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      Karl Bushby was born and brought up in Hull, East Yorkshire, in 1969. His father was a professional soldier for twenty-four
         years, twelve of them in the Special Forces, so was often away for long periods. After his schooldays, Karl joined 3 Para.
         He left the Army in 1998. Six months later, he began the Goliath Expedition and left Punta Arenas, Chile, pulling a small
         two-wheeled trailer.
      

      
      ‘A harrowing, occasionally hilarious ride, a wild, one-man carnival of extremes … Giant Steps is an extraordinary book: an addictive, picaresque chronicle of steely determination, mixed with fine travel writing’ Irish Examiner

      
      ‘You can’t help but admire his steely resolve’ Scotsman

      
      ‘An inspiring true story of a man facing remarkable odds – and winning’ Woman’s Own
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      For Adam, the son I left behind

      
      Until there is commitment, there is hesitancy, the chance to draw back, always ineffectiveness.

      
      Concerning all acts of initiative (and creation), there is one elementary truth the ignorance of which kills countless ideas
         and splendid plans:
      

      
      That the moment one definitely commits oneself then providence moves too.

      
      All sorts of things occur to help one that would never otherwise have occurred.

      
      A whole stream of events issues forth from the decision, raising in one’s favour all manner of unforeseen incidents, meetings
         and material assistance which no man could have dreamed would have come his way.
      

      
      Whatever you can do, or dream you can, begin it. Boldness has genius, power and magic in it. Begin it now.

      
      Goethe
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      Foreword
By Frederick Forsyth

      
      There are virtually no undiscovered places left to find, no unclimbed mountains left to scale, no new rivers left to cross.
         It seems there may be no challenges left to face.
      

      
      Yet every now and again we find someone who has noticed a new challenge hitherto unthought of, and we think, It may be crazy
         but he must have a lot of bottle to undertake it.
      

      
      Such exploits may last hours, days, even weeks. To fly nonstop around the world on a single tank of fuel; to sail alone on
         the same lonely journey; all demand a ‘wow’ of admiring surprise.
      

      
      But Yorkshireman Karl Bushby has no time for blink-and-you-miss-it chores. This thirty-seven-year-old former Red Beret decided
         nine years ago to undertake the longest march ever tried, in effect to march around the world. He has been marching for nearly
         nine years, pulling his entire life in a hand-cart behind him. Seventeen thousand miles have passed under his feet, almost
         twenty thousand more to go, and another six years out of his life.
      

      
      In order to avoid crossing the oceans by boat or airplane; in order to keep the route to marching only, he picked the longest
         single unbroken trek he could find. He started from Punta Arenas, southernmost point of Chile. At the time of writing he has reached Siberia, having waited a year for the ice to form a bridge to take him across the Bering Strait from Alaska.
      

      
      From there the route will take him west, west, always west towards his home; through the eleven time zones of Russia, across
         Poland, Germany and France, until, some time around 2012 he sees the white towers of Dover’s cliffs.
      

      
      He will not see Australia, Africa or the southern half of Asia, but the circumference of the world is about 24,000 miles,
         and he will finally accomplish one and a half times that. The route will finally have involved three continents (four if you
         count the Americas as two, north and south), twenty-five countries, a frozen sea, six deserts and seven great mountain ranges.
      

      
      Already he has overcome the freezing gales of Patagonia, the fetid jungle swamps of Colombia and Panama, the 50 °C of the
         Mojave Desert and the –40 °C of Canada’s winter. There have been terrorists to face, other bandits, filthy jails, disease
         and death in Central America; but also kindness, curiosity, hospitality, friendship and shared food from those along the road.
      

      
      It is an odyssey worthy of Ulysses himself, a saga fit for the old Nordic gods. From the nightly diary of Karl Bushby this
         first-half story has been culled, to tell us safe here at home that the spirit of young British men and women to do amazing
         and slightly crazy things is not yet crushed, but still alive and well.
      

      
      March 2007
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         been constantly spurred on, and always amazed, by the support and good wishes of ordinary folk around the world. Since I took
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         carry on managing the ‘business’, simply because that’s what parents do! Andy Cooper, who came on board back in the ‘early days’ and created my marvellous website
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         this book.
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         whom we deal could be said to be members of our team now and could have not been more helpful. It’s a very grateful thanks
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         North Face; Zamberlan.
      

      
      Finally, my heart goes out to the people of the Americas, from the southern tip of Chile to the Bering Strait. Many nations,
         many races but overall all human. For every one person that did their best to disrupt my day there were thousands of complete
         strangers that went out of their way to lighten my load. I was just some guy on the road, mostly dusty and dirty, always tired
         and hungry, a foreigner who couldn’t speak the language in a number of cases. Yet they would cross the road to shake my hand.
         They would take me into their homes, sharing their sometimes scant food and possessions. There are those who took me in for days and even weeks, looking after me as though I
         was a prodigal son. Those who took me in and cured my ills. Also those many good souls who put up with my black depressive
         moods, countering them with humour and above all tolerance. I cannot start to name you here, I dare not, I could not mention
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         through the Americas should restore in all of us our faith in human nature.
      

      
      Thank you.

      
      
   



      
      
      Introduction for the Paperback

      
      It would be a fair bet to say that my walk around the world will lead me through some pretty inhospitable places. In fact,
         looking at the route, I’ll link a good number of them together. Pivotal to the whole expedition, though, at roughly the halfway
         point, will be a crossing of the most dangerous of them all – the Bering Strait.
      

      
      My aim is to walk back from the tip of South America all the way to my home in Hull. No form of transport will be used to
         move the expedition forward. There are, however, three main gaps along this path where simply walking across won’t be feasible.
         The first will be the Darien Gap in Colombia, where the delta of the mighty River Atrato and formidable jungle will oppose
         me. The last will be the English Channel – impossible for me to cross without the agreement of the Channel Tunnel’s owners.
         The one that chills my blood, though, is the Bering Strait, that fifty-eight miles of sea between Alaska and Siberia. No sooner
         had I drawn my route on the map than the enormity of that crossing struck home.
      

      
      It will take a goodly amount of expensive equipment even to attempt a crossing. Sledges, specialised clothing and cold weather
         gear, that all costs a fortune. How will I get the money for this, when, at the moment, I have to think twice about every
         item of food I buy?
      

      
      Nearly every year expeditions attempt a crossing of the Bering Strait and only one has succeeded. A Russian team made it in early 1998, but they were carried a couple of hundred
         miles off course by the currents, landing well north of the actual gap.
      

      
      The strait is a churning freight train of ice and water, flowing alternately north and south. It has not frozen solidly in
         decades. The ice is riven with leads of open water. Notorious for its gales, the temperature can drop to –80 °C. I don’t even
         want to think about the polar bears.
      

      
      So there it is, a spectre I must live with for however many years it takes me to reach the Bering Sea. It will haunt my dreams
         and waking moments. No matter what, it is the great uncertainty I will inevitably have to face.
      

   



      
      
      Introduction

      
      Nine years in 3 Para and I was going nowhere. I was twenty-six. I had been married, divorced and had a son, Adam, who was
         five. I was a corporal and, because of my partial dyslexia, would stay one. I was frustrated and unfulfilled. I had always
         believed that others in the battalion didn’t think I could cut it. What I needed was a huge test, one that would prove – more
         to myself than to them – that they were wrong about me once and for all. It had to be something extraordinary, a challenge
         way beyond the levels of normal human endurance. I’d read and reread books by explorers like Charlie Burton and Ranulph Fiennes
         and these men really inspired me. I decided that I, too, was going to go on a very long walk.
      

      
      The seed for this journey was sown long ago. Although I grew up on a housing estate on the outskirts of Hull, I always loved
         the great outdoors. As a child I was never happier than when trudging over the fields on imaginary expeditions with my younger
         brother, Adrian, in tow. We would build dens, trap creepy-crawlies and look for birds’ nests. Once I brought home a baby jackdaw
         that had fallen from a nest. I kept it in our garage until it could fly and then I let it go. By then it was very tame and
         it even started following me when I walked to school and would wait around for me in a tree overlooking the playground. But
         the trouble was the teachers didn’t like it – they called the RSPCA and they took it away. I was about ten and was heartbroken. It had meant something to me. I was
         always more content around animals and birds than in any classroom. I will try to explain.
      

      
      I have one abiding memory from Sutton Park primary school – I was made to stand on a chair in front of the whole class because
         I couldn’t spell, which was hurtful and frustrating. In fact, I was dyslexic but no one realised until I was much older. Because
         of this, I didn’t do very well at my comprehensive but, like my father and grandfather before me, I knew I was destined for
         the Army anyway and joined as soon as I could. I joined aged sixteen.
      

      
      My father was a professional soldier for twenty-four years, twelve of which were spent in the Special Forces and, naturally,
         I always looked up to him. I craved his approval but I found it hard because, as a teenager, I was physically immature compared
         to my peers. Between the ages of sixteen and eighteen, I grew five inches, and because I was doing so much growing, I couldn’t
         keep up and carry the weight over long distances during the training. For two and a half years I struggled as a recruit, eventually
         passing P Company – the test phase for a place in the Parachute Regiment – at my fifth attempt. This was unprecedented, but
         they held on to me, seeing potential in my determination and soldiering skills. In the end, others suspected that I was given
         a discretionary ‘pass’ by my commanding officer. Though I was able to meet the standards on my final attempt, my previous
         failures lived with me.
      

      
      But you don’t drag yourself through those two and a half long years and emerge unscathed. I was labelled and, for a while,
         it stuck. It always bothered me that other soldiers had made it known that they didn’t feel I had earned my place in the battalion.
         In truth, I was more aware of it than others and once I’d shown that I was a capable soldier, most had likely forgotten about it. I hadn’t. Coupled with how I’d felt at school, I had something to establish. I still have.
      

      
      During a Northern Ireland tour in 1996, I began to think hard about mounting a solo expedition. Working in the Battalion Int.
         Cell (Intelligence Section), I was able to order maps as a matter of course. Without any eyebrows being raised, I amassed
         a collection covering most of the world and spent months poring over them as I looked at possible routes for a long-distance
         walk. Then, slowly, I came round to the idea of linking numbers of routes together. This could be it. In my room in barracks,
         I remember drawing a line on a wall map from the southernmost tip of the Americas to the west coast of Alaska. It was then
         I had a letter from my father. In it, he related how two Special Forces guys had been toying with the idea of crossing from
         America to Russia via the Bering Strait, when it freezes for a few weeks of the year. If I could walk across these fifty-eight
         miles of frozen water that separates Alaska from Siberia, I would be in Asia and on my way home to Europe. It made the hairs
         on the back of my neck stand up. I immediately sensed that I had hit on something really big. It was big enough, stupid enough
         and bad enough to get everyone’s attention. It was worth putting years of my life into.
      

      
      This was where I had been heading since childhood. I would undertake the longest walk in the world ever, leaving an unbroken path of footprints behind me, and in so doing almost double the present world record. I would travel
         from the southernmost tip of South America back to England, entirely by foot, entirely alone.
      

      
      I soon had a schedule mapped out. Walking twenty miles (thirty-two kilometres) a day, with necessary rest days, I aimed to
         average 3000 miles (4800 kilometres) per year so, by the time I have finished this 36,000-mile (58,000-kilometre) journey,
         I will have crossed four continents, twenty-five countries, a frozen sea, six deserts and seven mountain ranges. I would start
         in Punta Arenas, southern Chile, and walk in a continuous line through South America, Central America, Mexico, the United
         States and Canada, before heading for the coast of Alaska where, after a journey of 16,000 miles (26,000 kilometres), the
         first half of my story would come to an end. Then, when the ice flows are at their most ‘hospitable’, I would cross the Bering
         Strait, before beginning the long trek home. I would, with a massive amount of luck, return to England through, I hope, a
         service conduit of the Channel Tunnel in around 2012.
      

      
      
      
      In the field, I will have no back-up team and I abide by a few hard and fast rules. I will not advance the expedition using
         any form of transport other than my feet, and, if I must detour – for example, to renew a visa – I resume the walk from the exact
         spot where I left off. If I’m not camping – I usually will be because I have little money – I will stay in the dirtiest, cheapest
         rest-house in the roughest part of town or, if I’m lucky, in the spare bed of a hospitable stranger. When I crawl from my
         sleeping bag each morning, I will never quite know what the day has in store.
      

      
      That others didn’t take me seriously at first merely reinforced my determination. Many said it was not possible to make a
         continuous walk around the world; the maps said otherwise – just as long as you didn’t mind crossing uncharted wastelands,
         guerrilla-infested jungles, windswept deserts and a frozen sea. I didn’t. I can remember sitting in a bivouac staring across
         a Norwegian ice field in 1997 and thinking that, one day, and soon, I might find myself alone in such an environment – for
         that, surely, would be the greatest test. I knew that whatever came my way I would have to take on the chin. This was all
         or nothing. There would be no turning around – once I left I was on a one-way ticket. I’ve never forgotten this.
      

      
      I gave the endeavour a name – the Goliath Expedition – and began discussing it with the Regiment. After all, this was what
         being a paratrooper was all about: endurance, self-sufficiency and the ability to go it alone on foot. They seemed to like
         the idea, so I got cracking. I began plotting more detailed routes across countries, then continents. Then, when I had nearly
         completed my initial twelve years’ service, I was given some fantastic news – the Army had agreed to keep me on as a serving
         soldier for the first three years of the expedition. Now my dream could become a reality. I would have a solid foundation on which to build the expedition, the credibility I required and some money
         in the bank to get me rolling. Everything looked very promising. The Soldier magazine ran a piece about the expedition and, because I was planning something extraordinary, I even had an invitation from
         10 Downing Street to attend the Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh’s Fiftieth Anniversary dinner at the Guildhall.
      

      
      Extending my engagement in the Army meant a bonus of £6000, on the strength of which I bought some extremely expensive equipment:
         satellite phone, laptop computer and a solar-panel charger. But then my hopes were dashed. On the morning I was due to sign
         on for another three years, the Army had changed its mind. I was faced with the choice of the Army or the expedition. Bitter
         as the disappointment was, in a sense I couldn’t blame them – there was very little to inspire confidence and the prospect
         of losing a lone serving soldier in some out-of-the-way corner of the Americas would have given them a few headaches. By lunchtime,
         I had passed through the main gate at Aldershot and was on the train home to Hull, unemployed, in debt and about to move in
         with my mother, Angela.
      

      
      Still I wouldn’t let it go. Despite this blatant setback, my preparations began to take on a momentum of their own. I wrote
         so many letters to companies large and small in an effort to find sponsors but, in the event, found just two at an equipment
         exhibition in Harrogate. Zamberlan – the Italian footwear-maker – agreed to provide boots, and Superfeet, special insoles. I wondered how many pairs I would go through in the next thirteen years or so. But as far as sponsors went,
         that was it. Though I was making some money doing part-time surveillance work for a private detective, there was little in
         the kitty. Bailiffs were after my satellite phone and laptop because I was falling behind with the payments. I realised that
         to wait in the hope that someone would come on board was to wait for ever and it was only a matter of time before all the
         equipment I’d bought would be repossessed. I trusted that, as the expedition progressed, others might sign up at a later stage.
      

      
      Fortunately, support from both my parents – they had been divorced for several years – never wavered. While my mother started
         a collection for me among her workmates at the Nestlé factory in Hull, my father, Keith, now living in Hereford, became the
         expedition’s ‘base camp’, promising to monitor my progress, keeping me re-supplied and to log the diaries and photographs
         that became the material for this book.
      

      
      Although equipment had to be simple, lightweight, dependable and basic, I would not be able to carry it all in a rucksack,
         so I began designing a trailer. Though it would later earn the title ‘the Beast’, I eventually settled on a bog-standard golf
         trolley cart – the cheapest option – which I had customised. Pulled by a single shaft and set on two bicycle wheels, all my
         essentials – tent, sleeping bag, stove, maps and food – would be stuffed into large bags strapped to the frame.
      

      
      My preparations were complete. I was ‘good to go’. That said, I had no life or medical insurance – I couldn’t afford either
         – and, once I was in South America, didn’t have a single contact, a letter of introduction, or a friend of a friend to call
         if things went belly up. All I did manage was a carefully worded card printed in Spanish explaining my intentions, which ought
         to impress even the most reluctant of officials. It wasn’t much.
      

      
      
      
      
      
      So why did I still crack on, you may be wondering? Why did I go it alone without a safety net? Why, when no major sponsors appeared, was I still willing to start walking in the first
         place? I admit that I was in too deep. I asked myself questions but I was committed – I was going, come what may. I admit
         that I found the prospect pretty frightening.
      

      
      As a warm-up, I walked from Hull to Dover to expose any weaknesses in myself or in the kit. Apart from a couple of punctures
         to the tyres on the Beast, there were no obvious problems. I felt that a regime of intensive physical training was pointless,
         as in truth with so much in front of me I didn’t need to be 100 per cent physically fit at the outset of my journey. It was
         my mental approach that needed honing.
      

      
      One dark afternoon in October 1998, I was met at Swindon station by my father and driven to RAF Brize Norton in Oxfordshire.
         With just £500 in my pocket and clutching a one-way ticket to Chile via the Falkland Islands, paid for by my father, I said
         goodbye to him and my brother in the terminal. I was well over the weight allowance but father chatted up the duty sergeant
         on my behalf and there was no problem. There wasn’t much time to spare and I guess I’m not one for emotional partings. I just
         smiled and shook their hands. I had a plane to catch.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter One

      
      SETTING OUT: PUNTA ARENAS AND ARGENTINA

      
      
         
         

            
            	Sunday, 1 November 1998

            
            	Punta Arenas

            
         

         
      

      
      A nightmare. I miss the last bus and the ten-mile taxi ride from the airport to Punta Arenas is $4000 Chilean (£4). After
         changing some money, I put the trailer together, which takes me three hours. I must find somewhere to sleep but get just twenty
         metres before catastrophe. The trailer wheels tighten, crushing the ball bearings and ripping the thread from the spindle.
         After stripping everything down, I sense I’m in a whole heap of trouble. Everything I try is turning to rat shit. I’m gripped
         by panic and fear – I am immobile. To top it all, today is Sunday and – get this – the ‘Day of the Dead’, a Chilean holiday
         on which they decorate graves and have large parades around the cemetery, so there is plenty to see but nowhere to shop. I
         must wait another day for trailer spares.
      

      
      So here I am sitting in the street. There is a clear blue sky and warm sun, but it’s blowing a gale, and an icy one too. My
         hands are numb with cold and it’s hard to write. I daren’t move the trailer far in case I damage it further. I meet a lad
         from Canada who has been working here for three years. He invites me to his place for something to eat, which I gratefully
         accept. I find somewhere to pitch my tent on a patch of grass between the two main roads leading out of town, where others
         in tents are selling flowers to those visiting their dead relatives. They will be here all night so I shouldn’t stick out
         too much.
      

      
      It’s only day one … God help me!

      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Monday, 2 November 1998

            
            	Leaving Punta Arenas

            
         

         
      

      
      I find a bike shop first thing for spares. I re-thread the spindles, fit new ball bearings and new nuts and get under way
         by 10:36. Walking north along the road, everyone in vehicles waves or toots their horns and appears very friendly. The roads
         are more like rough tracks. They don’t relate to my map so, at times, I’m not sure if I’m heading the right way. I learn not
         to listen to locals – they know where they live but can’t tell you where that is on a map. Most directions I’ve had are a
         bag of bollocks.
      

      
      By mid-afternoon, I feel weak as, but for two hot dogs, oranges and a few cups of coffee, I haven’t eaten much in two days.
         I find a nice place off the road to pitch the tent. Pushing through the trees, I find I’m actually on the edge of a sheer
         cliff top, looking down on the Straits of Magellan. Tierra del Fuego is in the distance: an awesome sight. I light a fire
         and get some pasta on.
      

      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Sunday, 8 November 1998

            
            	Leaving Chile

            
         

         
      

      
      All week, the land has been flat, dry and dusty, and the days sunny and bright. But I’ve had a first taste of the wind, which
         increases as the day wears on. Gale-force gusts have stopped me dead in my tracks and being blown sideways for seven hours
         every day means you soon lose your sense of humour. I’ve left my sunblock at home, so use toothpaste instead (it seems to
         work) and wrap myself in a shamag.
      

      
      
      
      Nights are cold. Normally it’s tent up and straight inside to get out of the wind. On Friday, though, I pitched next to a
         filling station. To my delight, some bloke who stopped to refuel spoke English. He looked at my map and told me there is only
         one road to Argentina and I’m on it. Just as I was about to start cooking, he came over and offered to take me to the refinery
         where he works, for a coffee in the canteen. While the man on the pumps watched my kit, my new friend urged me to get stuck
         into a plate of ham. I did so with gusto, appreciatively.
      

      
      Tomorrow, after seven days on the road, I intend to cross into Argentina.

      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Monday, 9 November 1998

            
            	Crossing the border

            
         

         
      

      
      It’s 13:30, my passport is stamped. The Chileans are very friendly, wishing me luck and, as I pull away, are banging on the
         windows giving me the thumbs up and waving. Just a hundred metres on, the Argentines are somewhat more sober. Two soldiers
         look over my documents and read the card in Spanish that explains what I’m up to before disappearing into a room at the rear
         of the checkpoint. Ten minutes later, they’re back, smiling, shaking my hand and wishing me luck. They don’t even want to
         check my gear. I pass a sign that reads: THE MALVINAS ARE ARGENTINIAN.
      

      
      The landscape changes from hills to table-top flat with the odd dead volcano on the far horizon. As I write this, the wind
         is picking up but it’s warm. The kit is still OK and the trailer, henceforth to be known as the Beast, is also fine. Both
         of my little toes are blistered but they don’t hurt. Hopefully, they’ll dry out. My wind-up radio is a morale boost at the
         end of a day but, annoyingly, I can’t pick up BBC World Service here so I feel a bit cut off.
      

      
      THE BEAST

      
      The Beast is Karl’s first trailer. In 1998, he asked a light-engineering firm in Hull to see if they could convert an aluminium-framed
         golf trolley into a trailer in which he could carry his essentials. With a central shaft and yoke, which Karl attached to
         the frame of his rucksack, it cost £100 to build and would be abandoned in Sullana, northern Peru, in May 2000 when he would
         buy a donkey.
      

      

      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Wednesday, 11 November 1998

            
            	Rio Gallegos

            
         

         
      

      
      I have only come three miles this morning and I am still fifteen from the next town, Rio Gallegos, when I hear a distinctive
         ‘pling’, the sound of the spindle snapping as a wheel literally falls off. ‘Please God, no …’ I say to myself. I now see how
         much damage I caused trying to move my trailer in Punta Arenas with no wheel bearings. For nine days, I’ve been on borrowed
         time. I think what to do. The spindle has snapped just inside the wheel bracket. If I can force what is left of it through
         the bracket, then maybe I can join the two ends with a wheel nut? Will it hold the weight of the trailer and handle the rough
         track? It’s worth a shot.
      

      
      It is still early as I gingerly set off down the track. The next five hours are pretty tense. I feel every bump on the road
         and I am conscious of every squeak the wheels make. I can see the town in the distance but it never seems to get any nearer.
         Now I know how it feels to bring a crippled aircraft home on one engine. I slow to a crawl as the track becomes cratered and
         strewn with large rocks. This is a sick joke – I’m convinced the Beast won’t make it.
      

      
      Then, just two miles from town, the potholes turn to sealed road and, after eighteen hellish miles, I check in to the cheapest
         hotel I can find.
      

      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Sunday, 15 November 1998

            
            	Rio Gallegos

            
         

         
      

      
      So far, my diet has been poor, with only pasta keeping me going. I have been consuming just 600–800 calories per day, which
         is crap, so from now on, I’m aiming to take in 2000 per day. This consists of 200 grams of peanuts, four cups of pasta and
         a handful of dried fruit. People tell me it will get cheaper further north. I hope so. I have little money. It is expensive
         here and food for the next leg costs me US$60.
      

      
      I rest up for three days, spending my last night on a campsite just across the road from a nightclub. It doesn’t kick off
         until midnight and my tent is thirty metres away from this all-out, rocking party. I’ve not a cat in hell’s chance of any
         sleep so, at 03:30, get dressed and join the party. It’s a good night and I don’t return to the tent until 07:00. I doze for
         an hour before packing up and pushing on.
      

      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Monday, 16 November 1998

            
            	Entering Patagonia

            
         

         
      

      
      The west wind is the strongest I’ve experienced so far. For hours I am forced to walk – or rather stumble – at an angle of
         forty-five degrees to my left, which is playing havoc with my ankle joints. I notice llamas cope by lying flat out on their
         sides – either that or they’re stone dead, killed by flying debris. In the afternoon, the wind increases and flips the Beast
         over and off the road. Enough is enough and I wait for it to ease off.
      

      
      
      An hour later, I try again. I haven’t got far before a large coach pulls up beside me and scares me half to death – I hadn’t
         even heard it in the roaring wind. I expect some verbal about walking on the road, but instead, a passenger hands me a two-litre
         bottle of spring water. Proves how wrong I can be. That person will never know how grateful I am. I battle for a few more
         hours then find a scrape in the ground just off the road. I am knackered but must get the tent up. Out of the bag, it becomes
         a rampant wild animal and fights me like a tiger. What normally takes two minutes takes an hour. Pegs will not stay in the
         stony ground and the fabric lashes about in the air with poles flying in all directions. I am close to snapping. Welcome to
         Patagonia!
      

      
      PATAGONIA

      
      The southern part of the continent of South America as far as the Magellan Strait is known as Patagonia. Since 1891, the land
         has been split between Argentina and Chile. The Argentine section – through which Karl walks – extending 1000 miles (1600
         kilometres) north to the Colorado River, is a tract of more than 300,000 square miles (480,000 square kilometres), nearly
         one third of the whole of the republic. It is home to millions of sheep. It is also prone to a boisterously strong wind, which
         raises a haze of dust in summer. In winter this dust turns to mud.
      

      

      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Friday, 27 November 1998

            
            	Piedra Buena

            
         

         
      

      
      I make many new friends in Piedra Buena, as the town is known, and stay almost a whole week. At first I pitch the tent at
         a camping ground out of town – I don’t have the energy to look elsewhere. I check out the local nightclub, getting there early – midnight – and soon two guitarists are bursting into
         song and people are dancing on the tables. It is shit-hot. This goes on till 02:00 when they attempt to start the disco. I
         meet an Argentine soldier who speaks a little English. I crash at his place at 07:30 and I’m able to base myself there for
         the rest of the week. I am given a space at the back of a storeroom, which suits me fine. He shares with two friends – really
         good lads. I get hammered with them again at the same disco later in the week.
      

      
      I also meet a local girl in a restaurant who speaks good English. She invites me for lunch at her mother’s place. Fantastic
         food – how kind they are. I am invited to the girls’ secondary school. With a map of the world, I give my first lecture on
         the ‘Goliath Expedition’ to a class of teenagers, with the headmaster as my interpreter. I’m nervous, but as I get into my
         stride I enjoy myself more and can tell that the kids are genuinely interested. I get a photograph of myself, surrounded by
         kids, holding up the map. As I leave I’m mobbed by girls; I sign hundreds of autographs on school bags, footballs, T-shirts
         and countless bits of paper. I feel like a soccer star.
      

      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Thursday, 3 December 1998

            
            	Leaving Piedra Buena

            
         

         
      

      
      The wind never lets up this week. I’m barely making fifteen miles a day, and once as few as eight. It seems to increase in
         the early afternoon. It’s as if someone throws a switch that operates the lungs of the Andes and back comes an almost hot
         wind. It whips up clouds of dust and debris like grass and tumbleweed which pass you like bullets. If I’m heading due west,
         it sometimes stops me dead in my tracks. Progress is a slow plod. Heavy rain also turns the track to mud which sticks to the tyres so I feel like I’m hauling a truck. My shoulders ache like hell.
      

      
      Last night at 22:00, a car pulled up and this bloke got out and came over for a chat. He asked how I was. I was lying in the
         tent at the time making a brew before trying to get my head down. He sat down and asked ‘was I alone?’, which always make
         me nervous. He spoke no English so I’m only guessing here. He gestured as to whether there was room for another in my sleeping
         bag. No, I must have got it wrong … surely this wasn’t what he was asking? I hoped he’d piss off. He then asked for some toilet
         roll and disappeared for, I assumed, a crap, only to return and sit down in front of me with his trousers round his ankles.
         Well, I was gobsmacked. Before I knew, he turned round and stuck his bare arse into my tent and pointed at my crotch! He soon
         got the picture and fled in his car.
      

      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Friday, 4 December 1998

            
            	Gobernador Gregores

            
         

         
      

      
      Yesterday, still thirty miles from town, a second spindle snapped … and so did the wheel fitting. I’ve a spare spindle but
         the bracket is more serious. The broken spindle is stuck fast so I use my jet cooker to heat it up to try and loosen it. I
         merely burn my hands, melt a hole in my fleece and bend the cooker in the process. I decide to pitch the tent and, in doing
         so, manage to break two more poles. All the time, I’m blasted by sand and dust; my eyes are red raw and tears are streaming
         down my cheeks. I’m extremely pissed off.
      

      
      I phone home using the sat-phone to boost morale. It works. Using my Leatherman tool, I estimate – or rather, guess – where
         I think the spindle ends within the axle and begin sawing through. I guess right. The broken spindle is free and I’ve only
         lost an inch of axle.
      

      
      
      I wake early and resume repairs, trying to fit a new spindle. In effect, what I’m struggling to do is fit two tubes of almost
         equal diameter inside other. I try in vain, even resorting to brute force, hammering it with a rock. I only manage to push
         a few millimetres of spindle inside the axle but it seems to hold. Bashing it has, of course, damaged the screw threads so
         I must file new ones. As for the bracket, I decide simply to bind it tightly with para-cord. It looks a pathetic solution
         but it’s noon so I should crack on. I set off. I give my lashed-up wheel not more than a hundred metres but fourteen miles
         later, I trundle into Gobernador Gregores almost drunk with happiness.
      

      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Wednesday, 9 December 1998

            
            	Gobernador Gregores

            
         

         
      

      
      When I arrive, I meet an old boy – Carlos – who stops his bike to talk to me. He speaks some English and at first I do wonder
         if I’ve run into the village mad man – he is quite a character. He soon introduces me to Mrs Helen Gibbs, an elderly woman
         who, besides teaching English at an adult’s night school, is something of an administrative genius. She is a great help in
         finding me forwarding addresses for my mail. When I later ask her if she knows any mechanics, she says there is just one and
         we’ve already met … Carlos. He makes a cracking job of fixing the trailer and machines a new modification, which I’ve called
         the Carlos Fandango. He won’t accept any payment and even invites me for lunch. He is seventy-five – what a terrific guy.
      

      
      I’ve been resting here for four days. All the time I’ve been in town, the weather has been calm and sunny, but within a few
         hours of getting moving again, it’s a howling gale. It is yet another full frontal assault into the devil’s breath … and more
         bad tracks.
      

      
      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Thursday, 10 December 1998

            
            	Beyond Gobernador Gregores

            
         

         
      

      
      Last night, the wind flattened my tent and I hardly slept. It was blowing a hurricane and I just lay there waiting for things
         to start coming apart. Many things played on my mind – food, memories of family, friends at home. It was a long night.
      

      
      Once on the road, the stiff headwind reduces me to a crawl and makes even simple ‘admin’ tasks much harder. Going to the toilet
         becomes a messy affair. Obviously, it’s unwise to aim into the wind but when you face the other way, your body creates a vortex
         and the urine is just whipped into the air and all over you. The wind makes my eyes water and my nose runs constantly. I end
         up blowing snot all over my face – trying to blow my nose through one nostril doesn’t work because the wind simply wraps it
         around my entire face. Attempting to wipe it off spreads it everywhere, so I just let it dry and scrape it off at the end
         of the day.
      

      
      Then, just after midday, the wind changes direction and is behind me. I really start to motor and the track is also downhill
         for miles – it’s heaven and it feels like I’ve never made so much rapid progress.
      

      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Friday, 11 December 1998

            
            	Beyond Gobernador Gregores

            
         

         
      

      
      When I come to pitch my tent at 16:00, there is no shelter from the gale and I can’t get any pegs into the ground. The wind
         is very cold, numbing my hands and face so I back-track two miles to a road junction I passed close to a derelict house, where
         I’ll spend the night. It’s a real snapper retracing my steps but I need to get out of this wind. At least I’ll get some sleep.
      

      
      Late last night, I found two chicks, about the size of chicken chicks, cheeping outside my tent. I looked through the door
         at them and they scurried away. This morning, I find them looking worse for wear at the side of the track so I carry them in
         the top of my rucksack all day. As I write, they’re sitting in one of my pans.
      

      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Monday, 14 December 1998

            
            	Las Horquetas

            
         

         
      

      
      I can now see the snow-capped Andes rising in the west through the heat haze. There are three small places marked on my map
         that I will pass through before I reach the bigger town of Perito Moreno. I need to buy rations at one of these places, as
         what I have won’t last much longer.
      

      
      Even though it has been signposted for 150 miles, Tamel Aike turns out to be just a single forlorn house. No one is at home
         but I refill my water bottles from a pipe overflow round the back. Las Horquetas is not much better. It is a poky, rundown
         hotel with two men sitting at the bar, one who speaks a little English. I eat a huge mountain of spaghetti then buy bread
         and a tin of ancient-looking peaches to keep me going. The walls are hung with animal skins: foxes, some very large wild cats,
         llamas and an extremely large puma – I wouldn’t like to meet that after dark.
      

      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Tuesday, 15 December 1998

            
            	Towards Bajo de Las Caracoles

            
         

         
      

      
      Today I see something strange on the road in the far distance. In the heat haze, it is hard to say what it is. Tall, thin
         and black, it is moving quite fast in my direction. I feel the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I’ve seen nothing else
         all day. Now it is just me – and this silently moving black shape. It still has no features – it’s just a dark shape hovering
         above the ground. My eyes widen and my heart is pounding. Then, at four hundred metres, the shape is suddenly recognisable – it is just some bloke on a bike.
      

      
      Harold from Munich is peddling from Tierra del Fuego to Bolivia. It is taking him three months. It is good to spend an hour
         or so with an able English speaker. We’ve both shared the same experiences, met the same people and had the same difficulties
         with the wind. Harold has followed my twin tracks for days and was puzzled by the two bike wheels running in parallel. The
         word is, there is a small shop two days’ walk from here at Bajo de Las Caracoles – a massive relief as I’m low on rations.
      

      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Thursday, 17 December 1998

            
            	Bajo de Las Caracoles

            
         

         
      

      
      Last night I had visitors: mice. Once I had my tent up I was infested with them and these boys are as bold as brass. They
         sit in groups of five or six in the entrance of my tent and watch me. Anything I put down, they are into; my boots, mess tins
         and rucksack, anything I leave for a moment. They eat peanuts from my hand and keep me amused for ages. That is, until I want
         to sleep. These little shits keep me awake all night. It sounds as if they are chewing holes in everything and they are still
         at it first thing this morning.
      

      
      Just before I make Bajo de Las Caracoles, I pause at the head of a huge valley. I have the most incredible view of the Andes
         stretching away in front of me, pale blue and topped with snow. The valley is ten miles wide. I can see for miles and stand
         here for a while taking it all in. It is a rare moment when I know why I am here.
      

      
      In the town, I meet some Italian tourists at the local store. They seem dead impressed with what I am doing and take pictures
         and videos of me. One old guy gives me 100 pesos – he will never know just how much that meant to me. I can now buy enough
         food for six days, enough to get to Perito Moreno.
      

      
      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Tuesday, 22 December 1998

            
            	Perito Moreno

            
         

         
      

      
      Total distance to date: 681 miles (1097 km)

      
      Each day I think the winds are the worst I’ll ever have to face but twenty-four hours later I’m always proved wrong. Those
         today – my last day’s walking before Christmas – are straight from the depths of hell. Reaching the top of a re-entrant, I
         can see a radio mast in the distance – it must be the edge of Perito Moreno, but it’s hard to tell: the wind is screaming
         around, kicking up huge dust clouds.
      

      
      When a destination is in sight, it is usually the time a wheel decides to fall off and, guess what … yes, one does. I can’t
         believe that it has happened again. This time, I’ve no spare spindle and still eight miles to push so, yet again, I’m crawling
         around on my hands and knees, amid swirls of dust, trying to undo nuts and bolts. I pick a large nut and manage to join both
         ends of the broken spindle together. The rough track, of course, isn’t helping and I feel every lump and stone beneath the
         wheels as I creep slowly forwards again.
      

      
      The wind has, needless to say, spotted my difficulties and after circling for a few minutes, comes in for the kill. I must
         stop and dig out my goggles as I can’t open my eyes with all the dust and grit being thrown in my face. When the track swings
         east, the gusts hit me sideways on and I stumble all over the place. Reaching the head of another valley, a huge gust turns
         the Beast right over, dragging me with it. I struggle to climb out of my Bergen straps, cursing as I do so.
      

      
      Amazingly, the broken spindle holds. I right the Beast, but only take two steps before there is a lurch behind me. I turn
         around, expecting to have lost the right-hand wheel only to find it is the left wheel that has come off. If I were religious
         or faintly superstitious, I should take this as a sign of some sort. This is the third time that this has happened when I’ve
         been in sight of my goal. There’s nothing else for it – I get to work and make a running repair on the second spindle and continue. Two hours later, I creep into town. It has taken five hours to cover
         ten miles.
      

      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Friday, 1 January 1999

            
            	Perito Moreno

            
         

         
      

      
      Considering the number of tourists that pass through it, Perito Moreno is a very run-down town to spend Christmas in. It has
         a campsite but this is expensive so I build a discreet hide in some nearby bushes and play cat and mouse with the owner, who
         can’t work out where I have been sleeping.
      

      
      The travellers I meet here – from Brits and Israelis to Germans and Dutch – are a good source of information. It may be a
         bit strong, but I almost feel as if we’re all part of some tribe. We’ve all come from different parts of the world, but we
         look and sound quite alike in many ways, having lived through some similar experiences. There is a British lad – he’s ex-45
         Commando – who has been running tours for three years. He and his Aussie girlfriend have driven a group of eleven down from
         Ecuador. I meet another Brit from Wembley who has been travelling for a year in Central and South America, and who isn’t looking
         forward to heading home in March. He says I’m ‘quite a celebrity’ with the groups touring this part of the world as I’m in
         all the local papers. They all tell of some Englishman who can be seen walking and walking, pulling the strangest thing behind
         him. He says he is ‘glad to have met me’. It is so strange to hear that from someone.
      

      
      I meet Jesus. She is a passenger in a car of young people who spend all their free time ‘hamster-wheeling’, the term I use
         to describe the way the locals cruise up and down the main street. Jesus speaks good English but is only around for a day
         because she has to leave to see her family. No matter, I meet several other local girls and see the New Year in at the disco,
         which doesn’t stop until 08:00. These girls like a dance and I have several good nights there. I’ve quite a fan base and when I
         turn up, always get a rowdy reception and a Coke thrust into my hand. I also utter my first complete sentence in Spanish.
         It’s great to get a reply rather than blank looks. I will miss the new friends I’ve made in Perito Moreno.
      

      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Saturday, 9 January 1999

            
            	Rio Mayo

            
         

         
      

      
      Conditions under foot are appalling all week and – no surprises here – I lose another wheel. I was expecting it to happen.
         I only have the one spare spindle, but this holds until the road turns to tarmac on the outskirts of my present location,
         Rio Mayo. Just before I reach the town, another van chock-full of tourists pulls over. Although the driver and guide know
         all about me, the passengers don’t. One American woman asks me where I am going. I tell her I am walking home.
      

      
      ‘Ha ha, no really,’ she asks. ‘Where are you going?’

      
      ‘I’m walking back to England,’ I reply.

      
      ‘Oh, my God!’ I hear someone shriek, and another gives the command, ‘De-bus’. The doors fly open and Americans, Italians and
         some Argentines spill out and I am mobbed with questions and asked to pose for endless photographs.
      

      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Wednesday, 20 January 1999

            
            	Rio Mayo

            
         

         
      

      
      I have the best three days in Rio Mayo. Camping in a park, I immediately fall in with a group of soldiers who are just like
         soldiers the world over. We end up in the local discothèque where, surprise, surprise, they put away a shed-full of beer.
         They get very loud and stupid, so much so I wish that I was alone again although it does mean they keep buying me burgers. The conversation extends to the Falkland Islands, but they are too young to recall it and their interest is more
         out of curiosity than anything else. As the night wears on, one collapses so I lay him on a bench with his head propped on
         my jacket. Big mistake: he vomits all over it.
      

      
      Gabriel, the local English teacher, invites me to put up at his place – the lure of home-cooking and a proper bed is irresistible.
         He’s very interesting and we click straight away; he has been a traveller in the real sense of the word and has lived with
         people from different cultures. I admire his outlook on life. He has a girlfriend, Natalie, and we hang out at her place.
         Problem is, she’s a flirt. She needs no excuse to hang around my neck. I don’t know whether it’s because I’m the only blond
         guy around or what but it makes things tense at times.
      

      
      I am trying to get a lift to the border this morning to renew my visa but the lift I am promised never materialises. I decide
         to get going and hit the road at midday. I don’t get far before my latest mates ambush me in a car with some ice creams.
      

      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Thursday, 28 January 1999

            
            	Costa Gorda

            
         

         
      

      
      With no wind all week, it is brutally hot. One night, the thermometer reads 50.01 °C. I just lie in a pool of sweat but even
         this is preferable to being plagued by the buzzing outside: the flies here are horrendous. I’m also getting a little worried
         by the numbers of black widow spiders I keep encountering. I have to watch where I sit and where I put things, particularly
         after dark.
      

      
      In Costa Gorda I camp in the garden of an abandoned house near the centre of town. I find the police station to see if there
         is any chance of movement between here and the border fifty-five miles (ninety kilometres) away. Trouble is, it’s a small
         place where no one goes, or so I’m told. I should reach Esquel in six days – which is close to the border – so this will then give me three days to fix my visa before it expires.
      

      
      While I’m sitting tight, I try to make a bow and arrow. Not that I have much success. I manage to fire a stick thirty feet
         or so but there’s no real power, certainly not enough to put one in a sheep. I know it’s not right – the sheep out here belong
         to someone – but I have been getting very hungry at times. All through my journey I have seen them dotted about, far from
         human habitation and wonder if I might bag one if ever I’m desperate. So far, the morality of such an act is not an issue
         because I can’t get near the buggers.
      

      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Monday, 1 February 1999

            
            	Beyond Costa Gorda

            
         

         
      

      
      Lying in my sleeping bag, I feel a little cold this morning. I can hear what sounds like rain falling on the tent but it is
         strangely dark outside. Through sleepy eyes, I peer at my watch – it’s 06:30 so why is it still dark? I lie there for another
         moment then notice the tent roof is a touch saggy. Sitting bolt upright, I sense the space in my mobile home has decreased,
         as if I am being squashed. I push against the tent side only to trigger an avalanche of snow … yes, snow. Quickly unzipping
         the entrance, I emerge into a winter wonderland although I can’t see beyond a hundred metres as the clouds are low and the
         snow is still falling.
      

      
      The thermometer is at freezing. Just a few days ago, I was coping with 45 °C – I had been short of water and dreaming of cold
         drinks and ice – but now I’m in the foothills of the Andes. I don’t feel as if I’ve climbed at all and I’m still in the valley
         bottoms but this shows me just how unpredictable Patagonia can be. Shivering, I pull my Gore-Tex coat from the Beast. It’s
         as if I’ve emerged from a dream and was back in England.
      

      
      
      This morning I am interrupted by more travellers who are following me in the local papers along my route. I always stop and
         pose with them for photos, even in the snow. The sun comes out again at 16:00. In one burst of steam, all trace of the snow
         vanishes and the land turns to dust again. This evening, camping in a culvert under the road, it is still warm.
      

      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Wednesday, 3 February 1999

            
            	Towards Esquel

            
         

         
      

      
      15:00: a yoke on the Beast snaps clean off. Completely immobile, I pull off the road. Once again, I must solve an ugly problem
         while being hammered by wind and dust. I trawl the roadside and hunt around an old earthworks – perhaps used when the road
         was built – where I find a piece of old black plastic piping. It might be just the ticket. Cutting it to length, I squash
         one end of the tube and bend it to match the angle of the broken pieces then lash it to the frame.
      

      
      The plastic pipe is hard and very rigid. Using the blade on my Leatherman tool, I begin to bore and whittle a hole through
         which to thread a small length of bungee that I’ll use to fix it to my rucksack. I am pressing on hard when the knife slips
         … straight into my left wrist. I flinch and withdraw the blade. As I do so, a bright red jet of blood shoots across the ground
         for about a metre. Wide-eyed, I jam a thumb over the cut. Shit … Shit … Shit. I sit in stunned silence for a moment. Slowly
         I release my thumb to look again. The blood spurts so back goes the thumb.
      

      
      I’ve done one of two things: I’ve either severed or just nicked an artery. If it’s the former, I’m in for an interesting time.
         If I’ve just nicked it, my prospects are substantially improved. I feel a touch queasy, which is to be expected – how often
         do you see your own blood jetting from your wrist? I lie back and look skywards. Relax, just relax, I mutter. I decide to
         give it a few minutes of pressure and have another look. If I can’t arrest the flow, I’ll need assistance.
      

      
      It’s all right, I tell myself. I’m only sitting out a sandstorm amid the debris of my wrecked trailer and I have just slit
         my wrist. All I need now is to step on a forgotten landmine. I sit up and the queasiness fades. I slowly lift the pressure
         on the wound. It is a clean cut one centimetre long. I move my wrist a touch. The wound re-opens and, although more bright
         red blood bubbles, it doesn’t spurt. It is clotting – I replace my thumb. This is good, I tell myself – I can cope with this.
      

      
      It is a deep cut and it will need a stitch or two. Trying to shelter from the wind, I dig out my medi-pack in which I find
         a threaded 22mm needle, alcohol and gauze pads. I wash the wound so that I can see what I am doing. It bleeds quite badly.
         I am aware of the risk of infection; as fast as I clean it up, dust blown up by the wind sticks to it again. After much swabbing
         and fumbling, I manage to get a stitch into the centre of the wound but tying it off in these conditions is a fiddly job if
         you’re only using one hand and your teeth. I get a second stitch in but, drawing my third and final one together, I pull too
         hard and the skin tears. I need a fourth. Bright blood still wells between my handiwork, but after a minute, it is clotting
         nicely … the job’s a good ’un. Dressing it with the gauze and a crêpe bandage, I have the situation under control.
      

      
      I’m back in business. With the bungeed pipe in place and attached to my rucksack, I walk for another forty-five minutes before
         I camp under some trees where the valley narrows. Despite life’s minor problems I am happy again. I’ve won the day.
      

      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Saturday, 6 February – Monday, 22 February 1999

            
            	Esquel

            
         

         
      

      
      Two days after my injury – and with a grand total of 1170 miles (1882 kilometres) behind me – I walk into Esquel. It’s a big place and I don’t like big places. There’s too much traffic and nobody gives a shit, it’s just rush rush rush, with a
         ‘get out of my way’ attitude. The point is, I’ve all but run out of money so must stay in town until my mum sends me some.
         I’m told it may take fifteen days for a letter from England to arrive.
      

      
      First stop is the hospital. My cut looks to be healing well and I’m impressed that two of my stitches have held. No one speaks
         English here, but the nurses are a good laugh; they redress my wrist and ask me to return the next day.
      

      
      Finding somewhere to stay is the next priority and, as always, I’m in luck. A truck slows down alongside me. William’s a tall,
         handsome Argentine – an architect working on a nearby construction site on the edge of town – and he speaks some broken English.
         He says he has room for me to pitch my tent so I make my way there. Besides needing Mum’s money, I must fix the Beast and
         also get to the frontier to sort my visa.
      

      
      In town I run into Walter, whom I met a few days earlier on the road. In his late fifties, he’s from Belgium and is cycling
         down from Lima, Peru. He sold his business to fund his travels, most of them in Asia, and has an overwhelming desire to spend
         the rest of his days travelling. He’s a good sort; a stocky chap with dark hair and a grey beard and the eyes of a wolf. Sitting
         outside a restaurant, we take the piss out of tourists in their Jesus sandals with socks pulled up to their knees, khaki shorts,
         camera jackets and bush hats. Rarely do they step off the tour buses. It’s arrogant of us, I suppose, but we enjoy it. Walter
         is something of a gourmet and stands me an expensive dinner inside. It costs him US$64 but he says he is ‘sponsoring’ me …
         what a bloke.
      

      
      I get a lift there and back to the closest border crossing. It’s a tiny post with a barrier but despite its remoteness, the
         guards are still smartly turned out with pressed shirts and trousers. All goes swimmingly well. When I get back, William has
         found someone to repair the Beast and generously pays the rest of the US$15 bill as I’ve only four dollars to my name.
      

      
      Mum’s letter eventually arrives as well as one from a member of my new fan club, Victoria Gonzales, a fine young lady I met
         in Piedra Buena, whose envelope has been to Hull and back again. I’ve cash at last so the pressure is off, at least for now.
         My last night in town with William ends at 06:00 in the Argentino pub and I leave town three hours later. I’ve been like a
         child waiting for Christmas, actually getting excited about walking again, which is a good omen.
      

      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Thursday, 25 February 1999

            
            	Beyond Esquel

            
         

         
      

      
      From my tent last night, the forest fires burning on the slopes of a valley in the distance are dramatic. They started two
         days ago and, glowing red with clouds of smoke, resemble a volcanic eruption as they look to be spreading to a second mountain.
         The night turns into a hellish one. The wind picks up and, although I secured the tent sides with rocks – I can’t get pegs
         into the rocky surfaces – it is soon being forced flat by almost hurricane-scale gusts. It is at its worst at 01:00. The tent
         loses its fight; the poles snap, the fly sheet is loose and the whole right-hand side of the tent lifts, rolling me in my
         doss bag on to all my kit within.
      

      
      I thrash around in the dark trying to get boots on. Kit is flying everywhere and once outside, I’m hit by a blast of stinging
         dust. I just throw myself on the tent fabric to prevent it from vanishing before pinning it down with more rocks. In desperation,
         I crawl into my bag in the open air and beg this night to end. Before it does, it rains. Wet and shivery, with my eyes swollen
         and burning from the dust inside them, I chuck some more rocks on the plane crash that was my tent and crawl underneath to
         wait for the dawn.
      

      
      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Saturday, 27 February 1999

            
            	El Bolson

            
         

         
      

      
      I feel I am leaving the deserts of Patagonia behind now and everything is becoming greener. As I drop into a bottomless valley
         lined with pine trees, I walk into El Bolson just as a national festival is getting under way. Ninety per cent of those attending
         appear to be hippies and New Age types so, looking as I do, I guess I fit in. I meet New Earth people and Star children and
         infiltrate them, introducing myself as Carlos the wood gnome. One is a Brit – Katherine – who is a well-to-do sales and marketing
         person travelling with Victor, her Aussie boyfriend. I like them – we get on well.
      

      
      In the night, a sixth sense tells me something is up. I’m in my tent next to the Beast when I disturb some creep helping himself
         to my gear. I challenge the figure and he bolts with my ice axe and shamag. Leaping from my bag, I give chase barefoot. My
         blood is up and I’m gaining on him when he drops the axe. He can keep it – I just need that shamag to keep the sun off me.
         I’m closing, only to lose him when he bursts on to a gravel road littered with sharp stones. Bugger.
      

      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Monday, 1 March 1999

            
            	Beyond El Bolson

            
         

         
      

      
      Another altercation today. I stop outside an old house on the roadside to ask for water and can’t find anyone about. It is
         then I notice the apple trees growing on the other side of the road along the verge. These are first class and taste very
         nice
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