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  About the Book


  One man, one bike, two Mongoose cricket bats, one tropical disease, 16,000 miles and a lot of dead kangaroos...


  Oli Broom loves cricket. So much so that in 2009 he left his 9 to 5 in London and set off to cycle to Brisbane for the Ashes. Along the way he played cricket in the shadow of the Blue Mosque, slept in a goat pen in Sudan, dodged a 5-metre crocodile in the outback, battled mountains in sub-zero temperatures in Bulgaria and successfully negotiated the treacherous highways of India.


  Starring the colourful characters he met on his travels, this is a funny and poignant tale for anyone who’s ever dreamt of jacking in the day job to embark on an incredible adventure.


  About the Author


  Oli Broom worked as a chartered surveyor until 2009 when he set off overland by bicycle from London to Brisbane. His adventure raised funds for Lord’s Taverners and the British Neurological Research Trust. Since hopping off his bike Oli has lived in Rwanda where he was the Project Director of the Rwanda Cricket Stadium Foundation.


  To Mum, Dad and Annabel . . . and to Peggy


  Cycling to the Ashes


  A Cricketing Odyssey from London to Brisbane


  Oli Broom
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  ‘Ever bike? Now that’s something that makes life worth living!’


  – Jack London


  ‘Cricket brings the most opposite characters and the most diverse lives together. Anything that puts very many different kinds of people on a common ground must promote sympathy and kindly feelings’


  – Kumar Shri Ranjitsinhji


  ‘The aim of English cricket is, in fact, mainly to beat Australia’


  – Jim Laker


  LONDON TO BRISBANE
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  MY BIKE


  [image: Cover Missing]


  INTRODUCTION


  BREAKBONE – 30 June 2010


  My bones ache to their core. I can hold down neither food nor drink. A rash covers my torso. My white blood cell count is perilously low and I am hours away from a blood transfusion. I weigh sixty-seven kilograms – fifteen kilos less than I did last October. From my hospital bed I can see a main road leading south out of town, snaking through uninterrupted jungle before climbing up and over a high ridge, out of sight towards the Burmese border. I should have ridden that road nearly two weeks ago but the past few months have pushed me to mental and physical breaking point. I have finally cracked.


  A week ago I was found unconscious in a flower bed. After six days in my room with worsening flu I suffered a blackout trying to find water in my hostel. I fell, first into a large stone Buddha (knocking his head off, apparently), then down a rogue step and head-first into a stone ledge overhanging a cactus-filled flower bed. ‘You must go hospital,’ the hostel cleaner told me as I came round. Now it is three days until my thirtieth birthday and I am alone in northern Thailand, on an intravenous drip with breakbone, or dengue, fever and a black eye.


  Thailand was supposed to be one of the more straightforward legs of my journey. After the cold of Turkey, the heat of Sudan and the ordeal of the Indian subcontinent, I had been looking forward to a fresh start in my nineteenth country; to pedalling hard, eating well, enjoying beautiful jungle and coastline in a country I had never visited before. On the ride into Chiang Mai I got a welcome shock to the system when I noted order and cleanliness on the streets. Drivers used their brains and occasionally their vehicles’ brakes and indicators; no one spat in my direction. An Australian expat directed me to a hostel that turned out to have bed-bug-free beds; it even had a small swimming pool. Thailand had promised much.


  Now the doctors tell me it will take at least three months to recover. In three months’ time I am supposed to be on the boat to Australia to complete the final leg of my journey; a journey that has already provided me with enough ups and downs to last a lifetime, but one that I desperately want to finish.


  I am more than two hundred bicycle days and ten thousand miles from home. I have not spoken more than a sentence to another soul in days; not to a friend for weeks. I am lonely. Since leaving London I have often felt strong, occasionally brave; now I am ill, weak and lacking an ounce of motivation. I want to fall into the arms of a loved one and tell them to take me home. Right now, quitting is the only option, which means the road has come to an end, and I have failed.


  FIRST INNINGS


  ENGLAND


  LEAVING HOME – 10 October 2009


  My alarm sounds a few minutes before six o’clock but I’m already awake, head throbbing from last night’s leaving party. I roll over and hit the snooze button. Five minutes later I do the same, hiding under the duvet, pretending I’ve woken to just another day.


  A knock on the door. Breakfast. Porridge. I peer behind the curtain to see what the weather is doing. It is still dark but I can make out the trees on the village green, swaying in a gusting wind; headwind or tailwind?


  I muster the energy to crawl out of bed, find a towel and head for the shower; my last shower. I stand still until the water runs cold, eager to delay the inevitable. The porridge is stuck to the pan by the time I make it downstairs. Burnt. I gulp it down anyway. I’m going to need porridge today, of all days.


  I HAD PACKED my four panniers the night before and now they stood ominously by the front door, ready to be loaded into my dad’s car; my tent, sleeping bag and, of course, my bicycle, too. We had all mucked in: Mum, Dad, my sister, Annabel, and me. We soon discovered that everything I would need for the next year fitted comfortably into the confined space at the back of a Volvo estate. Life was about to get a whole lot less cluttered.


  I took one last look at the four walls I called home, prayed I would see them again soon and lowered myself into the passenger seat. There were no goodbyes before we pulled on to the B482 and began the half-hour journey to London. They would come later. The sun made a brief appearance in a very English sky shrouded in low-hanging early morning mist, but it quickly disappeared and would remain out of sight for the rest of the day. Pulling away from the traffic lights as we joined the M40, we reached seventy miles per hour within a few seconds and it occurred to me that it might be the fastest I would move for the next fourteen months. I hoped it would be. I had become so used to being mechanically transported to my destination, whether by car, train or aeroplane, that the thought of nothing but my spindly legs propelling me forwards was liberating. It was also, now that my departure loomed, terrifying. So while I could, I enjoyed the effortlessness of car travel until we turned into the car park at Lord’s Cricket Ground in north-west London.


  The ground is named after Thomas Lord, an eighteenth-century Yorkshireman who was a bowler and general attendant at London’s White Conduit Club in the 1780s. In 1786 he was approached by members to find a private cricket ground and in May 1787 got hold of seven acres off Dorset Square in Marylebone.


  I watched my first professional cricket match at Lord’s in the late 1980s. It is the home of Marylebone Cricket Club and, some say (especially us English), the home of cricket. Like the game itself, Lord’s is forever changing to keep up with modern times. The famous pavilion remains but many of the old stands have gone, replaced by flashier models, even since my first visit.


  We reached the ground just before seven o’clock, but not the one off Dorset Square. The original lease ended in 1810 so he sought a second ground, which he developed and used until 1813 when again he had to move because the government requisitioned the land to build the Regent’s Canal. Lord told his workers to literally pick up the turf and take it with them to a third ground in St John’s Wood, on the corner of Wellington Road and St John’s Wood Road. It opened in 1814 and is still there, revered by millions of cricket fans around the world.


  This was the ground where Dad and I found ourselves. It was a Saturday in mid-October and there was little activity. The stands were empty and the grass was a long, lush green. It seemed sad and unloved; a strange sort of relic in the present. The last time I had been there the ground was full: 28,000 fans enjoying the latest England versus Australia encounter. But now the summer’s momentous Ashes series, although less than two months past, was a distant memory. As Dad wheeled my bicycle to the Nursery End and I lugged my kit behind him, we did not see another soul until we found the Sky News cameraman who was to interview me at the start of my journey.


  WHERE IT ALL BEGAN


  In fact, my journey had really begun way back in 2002 – my third year of university – during a hot and humid summer spent as a hotel gardener in the small Andalucían village of Garrucha.


  I had found a rusty old mountain bike collecting dust in the gardeners’ shed. Before long I took to setting off each afternoon after work, riding west along the coast, up and down the conical hills that dot that corner of Spain. I rode as hard as I could, well beyond nightfall, returning tired, hungry and eager for more. I was soon as fit as I had ever been and, as the weeks passed, I became excited at the thought of one day continuing west beyond Almería instead of returning to another day manicuring hedges and mowing lawns. While England and India played all summer for a drawn Test series, and Sven-Göran Eriksson led England to another ignominious end to a World Cup campaign in Japan, I spent my evenings scheming a summer of cycling. The urge came out of nowhere and it surprised me as much as those who knew me.


  I had flirted with mountain biking during my first two years at university – the odd weekend spent in the Brecon Beacons – but I had not, until then, considered long-distance cycling to be the sort of thing I might take to. Now I bought maps and guidebooks and, lying on the cool floor of my air-conditioned apartment, plotted a route from Garrucha along the south coast to Gibraltar and back across the width of North Africa from Morocco to Cairo, from where I would fly home. It would be an epic desert journey that would take me into a remote and alien world I had always wanted to explore, just not, until now, on my bicycle.


  The desert epic never happened, a lack of funds playing a major part in its demise. By late July I was back in England laying bricks and cutting hedges, earning as much as I could to get me through my fourth year at university. I moved to London soon afterwards and five years practising as a chartered surveyor followed. My pedal-powered desert ambitions became a distant memory. I only ever cycled to work and even those sporadic efforts were hindered by the many bicycle thieves that trawl residential London. I had rewarding relationships with nice girls and a degree of financial stability. I was so happy with life in London that I barely even considered the future.


  Before I knew it, it was 2008. Five years had passed since I’d left university. Friends were being promoted, getting married, having babies, buying houses. Meanwhile, I could not have been further from doing any of these things and, as my peer group diverged, I was forced to think hard about what I wanted out of life. Was London the be-all and end-all? Was sitting on a train for two hours and at a desk for up to eleven hours each day what I was made for? Where would I find the girl I could see myself with forever? How would I begin to save money for a mortgage? Did I even want to get promoted? Did I really love my job that much?


  Finding time to think in London is difficult, but eventually it came down to the job. I realised that I had never been really enthusiastic about what I did every day, and that, therefore, I was wasting my life. I began thinking of possible new career paths but there seemed to be so many to choose from and so many that appealed. It was then, towards the end of 2008, that I began to feel the lure of adventure once again.


  BIRTH OF A CONCEPT


  17 November 2008


  Dear Mum, Dad and Annabel,


  Before you see the length of this letter and begin to think that something is wrong, don’t worry; there is nothing wrong. What follows is an explanation of my desire to quit my job to have an adventure. The purpose of putting this down on paper is not to obtain your permission (I know I don’t need that), but to obtain your support in my efforts. And why write? Well, I know I can explain myself far better on paper than I can in person.


  All three of you know that I suffer from a serious malady; a malady known as wanderlust. I want to satisfy this by undertaking a challenge so vast that I don’t know if I can complete it. Whilst I have suffered wanderlust for years, and have at times sought to satisfy the symptoms by buggering off to places like India and Morocco, I have always recognised the need to avoid another affliction of many my age, and that is poverty. Through hard work, I have tried to earn enough money to live in London and save for a mortgage. But over the years I’ve saved so little.


  I want to wake up every morning and think: ‘I can’t wait for today; I wonder what will happen; I wonder who I’ll meet.’ I don’t do this because I don’t love my job. I love my friends, I love the three of you, but I don’t love what I spend fifty hours a week doing: sitting at a desk trying to make money for myself (which isn’t working) and money for other people (which is working rather better).


  Perhaps you will think I am running away. But I feel I am running towards something instead. I have always talked about heading off on an adventure and the talk needs to stop. I’ve got to stop settling, stop being average, stop making excuses, stop worrying about actions and consequences. Life in London has been risk-free for years and the lack of spontaneity and excitement has begun to suffocate me. I want to shape my life, not let the weeks and months and years shape me. I want to forge a new path, away from the well-worn one I am treading in London; to take a step back from the chaos and pace of the city and find space and time and simplicity on a journey that I can pour my soul into. A selfish quest for old-fashioned hardship and endurance needs to begin! Remember that line from Jerry Maguire: ‘That’s how you get great, man; hang your balls on the line.’ Well, I’m not looking for greatness; I’ll settle for ‘goodness’ to begin with and see how I do. That will only happen if I take a risk, if I create opportunities for myself by following my dreams now and in the future.


  So what will this adventure be? Well, I don’t quite know yet, but I know it’ll be on a bicycle. You know as well as I do that I have not cycled much since my time in Spain. But I loved cycling in those days – battling big hills, getting fit – and have always regretted not setting off across North Africa as I had planned. If I take on the challenge of cycling across a vast land mass and succeed, I think I’ll be suitably proud of my achievement. If I don’t succeed then at least I will have tried.


  I have told a few friends of my plan and they were all supportive. Alex said that if he wasn’t married he would come; Tom said he’d come even though he is married. But I want to undertake my journey alone.


  Writing this letter has had the unexpected but welcome effect of helping me understand my reasons for wanting such an adventure. At the same time, I hope some of my reasoning has helped you understand too. I am certain that your first reaction has been ‘Bloody hell!’ but hopefully soon it’ll be ‘Bloody cool!’ If I do this properly and give it my all and use it as a springboard for the rest of my life, then I’m sure you’ll support me because that’s what you have done my whole life.


  And now that you know the basics of what I am planning, I hope we can talk in more detail, and that you’ll help me with the next step – deciding where to go, and planning it all.


  Love as always


  Oli


  PS Oh, and I intend to pay for the adventure myself, so you don’t have to worry about money. I’ve started saving already – £500 in the bank (a long way to go!).


  In December 2008, about a month after I wrote that life-changing letter to my parents and sister, the idea of travelling to Australia by bicycle first came about. My flatmate Becca was due to move to Sydney. As we wondered aloud on a short tube journey from Oxford Circus to Notting Hill Gate as to when we would next see each other, she casually suggested that if I was to cycle anywhere it should be to visit her, in Australia.


  I had been racking my brains for a plan that would turn my vague notion of an adventure into firm reality. Becca’s idea appealed and not just because she would be there to greet me when I arrived. I also knew that the next instalment of the Ashes was due to begin in Brisbane at the end of 2010, and that if I was to cycle halfway around the planet, it would help to have a scheduled event to aim for.


  As soon as Becca and I got home I began a caffeine-powered all-nighter, plotting various concepts, routes and timetables. I got my atlas out and, with the use of a thumb and index finger (one thumb width was about two hundred miles), I calculated that a route through Europe, the Middle East, Asia and Australia was feasible if I left before the end of 2009. At first light I went out for some fresh air, wandering past the shut-up shops and markets of Portobello Road, chuckling to myself as I imagined explaining to people along the way what I was up to: ‘I know it sounds a bit daft, but I’m cycling to a cricket match on the other side of the world. Yes, I could have flown, you’re right . . . yes, it would have been a lot cheaper but, well, I wouldn’t have met you, would I?’


  Cricket has dominated my sporting life for as long as I can remember: on the playing fields at school; representing my county in the summer holidays; and, most of all, following the fluctuating fortunes of the England cricket team each summer. Test cricket has provided a narrative and dramatic spectacle to every summer since I fell in love with the game in 1988, when I was seven. I know it was then because that was the summer I did not speak to my best friend for two weeks because he ran me out in a school match.


  In June of the same year in another school match I made the controversial yet noble decision to piss in my box rather than give my wicket away. In hindsight it was a poor decision because I was out in the next over and had to waddle off to the loo to tidy myself up anyway. But yes, I can look back with confidence now and say that the summer of 1988 was the summer I fell in love with cricket. Apart from Boris Becker and Seve Ballesteros, my earliest sporting heroes were all cricketers: Ian Botham, David Gower, Malcolm Marshall, Michael Atherton, Curtly Ambrose, Shane Warne. At secondary school I would try to bat like Gower, mimicking the fluidity of his stroke play to such an extent that for a whole summer, to my delight, my nickname became DG. It did not occur to me until much later that perhaps my team-mates had a greater grasp of irony than I imagined. The following summer I barely scored a run and the nickname disappeared forever.


  I decided that having the Ashes – one of the oldest and greatest sporting rivalries – to aim for would provide me with the perfect motivational tool. The Ashes have come to embody the proud cricketing traditions of England and Australia. The series, which takes place every two years, alternating between the two countries, is regarded as the pinnacle for players from both nations. And it is the pinnacle of the sport for millions of fans, including me. I imagined the last few pedal strokes of millions as I rolled up to the Brisbane Cricket Ground (or ‘The Gabba’ as it is affectionately known) on the morning of the first Test match, ordering a well-earned cold beer as I took my seat. I could not conceive of a finer ending to a long bicycle ride.


  By the time I had returned to Becca’s flat off the Portobello Road, my mind was made up. Put simply, I would cycle from England to Australia to watch the sixty-sixth edition of the Ashes, which was due to begin in 709 days, in Brisbane, on 25 November 2010. I could not wait, but I had a lot of preparation to do before I could set off.


  FOR THE LOVE OF CRICKET


  The Ashes story began at The Oval on 29 August 1882, when Australia beat England on English turf for the first time. The next day the Sporting Times published a mock obituary of English cricket, joking that its ‘body will be cremated and the ashes taken to Australia’. Cricket was at the height of its popularity with followers, thanks to improved and cheaper railway services, able to travel the length and breadth of the country to watch heroes they had previously only read about. The obituary caught the imagination of the general public and the tour to Australia the following winter was one of the most anticipated sporting occasions in English history. The England captain, the Honourable Ivo Bligh, promised to ‘beard the kangaroo in his den and try and recover those ashes’. His Australian counterpart, Billy Murdoch, responded somewhat less imaginatively by promising to defend them using the same winning team.


  The tour did not begin well for England. On the six-week voyage to Australia the team’s vessel, SS Peshawur, collided with another ship a couple of hundred miles south of Colombo. Most of the players were fortunate to escape unhurt, although fast bowler Fred Morley wasn’t so lucky. He broke two ribs and, despite managing a couple of games while in Australia, his health deteriorated so severely that he died of congestion and dropsy, thought to be a result of his injuries, in 1884.


  Still, on the pitch the tour turned out to be a success for the England team. In the first Test, held at the Melbourne Cricket Ground, Murdoch’s Australian XI were too good and won easily, by nine wickets. The second Test, also in Melbourne, was equally one-sided, although it was England who emerged triumphant, winning by an innings amid angry debate as to which team’s bowlers should have been held responsible for the extreme deterioration of the pitch. Following the controversy, it was agreed that the third and final match of the series would be played on two pitches in Sydney. The English won the match, and with it the series.


  It was at a social occasion following the series, near Melbourne on Christmas Eve 1882, that Bligh was given a small terracotta urn to symbolise ‘the ashes’ he had succeeded in recovering. He met his Australian wife on the same day and the urn stayed on the mantelpiece at the Bligh family home until Ivo’s death forty-three years later. It was then bequeathed to Marylebone Cricket Club. These days it rarely leaves a glass cabinet in the Lord’s Museum and even the winning captain only gets to hold aloft a replica.


  When I began planning my journey, it did not escape my attention that, for the first time in years, England had a decent chance of winning down under. In 2005 the team had succeeded in galvanising the British sporting public and had temporarily replaced football on the nation’s back pages. They went toe to toe with, and eventually triumphed over, one of the greatest Australian sides of all time. It was their first victory over the old enemy in an Ashes series since 1987 and, although the status quo was re-established when Australia hammered England 5-0 in 2006–07, England were once again the bookmakers’ favourite for the upcoming 2009 series. If they won, they would be favourites to win down under in 2010–11, when I hoped to be there to watch.


  In July the 2009 series got under way. During the day I followed its twists and turns via the ball-by-ball commentary from my desk in the office on Baker Street. Meanwhile, in the evenings I was planning my journey, thinking up ways to get the most out of fourteen months on the road. As I pored over maps of Europe, Africa, Asia and Australia, I began to wonder what all of the countries would be like. More specifically, I started to think about where en route I might be able to find the odd game of cricket. My transcontinental bicycle ride from London to Brisbane quickly became a cricketing odyssey.


  Full of quirks, nuances and traditions, the game of cricket is said to be the epitome of Englishness. But although its roots are planted firmly in seventeenth-century rural England, the British exported their favourite pastime to all corners of the Empire during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. I began to look for obvious locations for potential matches, suspecting they would be the only cricketing outposts on my way to Brisbane. I knew I could find a game on the Mumbai Maidan, where Sachin Tendulkar learned his trade, for example, and hoped to have a hit at any number of Australian outback cricket clubs.


  But as I continued my search I discovered that cricket’s tentacles had spread further than I had anticipated, far beyond the Commonwealth. Although the sport’s governing body, the International Cricket Council (ICC), count only ten countries as Full Members, their website told me there were in fact thirty-six Associate Members and a further fifty-nine Affiliate Members. There were 104 formal cricketing nations, with countries such as Papua New Guinea, Sierra Leone and Rwanda among them. Cricket, a closed, British-owned-and-run shop for hundreds of years, seemed to have survived the turbulent middle years of the twentieth century and since thrived in some incredibly unlikely locations that had little affiliation to Britain. I became hungry to learn more about the game around the world and decided that my expedition would become a journey through which I would attempt to learn more about cricket’s own global odyssey. I vowed to play cricket in as many countries as I could along the way.


  By the end of August, when Mike Hussey popped a catch up to Alastair Cook to hand England their second home series against Australia in as many attempts, I had quit my job and was free of the shackles of my nine-to-five. Now I was working full time to realise my dream of seeing the next series from the stands of The Gabba, having cycled 14,000 miles to get there.


  I set a leaving date of 10 October, giving me less than two months to finalise plans. I needed sponsors. They were hard to come by initially, but after the first one came on board it became easier to persuade people to buy into the concept of my ride. Momentum began to build and I was offered GPS equipment, cameras, solar panels, hats, clothes, sandals, a sleeping bag and a tent. I asked Mongoose Cricket if they would donate bats for me to give to cricket teams as I travelled, and was delighted when their chief executive took a punt and they became a major sponsor.


  By mid-September, with three weeks until the start of my trip, I had everything I needed but still not enough financial support. I had saved very little since coming up with the plan – enough to get me to Belgrade perhaps, but certainly not to Brisbane. I had spent hours on the phone begging unsuspecting marketing directors at many of the world’s largest firms to sponsor a bloke with a bike and a plan, but to no avail. I began to worry that I might have to delay my departure; cancel even. But then, in the space of a ten-minute phone call, everything changed. The head of sponsorship at Betfair called me up and asked if I still needed a main sponsor. When I told him that, yes, the main expedition sponsor slot was still available he replied, ‘Fantastic. We would love to get involved.’ If I could have bitten his hand off down the phone I would have. Disaster had been averted and I gratefully accepted his offer.


  By the beginning of October I was kit and cash-ready. I had chosen two charities for whom I wanted to raise money – the Lord’s Taverners for the work they do for underprivileged children in the UK, and the British Neurological Research Trust, who are supported by a friend, James, who was paralysed in a freak accident in 2005. I had worked hard to publicise my trip as a way of raising money and my efforts were rewarded with some great media coverage in the lead-up to my departure. Only one thing worried me: it had been more than ten months since I had sat on a bicycle. In January 2009 I had cycled a roundabout route to Paris with a friend, to see if I could manage a few days in the saddle. My perverse belief was that if I could cope for eight days, I could manage more than a year. We made it to Paris, but only just, because my knee gave me so much trouble. Still, I told myself I would find a better bicycle and vowed to rest my knee. Little did I know the next time I would even sit on a bicycle saddle would be at the start of a 14,000-mile journey to the other side of the world.


  DEPARTURE


  The day of my departure had arrived. As I stood in Lord’s Cricket Ground, waiting for my interview with Sky News to start, my head felt ready, but my body felt far from it. So much had happened already but now I had to do what I’d promised.


  It had been a hell of a week. Australian fast-bowling legend and purge of the English Jeff Thomson had got me out, caught and bowled, in Green Park; Jonathan Agnew had interviewed me on Test Match Special; Steve Bunce, of Fighting Talk fame, called to have a chat on BBC London; accompanied by my shiny, as yet unused bicycle, I had met John Edrich, Tom Graveney and Chris Tarrant at the Lord’s Taverners England Captains’ Dinner at the Park Lane Hilton; I’d spoken to students at Caldicott School about my trip, promising to return in a year and a half when I’d have some stories to tell; and I’d been called a ‘cricket tragic’ on a couple of Australian radio shows that had somehow heard about my expedition (I expected it wouldn’t be the last time I’d be so named).


  ‘Five, four, three, two, one . . . on air!’


  The earpiece fell to the floor and I scrabbled around trying to pick it up and stuff it back in. It was a less than ideal start to the world of live television broadcasting.


  After the interview, during which I had done my best to sound confident of my ability to succeed, nerves began to kick in, fuelled largely by uncertainty surrounding the strength of my knee. It occurred to me that if I was flying, I would have been confident of my eventual arrival down under. I would have sat in a cramped airline seat, every need attended to by a chirpy, perma-tanned flight attendant. I would have watched in-flight movies, eaten cardboard chicken tikka masala and drunk red wine from an improbably small plastic bottle until I fell asleep or passed out. I would have snored a lot and dribbled a fair bit. After almost a day travelling five hundred miles per hour at 35,000 feet above the earth’s surface, my collar would have been wet and it is likely I wouldn’t have been friends with the person sitting next to me, but I probably would have touched down on a strip of tarmac 14,000 miles away. In fact, I would have had a 1 in 5.4 million chance of not arriving safely at my destination.


  Of course, I wasn’t flying. I was cycling and although I had come a long way since conceiving such a notion, I didn’t have a clue if I would get close to my destination, let alone make it all the way there. My legs had never taken on such a challenge before. Would they survive? Would I survive? I would be pouring sweat and tears into each pedal stroke, progressing inch by inch with every turn of my wheels. Effort the like of which I had never expended would be required day after day to scale mountains; deserts would bring endless emptiness; people would offer hospitality, but surely danger, too. Off the back of six years at a desk it suddenly all seemed so far-fetched and ridiculous.


  Friends and well-wishers began to arrive and although I struggled to ignore the magnitude of what I was attempting, I was soon swept away by their enthusiasm and support. I had invited a few close friends to join me on the ride to Dover and it turned out that I would have seventeen companions; a gentle introduction to cycle touring for all of us. Some were excited, some nervous (for me or for themselves?). A few cried off. One phoned to tell me he didn’t feel equipped to cycle for two hours, let alone two days. I wanted to tell him that was how I felt, but decided to keep any lingering doubts about my fitness and preparedness to myself. I would miss all of them, especially my ex-girlfriend, Kate. We had broken up a few months earlier when I’d told her I wanted to cycle to the other side of the world. Unsurprisingly it was not what she was looking for in a boyfriend. There at Lord’s, about to set off on the journey I had been dreaming about for so long, it occurred to me, not for the first time, that I was incredibly selfish for risking, and probably throwing away, a great relationship in the name of personal endeavour. I believed I had lost her and it hurt a lot.


  I was presented with a replica Ashes urn by Marylebone Cricket Club and promised I would turn up with it in Brisbane in fourteen months’ time. And then, before I knew it, I had taken the first pedal strokes of millions, rolling unsteadily towards an avenue of friends and well-wishers inside the Grace Gates. I would see my family again in Dover but, to most, it was goodbye. We set off along St John’s Wood Road, Baker Street, past the office I had left two months before, and then the tears came in wave after wave, so that by the time we reached Wigmore Hall I could barely see the road. Excitement, pride, anxiety and fear consumed me, but I knew I had taken a huge step on my way to Australia: my wheels had begun turning. In those few moments I had changed from a slightly overweight Englishman with a dream, into an Englishman who had set out to achieve his dream. I was still overweight, of course, although that would soon change.


  [image: Missing Image]


  Leaving Lord’s.


  We passed the high ramparts of the Tower of London, crossed the famous old bridge directly to its east and navigated our way safely down the Old Kent Road – where I had made my first unsuccessful bicycle shopping trip months before – and onwards, through south-east London. Before long the endless drone of the city was replaced by silence and we were alone in the Garden of England, heaving ourselves up Kent’s hills and flying down them at speed, past oast houses and along secluded, deserted sections of the ancient Pilgrims’ Way. I relished the comradeship afforded by friendship on the road.


  I was always at the back, the least fit of the group and burdened with the heaviest bicycle, struggling to keep up. While most of my friends climbed the hills as if they weren’t there, I attacked them as though they were Himalayan peaks. My knee was already giving me serious pain and feeding my anxieties. At the top of one climb I saw my friends huddled ahead and shouted at them: ‘Can I change my mind?’ But I didn’t want to really. I knew my task would become easier by the day.


  At the end of the first day’s ride we collapsed exhausted in the dorm house we had booked for the night. We opened a beer each but not one got finished. Bodies lay strewn on floors and beds and groans of pain came from all corners. We were shattered. More importantly, my knee was in bad shape. I’d wrapped an ice pack around it but by the middle of the night it had flooded the bed. I writhed in agony and became more and more certain that I’d have to delay my departure. I felt pathetic. But in the morning the doctor in our group told me to stop wallowing in self-pity, that ‘not all pain is bad’, and to get back on my bicycle. With her stern words ringing in my ears I resolved to do exactly that, and continued with a depleted squad of ten towards Dover.


  Later that afternoon, near the village of Meopham, I enjoyed the pleasant coincidence of rounding a hedged bend to see a Lord’s Taverners minibus parked in a muddy lay-by. It was being used to transport students from the Helen Allison School for children with autism to their homes and served as a timely reminder that the money I was hoping to raise would go to a worthy cause.


  By early evening the group was seven and we had made it to Dover. It was time for final goodbyes. My friends rode out of the ferry terminal car park to catch the train that would take them back to their stable lives and careers in London. My family and Kate remained. Saying goodbye to them was the hardest thing I had ever done but rounding the terminal building, pushing my bicycle along the yellow line that guided me to the ferry, I knew that I had made the right decision in setting off on the adventure of a lifetime.


  FRANCE,BELGIUM AND LUXEMBOURG


  SOME APPLES AND A ROGUE CABBAGE


  I WAS GLAD to escape the brightly carpeted cafeteria confines of the ferry in Dunkerque, but not before I noted in my diary that ‘the next time I will need any form of transport other than my two wheels I’ll have crossed two continents and reached the Red Sea’. I hoped I was right.


  Diary tucked safely inside my handlebar bag, I rode into pitch darkness towards a distant cluster of lights where I thought I might find a bed. I had thirty euros for my first night’s accommodation and if the hotel I selected was no more than adequate, in the coming months I would look back on it as a haven of luxury.


  I have always liked the French, which made me all the more angry when, upon inspecting my bicycle the following morning, at the start of my first day on mainland Europe, I discovered that my front and rear lights had disappeared from the locked toilet in which I’d been advised to leave my bicycle. The night guard’s blatant disregard made me furious but pedalling away from the hotel I managed to calm myself and even chuckled at the luck of being the victim of the world’s worst thief. After all, what sort of self-respecting criminal, having broken into a disabled toilet and come face to face with a bicycle of not inconsiderable value, a camera, laptop, sleeping bag and tent, decides to unscrew and wander off with a couple of cheap bicycle lights? It was with dampened spirits, but the knowledge that I had been dealt an early blow and that things could only get better, that I set off for Belgium, my third country in two days.


  Things actually got better a lot quicker than I had hoped. Shortly after stopping for my first continental lunch – my legs struggling to ease into their task and my knee throbbing with each pedal stroke – a passing motorist encouraged me to pull over to the side of the road. Without so much as a ‘bonjour’, the young man delved into his car boot and pulled out a box of apples and a rogue cabbage. He laid the box by my side and, in a heavy accent that I later learned was Flemish, introduced himself: ‘Hello, my name is Frank. The garden of my grandmother has so much fruit and vegetables; you must take some.’


  I must have stared at Frank with disbelief written across my face but he soon explained the reason behind his generosity. ‘I saw the sign on the back of your bicycle!’ he said, pointing at the sign my dad had had mocked up by an estate agent in Maidenhead a few days earlier. It read simply LONDON TO BRISBANE – FOR CHARITY and had my website in my own handwriting underneath. ‘From here to Brisbane on this bicycle? How long will this take? You are alone? For what are you doing this? Are you crazy fool? What is the Ashes?’ Frank asked a lot of questions. But I was in no hurry – the Ashes were not due to start for another 409 days – and I was happy to indulge him for a while. As he sat and listened, I did my best first to explain the game of cricket and then to talk him through the Ashes. Frank did not believe that anyone would do such a foolish thing as to give up a perfectly decent career to cycle to Australia to watch a series of cricket matches. I assured him they would.


  At the start of his walk to Constantinople in 1933, Patrick Leigh Fermor found himself in the Dutch town of Dordrecht when he noted, after falling asleep in a waterfront bar and being taken in by the old landlady, that it was ‘the first marvellous instance of a kindness and hospitality that was to occur again and again on these travels’. I would look back at the end of my own journey and conjure exactly the same feelings about Frank, but for now he simply got back in his car, wished me good luck and drove off. I would not see him again. I sat on the grass for a while, contemplating my encounter with a kind stranger and his generosity at leaving me with the nutritional contents of his car boot. Then I searched for a home in my panniers for my newly acquired fruit and vegetables and got back on my bicycle, continuing where I had left off, cycling eastwards towards Ypres and, of course, Australia.


  MY BICYCLE


  When I cycled to Paris in January 2009, I did so on an old, nine-gear, steel-framed Claud Butler mountain bike that I bought on eBay for £15. I loaded the back with two panniers and a tent and set off for the Eiffel Tower. If all went well, I planned to ride the same bike all the way to Australia later in the year.


  It was a terrible idea. The bike was a disaster and even to consider taking it on a ride of more than a few days was foolish. Apart from being far too small for me, meaning my back was constantly hunched and my legs never got close to extending, the gearing system was so inefficient that on some gentle inclines I was forced to get off and push. Laura, my companion on that trip, had no problems with her bike and when we returned to England was a picture of health, while my knee gave me so much pain that I could not walk for a week and did not exercise for three months.


  When I decided to give cycling to Australia a go I told myself the only reason I had struggled so much in Paris was because of the bike and that, although my budget was seriously limited, I would simply have to find some way of finding a decent bike. I phoned various manufacturers, promising lots of publicity in return for a free bicycle. Most politely informed me that they did not offer sponsorship deals and a couple even laughed down the phone at me. I could not blame them. I was a nobody, and certainly unable to offer any sort of concrete publicity campaign. Would they really benefit to the tune of around £3,000?


  One man, who claimed to be the UK agent for Dutch bicycle manufacturer Santos, did not offer an outright refusal straight away and so I hounded him for weeks (daily phone calls, begging emails – I had no shame) and eventually secured a 30 per cent discount for a £2,500 bike. At that point – two months before the start of my trip – I did not have £2,000 for the entire expedition, let alone for the bicycle, but it was all I had so I blindly accepted on the basis that I would find a way of paying for it by the time I left England in October.


  In September I went for an ergonomic bike fitting in a shop on the south coast of England. There and then we chose the components for my bicycle and sent the design to Amsterdam. By late September my planned expedition had received a fair bit of press. A few Berkshire and Buckinghamshire newspapers had picked up on the local boy pedalling to watch the Ashes; I had been interviewed on Test Match Special and the Daily Telegraph had even done a small piece. Importantly, I had arranged to write regular blogs and columns for the Wisden Cricketer and the Royal Over-Seas League magazine. A bit of exposure was exactly the sort of thing potential sponsors were looking for. I called the England and Wales Cricket Board to ask if there was anything they could do to help and a couple of hours later I heard back that they would be delighted. They bought my bicycle for me, complete with 30 per cent discount.


  I picked up my bicycle on 7 October, three days before I left England. It was a sturdy, electric-blue steel machine that, unlike my rusty Claud Butler, certainly looked capable of carrying me all the way to Australia. I fitted 26-inch wheels that I had had made for me before the Paris trip; four hardy Ortleib panniers to front and rear wheel racks; and an odometer, to the handlebars, which would tell me how fast I was going, how far I had gone and my average speed. The handlebars themselves were ‘European-style’ and offered three different riding positions. Since the bicycle was ergonomically fitted for me, all the riding positions were comfortable and I loved it from the first moment I rode it. I knew that, far from being a solo bicycle expedition as I had advertised, it would be a partnership from the moment I left Lord’s.


  HISTORY LESSONS: BATTLEFIELDS, BEER AND A BELGIAN GAME CALLED CRICKET


  I had never before felt compelled to visit Belgium, but as I rode alongside a canal that cut a geometric path through expansive, open farmland and the occasional sleepy, waterside village, I felt glad to be there. The country that gave the world the saxophone, Tintin, Django Reinhardt, The Smurfs, the waffle and not a lot else also gave a novice cyclist a gentle introduction to European cycle touring. The ride was flat, the weather warm, the people friendly yet pleasantly uninterested and I progressed at my own pace, enjoying the freedom and gentle rhythm afforded by life spent straddling an uncomfortable piece of rubber.


  It was late afternoon by the time I found myself bouncing along the narrow, cobbled streets of Ypres, pulling up opposite the town’s imposing thirteenth-century Cloth Hall and collapsing on to a wooden bench to rest my weary legs. Forty paltry miles had finished me, sending my right knee into sharp spasm once again – not all pain is bad – remember that – not all pain is bad. . . .


  Dazed, I watched hordes of tourists wander aimlessly across the Market Square, presumably to and from the town’s historical attractions. Busloads of schoolchildren sporting colourful Invicta rucksacks – compulsory kit for any self-respecting Italian teenager – sat around enjoying the early evening sun, sneaking the odd sip of some filthy liquor when their teachers weren’t looking. As shop-tenders locked up at the end of their day’s trading, outdoor bars filled, mostly with elderly bearded men in cardigans whose eyes flicked from one young female tourist to the next.


  I had arranged to stay with local historian Steven Reynaert, a tall, jovial, barrel-chested man with heavy beard, heavy Flemish accent and, as it turned out, heavy alcohol tolerance. I followed him back to the house he shared with his wife, Isabel, and their two children where, over a dinner of fish fingers and chips, we chatted about our respective lives and careers while I was encouraged with increasing insistence to sample most of the contents of Steven’s cellar.


  Beer. Asking a Belgian man if he would like a beer is a bit like asking a Millwall fan if he’d like a fight: more often than not, the answer is ‘Of course!’. Not that I had to do the asking at Steven’s place. A series of bottles containing some of the finest nectar on the planet were simply placed in front of me, one after the other, for my swilling pleasure. De Koninck, Kwak, Deus, Orval, Verboden Vrucht: names that meant nothing to me until Steven talked me through the texture, taste and history of each one. He did, however, save his most exalted praise for the last bottle to appear before me: a plain, unlabelled, dark-brown bottle containing, I learned, a beer of legendary status.


  Westvleteren ales are rare, world-famous Trappist beers made by Cistercian monks at St Sixtus monastery, not far from Ypres. The monastery was founded in 1831. Seven years later the monks started brewing, initially to feed their thirst – they were allowed two light beers each day – and eventually to feed the upkeep of the monastery.


  Production slowed during the First World War, when the monastery was used to look after injured Allied troops, and again during the Second World War. But it never stopped and since 1946 the monks have been maintaining their six hours of prayer a day (first prayer 3.30a.m.) while churning out 60,000 cases of the finest beer in the world each year. The rich, dark-brown Westvleteren Abt 12 I drank with Steven had 10.2 per cent alcohol content and has been named best beer in the world more than once.


  I asked Steven where I could buy some. ‘Nowhere but the monastery’ came the reply. In fact, so in demand are the Westvleteren beers that customers have to phone a special ‘beer line’ to book a time to visit the monastery to make their purchase. Buyers are limited to very few cases per visit and only one visit every sixty days per person, per phone number and per car number plate. It occurred to me that I prefer my beer a little more widely available, but I did relish each swig and, after slurping the last few molecules from the bottle’s base I felt more than ready for a hard-earned kip.


  Ypres is renowned for more than its beer. As well as having the dubious honour of being twinned with Hiroshima, it is famous for the atrocities that took place there between 1914 and 1918 when it was the focus of sustained German attention (not a good thing in those days).


  I spent the day after my Belgian beer education touring various Commonwealth graves and battlefields with Martin O’Connor, a New Zealander whose interest in nearby battles first brought him to Belgium in 1991, and who has been there ever since. Martin also happened to be the general manager of Cricket Belgium. When the England cricket team visited Ypres a few months before me, it was Martin who showed them the battlefields and graves, including those of many British sportsmen who died while serving their country. Stuart Broad laid a specially made stone cricket ball at the graveside of former England and Kent left-arm spinner Colin Blythe – Ashes hero in Australia in 1901–02 – who, after being one of the first cricketers to sign up for active service in 1914 despite suffering from epilepsy, died in the Battle of Passchendaele three years later. When Martin and I reached the grave there was a weathered, warping mini cricket bat beside it. The headstone read:


  49296 Serjeant


  C. Blythe


  King’s Own L. I.


  8th November 1917 Age 38


  In Loving Memory of


  My Dear Husband


  The Kent and England Cricketer
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  The grave of Ashes hero, Colin Blythe, with cricket bat and ball at its base


  Later that evening we visited the Menin Gate, the vast arch commemorating those British and Commonwealth soldiers who lost their lives during the Great War and whose resting places are unknown. There are more than 58,000 names on the memorial and, at exactly eight o’clock every evening since 1928 (except during German occupation of France during the Second World War) hundreds of people gather underneath the arch to remember those who died. As members of the local fire brigade played the Last Post before a crowd of more than four hundred, I and a handful of other visitors had the honour of laying wreaths. I laid a wreath on behalf of my two charities but some laid them to commemorate family members whose names were inscribed on the walls surrounding us. Their presence served as a brutal reminder that the horrors had played out less than two generations before.


  My feelings during the short time I spent in Ypres tended towards embarrassment at the triviality of what I was attempting. I felt guilty that my life had been such a relative walk in the park, and thinking about the horrors that had occurred at Ypres gave me a very real sense of feeling lucky to have the time and means to head off on a meaningless jaunt to the other side of the world. I was lucky to be alive, and not just alive, but living in a time that allowed such frivolous adventure.


  Before I left Belgium I had two more cricket-related stops to make. The first was a pleasant evening spent drinking more beer with Tom van Poucke and a couple of his team-mates from the Arcadians Cricket Club in Ghent. Nestled in the corner of a bar that felt more American Midwest than Western Europe I learned that, six months earlier, new research had claimed that the most English of sports in fact had its roots in Flanders. The research was based on a 1533 poem attributed to the English poet John Skelton in which he referred to Flemish weavers who settled in southern England being the ‘kings of crekettes’. Then again the research was conducted by an Australian (upset by England’s recent Ashes success?) in cahoots with a German who, in another recent research paper, had claimed that golf, rather than emanating from Scotland, had been invented in Belgium as well.


  Whatever the truth, it is clear that Belgian cricket has a distinguished history. The first record of organised cricket there is found in a painting from 1870 which now hangs in the Pavilion at Lord’s and shows the opening of the Brussels Cricket Club in 1866. From then on cricket slowly spread so that there are now eight cricket grounds across the country accommodating over twelve hundred players from seventeen clubs.


  The second of my cricket-related stops was at the home of Rachel Emerson, a cricket-mad Brit whose son was a pupil at the British School in Brussels and played for the Belgian Under-15 team. At the school I gave my first talk to a class of GCSE students, almost all of whom cared about neither cricket nor my journey (which, let’s be honest, had barely started). ‘Have you ever played for England?’ was the only question that came at the end of my allotted time, and when I gave the answer in the negative the boy in question, having been the only one to display an atom of interest, joined his peers and switched off completely. A far more successful net session with the school first XI boded well for the rest of my journey and the next day, at the start of my eighth since leaving home, I jumped on the bicycle with a sore knee but in a positive frame of mind, heading south-east out of Brussels towards the border.


  IN THE ZONE


  Diary entry, 17 October 2009, Eghezée


  Two more days cycling and I should be in Germany! Managed forty miles from Tervuren to Eghezée today despite flu. Worst moment came when a car pulled up next to me and the clever-dick driver wound down his window to shout ‘Hey, you know it’s quicker if you drive!’ Plenty of good retorts came to mind later but when it happened I just frowned, swore under my breath and rode on. Saw abandoned London black cab as I pulled off the road at the end of the day – that’d make life a bit easier, and my heckler would approve. Jumped barbed-wire fence and now camping next to large pond in some woods. Bit eerie, but I’m not alone – a team of nineteen ducks just wandered over to watch me cook rice and an onion: a thrilling spectacle. They’ve left now and all I’m left with is bloody French radio. My French used to be average, now it’s just shit. I can’t understand a word. Just recorded the first video message for my blog. Spoke to the camera for ten minutes – it felt like a friend, which was weird. Guess I can’t afford to be picky. Wish I had brought a proper video camera with me so I can look back properly when I’m done, even if only for posterity. Ah bugger, just cut my finger on brand new never-used sharp knife. It’s deep. Hope those ducks aren’t the bloodthirsty carnivore sort. Saturday night so the folks will be watching Strictly Come Dancing. Missing Kate – wonder how long that feeling will last? Until I reach Brisbane?
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  Map reading in the woods


  Reading my diary entry the next morning I sensed negativity as my overriding emotion. In the few days since leaving I had tried to think of cycling as the way I now spent my days rather than a chore that had to be completed. I had struggled to do so, partly because of my terrible lack of fitness – every milestone, however small, felt like a huge achievement – but also because as I inched my way through Western Europe I still had such a ridiculously long way to pedal. There is no doubt that the world is an increasingly small place but it feels pretty big from the saddle of a bicycle. Each fold of a hill is a surmountable but significant hurdle; each settlement a refuge to rest weary legs.


  Over the days that followed I made a concerted effort to control my immediate environment, to appreciate the present and to ignore the challenges ahead. As the flat farmland of Flanders was replaced by thick forests covering steep-sided valleys near the Luxembourg border (a false wilderness – I could never be far from civilisation in Belgium), I discovered that if I was to make effective progress and keep myself motivated it helped to set achievable targets. I broke each day down into manageable segments. One morning I allowed myself two songs on my iPod every ten miles and spent the intervening time dreaming up the day’s soundtrack. Another afternoon I ate a small handful of Haribo every hour. I felt weak for needing such techniques but, as a way of keeping my mind on the task, it helped.


  In Durbuy, the self-proclaimed ‘smallest city in the world’, I stayed with a local couple who fed me courgette soup, bread and a beer in front of the television while Jensen Button was crowned Formula One world champion in Brazil. It was a reminder that I was still not far from home. On the morning I left I tweeted ‘Sports psychologist needed – is it possible to be in the zone when cycle touring? Cos I think I’m in it.’ It was quickly becoming easier to enjoy the simplicity and efficiency of my movement. I warmed to the notion that my bicycle was my home, and that my home would transport me across four continents all the way to Brisbane. My knee had improved too. I felt little pain and my legs were warming to their task.


  I began to relish the outdoors. I was alone, healthy and happy, exerting
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  The Gabba – I made it.
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