications immediately
sprang to mind. My wife is always tells me that whenever we talk
about planning something exciting or trying something new, I
immediately pull out all the negatives and litter them in our path,
making the whole thing more difficult. I can’t help it: it’s just
the way my brain is wired. I’ve tried pointing out that I haven’t
constructed the negatives and that I’m just highlighting them at an
early stage but by then I’ve already spoiled the whole thing,
apparently.

When planning
my John O’Groats to Land’s End ride, the most complicated part
proved to be getting my bike and me to the start line. I was riding
solo with no support and the start was the other end of the country
with few transport options. I explored trains and one way car hire
but both were expensive and involved a long and tiring journey with
overnight stays. Flying was a cheaper and much quicker option but
my bike could only be taken as standby luggage, which meant a risk
that I would arrive at the start without a bike. And even if the
bike was accepted as luggage what would I do with a bike box when I
arrived? I certainly didn’t want to risk putting my bike in a
plane’s hold without a box. Eventually I hit upon the notion of
posting my bike to the start and following by plane.

This time I
was riding the other way so my most complicated bit was getting
back from the finish. I could try the same trick but how was I
going to securely package up a bicycle in John O’Groats? And where
was I going to post it from.

Fortunately,
through my website, I have come into contact with a company that
has set up a service to cover this exact eventuality. Based in
Inverness, the John O’Groats Bike Transport Company has spotted the
problem for cyclists and now offers a range of services. In short,
they will transport you and your bike between John O’Groats and
Inverness, where there are many more transport options. They will
also courier your bike to your home if you require it and can even
arrange to have your bike couriered from your home to the
start.

So, a quick
call to John O’Groats Bike Transport Company to check availability,
a few minutes online to check for and book flights from Inverness
to Exeter, a second call to the bike transport company to confirm
arrangements and my return trip was organised. Man I was boss
moding this planning! [Another phrase from my sons.]

The next
obvious thing to do was to tie down the other end and book
transport to the start. But something was telling me to stall on
that; I don’t know what, gut instinct maybe. Anyway, getting to the
start wouldn’t prove difficult. In the worst case scenario I could
cycle to Land’s End, it is only 100 miles away from home. I wanted
to get on with the fun part: creating a route.

My previous
route was going to be of very little help. I had selected that
route to make sure I could cover as much road as possible every
day. I had ridden the distance in six days and, not being a
particularly fast cyclist, I had created a route that was direct
with as few interruptions as possible. As a result the route was
predominantly main road.

I did not
want to ride main roads this time for two reasons. Firstly, the
last trip had proved to be very boring for large chunks of the
time. Secondly, despite cycling it length, I didn’t really see much
of the country. Well, I did, but the views from main roads are
fairly samey and rarely inspiring. Thirdly, since my experience
with the lorry I was very nervous about large metal things
approaching me from behind. And lastly, I just wanted to enjoy the
ride, not feel that hectic pressure of grinding out the miles,
watching the clock, worrying about getting to the end of each day
with enough time to recover before the next.

It is
probably clear where I was going wrong: that was more than two
reasons. Never mind. I wasn’t really counting. I was too excited
about getting out the road atlas and starting to plot a
course.

Hours later I
was slumped in my chair nursing a headache, defeated by the atlas.
It is funny that I had forgotten what a pain it had been trying to
select a route the last time around. And that had been simple
compared with this. Main roads are easy to see and the biggest
difficulty
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