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For Mum and Dad, who met at a cycling club circa
1949 and who loved cycling (or at least they did until
Dad bought a motorbike); and for Anne, with love
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Ellie Bennett is a recent convert to long-distance cycling but has been exploring the real-ale pubs in her home town of Bristol for many years. After her epic End-to-End ride she decided it was time for a good sit down, so she turned her hand to writing – this is her first book.





Day
1

LAND’S END

TO

PERRANPORTH

‘One more wouldn’t hurt,’ said Mick.

I looked at him doubtfully. ‘I’m not sure. It’s gone three already. What time does it get dark in Cornwall at this time of year?’

‘Not for ages,’ said Mick, waving his hand dismissively. ‘One more and then we’ll get on.’ He headed back to the bar with our empty beer glasses.

It was a lovely pub, to be sure, and goodness knows when we would be passing this way again. But I was having serious doubts about our ability to cycle over 800 miles if we had managed to get waylaid so easily after only 16. Any competent cyclist would have got to Launceston by now – or at least Liskeard or Lostwithiel. We were not even in St Ives. And we had been four hours late setting off from Land’s End. We should have been there ready to go at nine that morning but we had overslept. By the time we had stopped for a full English breakfast and Mick had done some last-minute shopping, it was one o’clock before the van containing us and our bikes had finally pulled into the Land’s End car park.

The plan had originally been to get the train down to Penzance. However, when I attempted to book tickets for the journey, I quickly discovered that travelling by train in this country is not at all straightforward when accompanied by a bike. It proved impossible to book two people and two bikes on one train. One company said we could reserve places for our bicycles but they could not guarantee that they would be able to travel with us when we arrived at the station. What were we supposed to do? Tell the bikes to follow us down later and we would meet them in the pub?

Rail travel is also not cheap – unless you book six months in advance and travel at five o’clock in the morning. I couldn’t find anything under £200 on the Internet so I trudged to my local station in the vain hope that speaking to someone in person would elicit more information. After queuing for an age, I finally found myself in front of the ticket window and asked whether I could purchase some saver fares to Penzance.

‘They’re not available,’ said the woman behind the counter.

‘When will they go on sale?’ I asked.

The woman in the ticket office shrugged in a manner that clearly indicated she was not remotely interested in either me or my train enquiry.

‘No idea,’ she said. She handed me a leaflet. ‘There’s a phone number on there – ring that,’ she said.

When I got home and phoned the number on the leaflet it connected me to an offshore call centre and the conversation went like this:

‘Can you please tell me when the saver tickets for Bristol to Penzance become available for travel at the end of April?’

‘I’m sorry, those tickets have all gone.’

‘But when were they sold? I was told at the station they are not yet available.’

‘Those tickets are not yet on sale.’

‘But you just said they have sold out.’

‘Yes, those tickets have all sold out.’

‘When did they sell? I thought they were not yet available?’

‘That is correct, they are not yet available.’

‘So how can they be sold out?’

‘Those tickets have all gone.’

‘Do you know what tickets I am asking about?’

‘No, Madam.’

‘Can I just check, are you reading from a script?’

‘Yes, Madam.’

‘I thought so. OK, I’ll leave it.’

At this point I had given up and had called my friend Frank, who had kindly agreed to drive us down to Land’s End in his van.

Avoiding the shops and other attractions, we walked through the complex to the headland and gazed out across the Atlantic. Below us we could hear the sea crashing onto the granite rocks. Clad in T-shirts, with the springtime sunshine warming our skin, it was hard to believe that after the Isles of Scilly the next landfall was Canada, and that Land’s End is on the same latitude as Newfoundland and Labrador. Typical temperatures in the winter in Labrador fall between –10 and –15°C. Thank goodness for the North Atlantic Drift! If the Gulf Stream does shift, or switch off altogether as some scientists predict, then it might be prudent to invest in a few pairs of thermal pants.

How many less than sensible ideas have been cooked in the pub after one too many beers? This one was no exception. I had been out on an enjoyable bike ride with my good friend Mick a couple of months previously and we were relaxing with a couple of well-earned pints. (Years ago Mick and I had dated for a couple of disastrous months, after which we gave up, agreeing that we weren’t each other’s type. This immediately took the pressure off and we subsequently found we got along rather well. We had fallen into the habit of going for walks and bike rides together once or twice a month and had shared quite a few holidays. Whether our friendship would survive this particular jaunt remained to be seen.)

‘I think we should cycle End-to-End,’ he had announced, after the third pint.

I looked at him blankly. How did one cycle end-to-end? Did he mean single file?

‘End-to-End!’ he said, impatiently. ‘From Land’s End to John o’Groats!’

‘Are you mad?’ I had protested. Neither of us was experienced at cycling long distances. We had once cycled the length of Hadrian’s Wall and back – a ride that had taken over a week, averaging about 25 miles a day – and it had nearly killed us. We were hopelessly slow and had even given up going out with the local cycling group because we kept getting left behind. ‘We can’t manage that! We’re rubbish,’ I said.

‘No we’re not,’ replied Mick. ‘You just think we are because you keep comparing yourself to cyclists who are faster than you.’

‘Well, yes, that’s pretty much everyone,’ I retorted. ‘But don’t you see? We don’t have to go fast. We just have to keep going.’

‘Yes Mick, we have to keep going for miles and miles, thousands of miles.’

‘Ha – less than a thousand,’ he said triumphantly. ‘It’s only 874 miles, I looked it up.’

‘Only!’ I muttered.

Mick was clearly determined and after another beer or two I began to share his enthusiasm. Maybe we could manage it. After all, how hard could it be? Mick was right; it was simply a case of ‘keep pedalling’.

‘OK,’ I said. ‘We’ll do it.’

Now, as we tried not to look at the remembrance plaques for cyclists who had died en route, my enthusiasm was slightly less pronounced.

‘What the hell was I thinking of, agreeing to this?’

I wondered. I was still not sure what had made me do it. Maybe it was because I was charging towards yet another birthday, which now seemed to be rushing at me faster than a TGV en route to Paris. In my twenties and thirties there had seemed to be all the time in the world to do the things one idealistically hopes to achieve in life. The world was full of possibilities. Plenty of time to get rich, have a career, climb Everest, drive around the world in a beaten-up old bus – the usual things. I was now more than halfway through my forties and had managed none of them. I was running out of time; so maybe it was that. Or maybe I was just a complete idiot. My nerves were getting the better of me and I felt slightly sick. I was hopelessly unprepared. All I had to back me up were a handful of training rides and a lot of bravado. It was too late to back out now though. Mick, ridiculously, seemed unconcerned and was thoroughly enjoying himself.

We headed back towards the start line outside the entrance to the Land’s End complex. Confusingly, right next to the white line painted across the road with ‘start’ on one side and ‘finish’ on the other, was a no-entry sign for the road ahead. We pondered this for a while before deciding to ignore the sign and, in true cycling tradition, started our epic journey from Land’s End to John o’Groats by heading off in the wrong direction up a oneway street.

This was it. We were off! I turned to wave to Frank as we headed out of sight. I was not used to cycling on a heavily loaded bike and the front wheel wobbled alarmingly. I stopped waving and hastily grabbed the handlebars.

Three minutes later, on the very first gradient, my chain fell off. I looked at it ruefully. Maybe I should have treated myself to a decent bicycle instead of relying on my old Dawes, which I had been riding around for years, and which had really seen better days. I had not been very kind to it; maintenance involved chucking some oil on the chain every twelve months or so and grudgingly changing the brake blocks when I noticed that after careering down hills, there was a marked reluctance on the part of the bike to come to a halt at the bottom. I pulled the chain back onto the chainring. I did not, of course, have anything as useful as some disposable gloves in my panniers, so after replacing the chain I wiped my oily hands on some grass. This simply added green smears to the black ones already adorning my palms. Great. Mick, who was riding a brand new Cannondale touring bike, which he had purchased especially for the trip, tried not to look smug but failed.

Once back on the road we followed the coast road north. The first few miles were fairly gentle and I began to feel better. Thick yellow gorse lined the road as we coasted through small Cornish villages and past the chimneys of disused tin mines. Near Pendeen we passed Geevor Tin Mine Museum. Tin mining was once big business here but the mines have long since closed. Many Cornish miners headed off to the mines of South America, Australia and the USA among other places, taking their famous Cornish pasties with them. This explains why every year in June the mining town of Calumet, Michigan, holds a Pasty Fest, which includes a pasty parade and a pasty bake-off, and why pastes are also a local delicacy in Pachuca, Mexico – although they are usually filled with un-Cornish ingredients such as chicken tinga, or lamb and poblano chilli peppers. We stopped at a local shop for one and my pasty, although peppery, did not contain poblano chilli peppers, for which I was grateful. I am not good with spicy food; I can barely manage a ginger nut biscuit without waving my hand up and down in front of my mouth and going ‘Ooh, it’s hot isn’t it?’

‘I predict,’ said Mick, as we cycled along, ‘that we won’t get more than four days of wet weather on the whole trip.’ About thirty seconds later, the sun disappeared and Atlantic rain came rolling in towards us from the coast. We hastily donned our raincoats and popped our blue, plastic £1.99 capes over the top as an extra layer of weather protection. Mick commented, rather unkindly in my opinion, that swathed in blue plastic I resembled a condom. He had obviously not looked in the mirror, he was not exactly a picture of sartorial elegance himself. However, the capes were effective in keeping the rain off, although it was annoying when the hood kept falling over my eyes, casting a bluish hue on the landscape and making Cornwall look like Atlantis. The rain was still coming down when we reached the Tinners Arms at Zennor – a thirteenth-century stone building nestled off the road – and the temptation was too much to resist. With its open fire, flagstone floors, low ceilings and hard wooden benches, it’s the sort of place you would like to take friends visiting from abroad, as they would go crazy for it. D. H. Lawrence stayed at the pub in 1916 before renting a cottage just down the road – and it was while living in Zennor that he wrote Women in Love. When Lawrence arrived at Zennor he loved it, writing enthusiastically that he felt as if he was ‘coming to the Promised Land’.

Sadly, the dream soon turned sour. It was the middle of World War One and the local people were suspicious of Lawrence’s German wife, Frieda. Frieda had a habit of wandering the paths across the top of the cliffs singing German songs, and she also managed to arrange for a German newspaper to be delivered to the cottage every week. As time went by, in the highly charged and suspicious atmosphere of the war, rumours spread that she was a spy. When Frieda hung out her sheets on the washing line, local villagers suspected her of signalling to enemy U-boats. To make matters worse, Frieda had a cousin, a pilot named Baron Manfred von Richthofen. By the spring of 1917, von Richthofen had become infamous in Britain, better known by his nickname, the Red Baron. The couple also used to have fearsome arguments. There is some speculation that Lawrence was having an affair with a local farmer, so perhaps that’s what the arguments were about. In any event, in October 1917 the authorities ordered them to leave the county under the Defence of the Realm Act of 1914. They moved to Hermitage in Berkshire and at the end of the war they left Britain and never came back.

We were drinking Tinners (what else?), an ale brewed by St Austell Brewery, and it was going down exceedingly well, but after the second pint I put my foot down.

‘No more or we shall never get there,’ I said firmly.

We had pre-booked the youth hostel at Perranporth 30 miles further on. After that we intended to find places as we went along, as we were not sure how far we would manage to get each day. Now I wondered whether even booking one night’s accommodation had been a good idea. Mick reluctantly followed me out to our bikes and we set off once more. We scooted through St Ives – by now it was past five o’clock. At least the weather had started to improve and the late-afternoon sun shone warmly. After St Ives the terrain began to get hillier, up and down, up and down, and I began to have an inkling of the enormity of the task in front of us. This journey was going to be rather hard work.

At last, as it was getting dark, we wearily reached Perranporth and followed the signs for the youth hostel, which was perched on cliffs overlooking the beach. The building, constructed in the 1950s, was once a coastguard listening station and there were some interesting displays on the wall showing the hostel’s history. It opened as a hostel in 1982 and is now a favourite haunt for surfers, as well as walkers and cyclists, enjoying this fabulous, if somewhat hilly, section of Cornish coastline. The warden made us a cup of tea as soon as we arrived, which was jolly nice of him, and we sat for a while gazing out of the window as the sun went down. Eventually we heaved ourselves up and went to unpack.

We were booked into separate dormitories so I went off to my dorm, not realising Mick had managed to get his room number wrong. When I went to find him, he was busy assuring a very attractive young Korean woman he would be sharing her room for the night, much to her evident consternation. I corrected him and pulled him out, apologising on his behalf. In fact, he was sharing a dorm with a group of male ramblers from Wolverhampton. His attempt at hiding his disappointment was truly pathetic to witness. The next day he told me he had hardly slept a wink for all the farting and snoring.

Once unpacked, we wandered down into the town to see what was happening which, in early April, did not appear to be very much. We stepped into a fairly deserted pub with much-too-bright lighting and supped a couple of pints of Doom Bar from Sharp’s Brewery. The beer takes its name from an infamous sandbank at the mouth of the Camel Estuary, where over the centuries countless ships have come to grief on the shifting sands. It was said that ships would rather take their chances in a storm at sea, than risk entering Padstow Harbour across the dreaded Doom Bar. The drink itself is a reasonable session beer but is now mass-produced and fairly ubiquitous. I find it a little bland by real ale standards – although it’s a million miles ahead of keg beer – and at least it was local.

By now we could barely keep our eyes open, so we retired to the hostel to cook supper. Preparing two Pot Noodles didn’t require a lot of effort, but it was all we could manage in our weary state before falling into bed – and that was after only 45 miles. For a brief moment I wondered how on earth we would manage the next 900 or so, before falling sound asleep.

 

[image: img]

Stats

Miles: 47

Total miles: 47

Pints of beer (each): 3

Hills pushed: 14

Laggardly cyclists: 2
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Day
2

PERRANPORTH

TO

LAUNCESTON

The next morning the weather was glorious. The view from the hostel wasn’t bad either. Below us the golden sand of Perranporth beach stretched away to the sea. Farther out at the western horizon was a large ship, seemingly motionless, at the point where the aqua blue sea met the cloudless azure sky. Gulls swooped and wheeled on the cliff faces, calling insistently to each other. Waves crashed rhythmically onto the rocks below and then lapped gently onto the beach. The smell of salt blew off the sea.

We sat in the tiny garden on the cliff top, sipping a cup of tea and playing ‘fetch the twig’ (we couldn’t find a stick) with Roxy, the hostel’s resident Jack Russell. Every time we threw the twig she charged after it at top speed, usually overshooting it by a few feet before skidding to a halt, wheeling about and then returning it triumphantly to our feet. She would then run about in small circles, beside herself with excitement, until the exercise was repeated. I loved her exuberance; Roxy was a creature that knew the only thing to do with life was to grab it by the scruff of the neck and give it a good shake. When we, somewhat regretfully and stiffly, mounted our bikes and set off, Roxy came down to the gate and gave her bottom a good wiggle in farewell. We waved her goodbye and headed off up the coast towards Newquay.

After agreeing to embark on this journey, I had quickly realised that I would have to undertake the route planning if we were going to get any done at all. Mick seems to think planning a route is completely unnecessary. I suspect he views it as some kind of personal failing, verging on cheating, if he has to consult a map during the course of a journey. His ‘method’ is to decide on a destination, head off in that general direction and hope he ends up roughly where he intended.

I had discovered this while walking with him in the Lake District. I foolishly assumed that, as Mick had been there many times before and I had not, he would be equipped with maps for the walks we were going to do. Not so. Too late, I discovered he had not brought one map with us. Instead he would start each walk by climbing the nearest hill, then look about, decide on the direction of the intended destination and then strike out, often ignoring footpaths altogether. On one memorable occasion, a mist descended and we spent many miserable hours walking around in circles under the towering bulk of Scafell Pike, before finally working out the way back to the campsite. As someone who can barely go to the shops without a map for reassurance, I found this very disconcerting.

‘Don’t you ever get bored of looking at maps?’ Mick asked one day when I had spent an hour studying a new purchase, a 1:25,000 map of the Mendip Hills.

‘No, I can look at them for hours,’ I replied, ‘and when I’ve finished I can turn them upside down and look at it all again!’

I knew that if we were going to have any chance of navigating the country without accidentally finding ourselves on the M5, I would be the one who would have to do it.

We had already agreed on the first major criterion: we wanted to avoid main roads if we could possibly help it. Cycling on main roads is horrible, especially for cyclists as inexperienced as us. For most of the country this would not be a problem; but the only obvious and direct route out of Cornwall was the A30 and this is the route many End-to-Enders take, particularly if time is a consideration. As we did not want to tackle the main road, and as we had up to a month to complete the trip, the other choices were meandering routes up the centre of Cornwall or the coast road up to Padstow, and then an inland route to Launceston. I opted for the scenic coast road. However, I underestimated how ‘lumpy’ this road would prove to be.

Yesterday’s hills were mere pimples compared with the ups and downs we encountered on the 15 miles between Newquay and Padstow. This section of the Cornish coast is like a roller coaster. I switched onto the ‘granny wheel’, the lowest gear, but to no avail; these hills were far too steep for either of us to stay on our bikes. Time and again we wearily pushed the bikes to the summit, remounted and rolled gingerly down the other side, clutching the brakes for all we were worth, rounding a small cove speckled with surfers only to be confronted with another fearsome gradient on the other side. The beauty of the scenery, with rolling hills and the blue Atlantic beyond, made it worthwhile, however, and despite the agony it was better than cycling up the dreaded A30. Well, that’s what I told Mick every time he complained anyway. By the time we reached Padstow, 30 miles along the coast from Perranporth, we were definitely in need of a rest.

Rick Stein’s presence is everywhere in Padstow. No wonder it has been nicknamed ‘Padstein’. Not only will you find his famous seafood school here, but there are four Rick Stein restaurants, catering for every budget, plus a delicatessen, a patisserie, a gift shop and a smart hotel offering bed and breakfast accommodation. Unsurprisingly, there is some resentment among local residents, who blame him for attracting smart city types to the town, hiking up the prices and making houses unaffordable for local people. On the other hand, there is no doubt his presence has increased the number of tourists who visit the town, bringing their purses and wallets with them. Eschewing any Stein establishment, we opted for tubs of cockles and whelks from the fish stall by the jetty, which were delicious and which we enjoyed whilst sitting on the harbour wall in the sunshine. After our seafood, we then repaired to the Shipwrights Inn, where we both had a wonderful pint of Proper Job from the St Austell brewery, an excellent IPA (India Pale Ale, a type of beer originally developed for export in the eighteenth century) which went down a treat; so well, in fact, that we felt compelled to have a second pint.

By now we both had a fairly strong desire for respite from hills, so we decided to turn inland and ride the half a dozen miles along the Camel Trail to Wadebridge. It proved to be a good choice. The Camel Estuary sparkled in the sunshine alongside the cycle track and the cycling was flat and easy going. It was great to see it busy with so many families out for a jaunt. We were enjoying it so much we were almost disappointed to reach Wadebridge, where we left the path and crossed the bridge that gives the town its name. According to the sign on the bridge, it was originally built in 1468 by the Vicar of Egloshayle, the Reverend Thomas Lovibond, which I thought a fantastic name. It was known as the ‘Bridge on Wool’ from a local legend that it was founded on sacks of wool, which seems to me to be an odd choice of material to stand a bridge on. Wouldn’t it get all soggy? Maybe there was nothing else suitable to hand…

Leaving Wadebridge, a steep climb out of the town ensued. We decided to break our rule of avoiding main roads for a short spell and headed straight down the A39 for a dozen miles to Camelford – as on checking the map I noticed the road followed the line of the River Allen and was therefore likely to be flatter than the minor roads on either side. Mercifully, I was right. Although the route was undulating, there were no major shocks until just before Camelford, when the road began the climb up to Bodmin Moor. At a pub somewhere near Camelford we refuelled with another pint of Proper Job. Mick thought the pub was reminiscent of the Slaughtered Lamb from the film An American Werewolf in London. Someone was eating a roast dinner with their bare hands and few of the patrons appeared to be familiar with toothpaste.
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We were now in the Cornish interior, well away from the coast, and the scenery was very different. Cornwall is like a chocolate-covered Brazil nut. It’s sweet and gooey around the outside but has a harder, grittier centre. We pressed on, hoping to find a country pub and B & B further along the road. Neither appeared and we eventually found ourselves peddling wearily into Launceston. From the Camelford road, the entry into Launceston was an unbelievably steep hill down, followed by an unbelievably steep hill up. The town straggled messily up the hill, and as we wearily pushed the bikes up it I became determined not to return the same way, no matter what. We spotted a local man, swaying gently as he climbed the hill, and stopped to ask for directions.

‘Excuse me, good sir, do you know of any fine bed and breakfast establishments in the vicinity?’ we enquired.

‘Aaaarhghh urrggghhh ssshhhhwwwrrrrrrddddd,’ he offered in reply.

Gosh the accent was strong hereabouts.

We tried again.

‘Are you aware of any hostelries nearby where we may rest our weary heads?’

‘Uuuggghhhhh sssshhhhwwwrrrrrdddddd aaaarrrrrggghhhh!!!!!!’

As he finished uttering these sounds he took several steps backwards and staggered into a wall. We took his response to be a negative, thanked him anyway and continued toiling up the hill. By now it was seven o’clock and we began to wonder whether we would be able to find anywhere at all to stay. We wandered around what we presumed was the centre of town, but we couldn’t see any signs offering accommodation. Finally, Mick spotted a Salvation Army building and we wondered whether we might be able to get a bed for the night there. No need – one of the officers kindly walked us to the top of the town and pointed us towards Glencoe Villa Bed & Breakfast. We gratefully thanked him and knocked on the door. The proprietors were a kindly couple in their sixties and helpfully allowed us to put the bikes in their garage before booking us in. They asked whether we wanted single rooms or a double and we told them that we didn’t mind – Mick and I have spent enough time camping in tiny tents and cramped camper vans to be quite comfortable in each other’s company. We were given a room at the top of the house and were delighted to find the adjoining bathroom was huge, and furnished with every kind of bubble bath, oil, soap and other washroom accoutrements you can imagine. We were both desperate to soak our aching limbs; we had a brief fight for first use of the bath and discovered we would not both fit through the doorway at the same time. I lost the battle and in desperation tried to use the ‘if you were a gentleman’ – card which failed completely.

‘I’m no gentleman,’ crowed Mick triumphantly, locking the door behind him.

After we had both enjoyed a hot bath, we hit the town. This was not a pleasant experience. I cannot recommend Launceston for a night out; it lacks class, even by my unexacting standards. Groups of youngsters hung around the streets drinking super-strength lager or sped about in small cars with enormous spoilers, making as much noise as their twin-bore exhausts and sub-woofers would allow. A police car cruised the streets and an ambulance sat on standby in the main square. We spotted what were clearly a couple of tourists who had strayed here by mistake – they soon scuttled off looking rather scared. We ate a mediocre Chinese takeaway, sitting on a bench near the ambulance, and then supped an even more mediocre pint of beer in a dreadful pub. As far as we could tell, all the pubs in Launceston were dreadful. After that we called it a day and headed back to the B & B, taking care to avoid the boy racers on the way.
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Stats

Miles: 56

Total miles: 103

Pints of beer (each): 2

Hills pushed: More than I can remember – loads

Instances of disgraceful ungentlemanly conduct: 1
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Day
3

LAUNCESTON

TO

SILVERTON

We were late leaving the next morning for a number of reasons. Firstly: the breakfast. When we later compiled our stats – best B & B, best beer, etc. – the accolade for best cooked breakfast went to Glencoe Villa. What a shame it was in Launceston, as we thought it unlikely we would stay there again. Fantastic pork sausages with no fat, eggs with bright-yellow yolks, cooked to perfection, and mountains of buttered toast. Secondly: the stories our landlady told us. Her husband had worked in the Diplomatic Service and, as she chatted to us about her life in Soviet Russia under Brezhnev, and in Burma and India, the minutes slipped away. Once again, our lack of urgency was getting the better of us. Finally, I dragged Mick away, as I feared we would still be there at teatime.

We had a quick scout around Launceston before heading off. In the daylight the town didn’t seem so bad and I wondered whether our judgement of the previous evening had been unfair. Is it ever possible to form an objective opinion of a place based on a few hours visit when one is utterly exhausted and cheesed off? But I can only describe things as they felt at the time and I cannot say I left Launceston with any feeling of regret.

Coasting down the hill, we almost immediately cycled out of Cornwall and into the county of Devon.

Devonshire hills are different to Cornish ones. The short, sharp shocks of the Cornish ‘curtseys’ are replaced by long, sweeping climbs up and long rallies down. Unlike the Cornish hills, these were far too long to get off and push, so we had no choice but to switch into a low gear and keep pedalling. Hah – sounds so easy, doesn’t it? It wasn’t. After a few yards of uphill cycling, there was nothing I wanted more than to get off and have a lie down on the grass verge by the side of the road. I knew if I did there was a good chance I wouldn’t get back on again, so I developed my own method of getting up hills, which served me pretty well most of the time. This is my technique:


	Engage the lowest gear possible.

	Stay sitting in the saddle.

	Fix your gaze on the tarmac, roughly 12 inches beyond the front wheel. Never, ever look up to see how much farther up the hill there is to go, this will result in immediate discouragement and a possible refusal.

	Count from one to ten in elephants, thus: one elephant, two elephants, three elephants and so on.

	Control your breathing to coincide with an in and out breath on each elephant.

	At ten, repeat as often as is necessary to propel yourself to the top of the hill.

	If things get desperate and the ability to count deserts you, switch to expletive mode: fuck this, fuck this, fuck this. There is something about the way you spit out the F-word that keeps you going. Strange, but true. Try it!

	If however all has failed and disaster befalls you then safely pull over, indicating your intentions if you still have the strength to do so. Indulge in a good blub and, if possible, eat something for energy. A banana is ideal, but anything you have with you will do. Then recommence.



Mick prefers to honk uphill. I don’t mean he throws up, although he has come pretty close on occasion, especially after a skinful the night before. To ‘honk’ is to ascend a hill by standing up on the pedals out of the saddle. This does appear to be more effective in getting up the hill quickly if you can do it, but I can’t, not with loaded panniers anyway. The back wheel starts wobbling in an alarming way and I don’t get anywhere. I suppose it’s a matter of preference or capability and Devon certainly gave us plenty of opportunity to practise our individual methods.

Luckily, the road was very quiet from Launceston to Okehampton and after a while the hills evened out. We were cycling up the old A30, which has now been declassified, with the traffic being carried by the new, fast A30 slightly farther west. For the next 15 miles we therefore pretty much had this ‘old’ road to ourselves. As we neared Okehampton we were pleased to have Phil Horsley’s little guide book with us – Land’s End to John o’Groats: The Great British Bike Adventure. Instead of turning left and linking up with the busy main road into Okehampton, we followed his advice and took a right turn towards Sourton, where it is possible to get onto the Granite Way – a fantastic cycle path into town. Like the Camel Trail in Cornwall, this was another ex-railway track, and the path is now part of NCN (National Cycle Network) 27.

Soon we came across the very impressive Meldon Viaduct. Constructed of wrought and cast iron, it is a ‘scheduled’ ancient monument, built in 1874 for the London and South Western Railway main line between Waterloo and Plymouth. It is a beautiful structure and has now been fully refurbished. It was constructed as a single line, but just four years later it was decided a two-way line was needed. A second viaduct was built next to the first and the two were lashed together in an effort to reduce sway when a train crossed the line. This would seem to me to indicate a lack of foresight but, hey, what do I know?

We continued on, soon accompanied by that rare sight in modern Britain, a functioning railway line, and the two of us rode pretty much side by side into Okehampton.

It was time for a cuppa, and we sought out a cafe in the centre of the town. While supping our drinks, a news piece on the TV in the corner caught my attention. It was about potholes in the road and some numpty parish council somewhere around Essex. Apparently the council was claiming it would not be filling in holes in the road as they acted as a ‘traffic calming measure’. I stared at the TV in disbelief. Maybe I had misheard? It was fortunate Mick returned from a visit to the toilet just in time to hear this piece of claptrap, or I may have been forced to conclude I had been dreaming. Potholes are a menace to cyclists and one has to be constantly vigilant. On a poor road it sometimes takes a swerve manoeuvre to avoid the hazard, which is dangerous and annoys the cars behind; I fail to see how leaving big holes in the road would calm anybody.

Since we set off I had been keeping a journal of the trip in the form of a blog as I had promised to keep friends and colleagues updated on our progress. I was hoping to upload the latest entries in Okehampton but, to my surprise, none of the cafes advertised a Wi-Fi connection. This was Devon after all, not Dar es Salaam. Surely they used the Internet here? I decided to try the library.

‘Excuse me, do you have Wi-Fi here?’ I enquired.

‘Why Fie?’ repeated one of the elderly ladies at the enquiry desk, looking mystified.

‘I want to upload my blog onto the Internet,’ I explained.

At the word ‘Internet’ she visibly brightened.

‘Oh yes, we have the Internet,’ she said proudly. ‘It’s on that machine over there.’

She pointed to a computer that was set apart from the rest.

‘Thank you, but I need to use the machine I have with me, as that’s where I have everything stored,’ I explained. This was proving to be hard work. I tried again. ‘In some places you can get onto the Internet without plugging into a connection.’

The ladies were clearly a bit out of their depth with the concept.

‘You can use a laptop or a phone to do it,’ I added.

‘Ooh! What an excellent idea,’ said her colleague with enthusiasm.

‘Er yes,’ I said. ‘So… I take it you don’t have that here?’

They both shook their heads. ‘No dear, we don’t have anything like that here. They probably have it in Exeter. More call for it there.’

It’s not a hard and fast rule, but computing technology does seem to be a generational thing. I was ahead of the library assistants and my daughter is way ahead of me. She talks in a strange tongue of mysterious processes that mean nothing to me: downloading apps, bluetoothing photos, syncing her iPhone. When I ask her what any of this means she looks at me as if I am a total idiot.

Some years ago I bought my mum a computer, as I thought she would like to use it for surfing the net, finding out useful titbits of information and so on. If things went well, I thought – optimistically as it turned out – she could even email my brother, who worked abroad. The next time I went to visit, the machine had been sent to the naughty corner. It was facing the wall and she had put a towel over the screen.

‘It hates me!’ she said vehemently when I enquired what the machine had done to warrant such treatment. ‘It never does what I want it to and it keeps staring at me!’

In an effort to show her the machine was, in fact, inanimate and not capable of hating anything, and that it could be jolly useful, I plugged it in.

‘Come and look Mum,’ I said encouragingly, patting the seat next to me. ‘You can find all sorts of interesting things on the Internet.’

‘Oh yes?’ she retorted. ‘Like what?’

I pondered. What would impress her? She was quite interested in stars and stuff, and it was not long after the Hubble telescope had started sending back images to Earth. I thought I would find a picture of something from space to show her. I typed ‘Venus’ into the search engine and called her again.

‘Come and look at this!’ I said.

‘OK love,’ she said. ‘I’ll just make us a cup of tea and then I’ll come and look. I still think the damn thing hates me, though.’

While she clattered about in the kitchen I waited expectantly for an impressive picture of our sister planet to appear on the screen. This was long before broadband had been developed, and it took an age for the picture to load, gradually revealing itself, line by line, down the screen. I watched in horror as I realised what image the search engine had found in response to my request. As the woman’s nipples came into view, I frantically hit the close button, but nothing happened. Inexorably the picture continued to reveal more and more of the woman’s not inconsiderable attributes. I was bashing the keyboard now, to no avail. Finally, as Mum appeared in the doorway with a tray of tea and biscuits, I leaned over and pulled the cable out of the wall.

‘Right then love, what have you got to show me that will persuade me this damn thing is worth having?’ she said, as she settled herself down next to me.

I looked at the now blank screen. ‘No, you’re right, Mum,’ I said. ‘It’s pretty rubbish, really. I’ll go and get the Scrabble board.’

After the library I gave up trying to find somewhere in Okehampton to upload my blog. Maybe I would find somewhere in Somerset. On the way out of town we stopped at the local supermarket for provisions. I disappeared inside for some sandwiches and was somewhat surprised when I emerged fifteen minutes later to see Mick gamely pushing a number of shopping trolleys across the car park. He told me what had happened. One or two older folk, spotting him standing outside the store in his yellow hi-vis jacket and blue cap, had mistaken him for a trolley attendant. He didn’t want to embarrass them by explaining their mistake so took their trolley with a view to parking it in the designated bay. En route, however, other passing shoppers understandably made the same mistake and added their trolleys to the front of the first two. A couple of them were even heard to comment that it was so nice and so unusual to see a trolley boy these days. Soon he was vainly trying to steer half a dozen trolleys, only narrowly missing stationary cars as he inexpertly weaved his way across the car park. Eventually he shuffled them into a bay and we cycled off quickly before anyone else could nab him. However, this was not the last time those bright-yellow jackets would result in a case of mistaken identity.

We were heading for a village called Sticklepath and, when we saw a brown sign for a cycle path to the village, we foolishly took it. It started off promisingly, with a gentle ride along a flat valley. Ten minutes later, however, we were climbing up an enormously steep country lane with a gradient of one in four (or for Europhiles 25 per cent), which resulted in the first tears of the trip. I gave Mick a tissue and told him it would all be OK. Only kidding – it was me who had started blubbing. Mick looked at me, aghast, and then started yelling at me.

‘What the hell is wrong?’ he shouted. ‘It’s only a hill; push the bike to the top.’

Through snot and tears I tried to explain that it was not just the hill, it was the fear. Fear that I couldn’t do this, that I would find it too difficult; that I would give up. He wasn’t getting it so I told him to get lost, which he promptly did, pedalling off out of sight. Left alone, I stood there and gave myself a good pep talk.

‘One bad hill, that’s all it was,’ I told myself. ‘One lousy hill; stop snivelling and get back on the bike.’

Finally I caught up with Mick and we carried on along the track in silence. I made a mental note to write a strongly worded letter to Devon County Council about its appalling choice of cycle route, which I suspect was designed more for the benefit of motorists, saving them from being hindered on the main road up the hill out of town by inconvenient cyclists. Later, Mick confessed that seeing me cry frightened him. He, too, was afraid I was about to give up. For some reason he thought yelling would strengthen my resolve.

Rather than dip and dive through any more country lanes with crazy gradients, we decided to stick to main roads until we got to Crediton. We were now in the heart of Devon, or, in the local dialect, Debn. At Crediton we stopped for a pint of Otter Ale at the Three Little Pigs, which had a very idiosyncratic decor, although my mother would have said it was trying too hard. It was here that Mick pushed our campaign to be served a full measure a little too far.

For centuries weights and measures acts have made it illegal to give short weights or measures to consumers. A pint of milk must be a pint; a litre of petrol must be a litre. Wine is served in set measures, as are spirits. Yet, legally, a pint of beer is defined as 95 per cent liquid. How can this be right? How many drivers would like it if every time they filled up with a litre of petrol only 95 per cent was dispensed? When we are in the pub, therefore, every time we are served a short measure we ask (nicely) for it to be topped up. No one has ever refused, although the level of courtesy with which it is served does vary enormously. In the Three Little Pigs, however, Mick took a large swig out of his glass before handing it back to me.

‘Not a full pint,’ he gurgled through a mouthful of beer. ‘Ask the barman to top it up will you?’ The barman and I both looked at him and simultaneously shook our heads.

[image: logo]

From Crediton, we travelled along the leafy back lanes of Devon to Thorverton, before struggling up the hill into Silverton, a village about 8 miles north of Exeter. We were headed there because I had marked the village as having a pub with an entry in CAMRA’s Good Beer Guide. CAMRA, for those who aren’t familiar with the term, is the acronym for the Campaign for Real Ale – the organisation that saved British beer drinkers from the horrors of Double Diamond and Watneys Red Barrel. In 1971 four young men from the north-west of England – Michael Hardman, Jim Makin, Bill Mellor and Graham Lees – were on holiday in Ireland. While visiting Kruger’s Bar in Dunquin, County Kerry, they got talking about the poor quality of British beer and decided to start a campaign to revive proper ale. Back home, the popularity of the organisation soon grew; evidently lots of people were fed up with drinking rubbish beer and now CAMRA is one of the most successful campaigning organisations in the country. In my book, those four young men deserve medals – and one of them did indeed get one. In 2009 Michael Hardman was given an MBE for services to the brewing industry and never was a
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