
  
    About the Book
  


  
    ‘I was 54, overweight, out of condition and I wobbled slightly on my unfamiliar bicycle.’
  


  
    When ex-headmistress Anne Mustoe gave up her job, bought a bike and took to the road, she couldn’t even mend a puncture. 12,000 miles and 15 months later, she was home.
  


  
    Her epic solo journey took her around the world, through Europe, India, the Far East and the United States. From Thessaloniki to Uttar Pradesh, from Chumphon to Singapore, she faced downpours, blizzards and blistering deserts, political turmoil and amorous waiters – alternated with great kindness from strangers along the way.
  


  
    A Bike Ride is the first in the series of Anne Mustoe's successful and inspiring travelogues.
  


  
    1
  


  
    Breaking Loose
  

  


  
    ... listen, there’s a hell
  


  
    of a good universe next door; let’s go
  


  
    (e. e. cummings)
  


  
    WHY ARE YOU doing it? Why did you do it? Everyone asks the same question and I give a different answer every time – adventure, travel, time for reflection, solitude, challenge, curiosity, historical research, freedom, fun... all are true and adequate reasons. But why go round the world? And why on a bicycle?
  


  
    In January 1983 I was a headmistress taking a holiday in India to recover from the rigours of the long Autumn Term. Somewhere in Rajasthan I looked out of the bus window and saw a cyclist, a solitary European man, pedalling across the flat immensity of the Great Thar Desert. I was seized with sudden envy. I wanted to be out there myself on that road on a bicycle, alone and free, feeling the reality of India, not gazing at it through a pane of glass.
  


  
    I was not athletic. I was not young. I had never been a keen cyclist. I had no idea how to mend a puncture. I hated camping, picnics and discomfort. In fact, my qualifications for an arduous cycle-ride were minimal. Yet it was the bicycle which had immediate appeal.
  


  
    I had always loved travelling and, given plenty of time, the bicycle seemed to be the perfect vehicle. It would be faster than walking yet it would allow me much more leisure for reflection and detailed observation than a car. There would be no parking problems; I could pedal straight into city centres and chain my bicycle outside the cathedral or the grand mosque. If I travelled alone I could set my own pace, cycle comfortable distances and stop when I felt tired. I had never repaired my own car and had no intention of turning mechanic for a bicycle, but the machine was so simple and so universal that I was sure to be able to get it repaired anywhere in the world. Above all, the bicycle was classless. In remoter areas, it would put me into the hands of the local people and enable me to meet even the world’s poorest on a level of mutual trust. And as cyclists are generally considered to be penniless, I was unlikely to be set upon by thieves or pestered by carpet-sellers.
  


  
    In Jaisalmer that January three of us hired bicycles for the day, heavy, black Indian machines, sturdy enough to deal with the stones and potholes. Feeling very daring and slightly nervous, we pedalled out of the city gates to visit a desert temple. Already, for me, it was more than a holiday jaunt: I was testing the water. The day passed pleasantly, without incident, and by the time we got back to Jaisalmer my mind was made up. I would definitely cycle across India – but, never one for half-measures, I would do it as part of a journey round the world.
  


  
    The choice of vehicle had been an instant certainty, but my route took more than two years to evolve. The first major decision concerned my direction: I would travel from West to East, so that I could gain confidence in familiar and much-loved countries like France and Italy before moving on into unfamiliar and daunting terrain. That satisfied common sense, but I wanted something more than a sensible reason for my route. History is an abiding interest of mine, and gazing for inspiration at the map of Europe I realised my eyes were tracking back along the paths on which Western civilisation had travelled eastwards. There I found my answer. With my Classical background, I should enjoy following the Roman road network across Europe, and joining Alexander the Great on his march from Greece to the Indus. Then I could follow the Moghuls into India, and the British Raj into India, Burma, Malaysia and Singapore. I would have to cross the USA in the wrong direction, from the West Coast to the East, but I could journey in spirit with the European pioneers. Finally, I could fly from New York to Dublin, take the ferry across to Holyhead and pick up Roman Watling Street at its northern end, near Chester. So the journey which would begin on Watling Street, between London Bridge and Dover, would end on Watling Street, with a ride down the Edgware Road to Marble Arch. I should have ‘put a girdle round about the earth’ and tied it very neatly.
  


  
    By 1985 I was sufficiently committed to my journey to buy a notebook and label it ‘Round the World’. I spent winter holidays in libraries doing historical research and summer holidays on reconnaissance. Roads, forests, mountains and the pageant of history unrolled before my eyes, but I nursed my project in secret. The whole world, or at least the northern hemisphere, was mine – and I had only to resign to grasp it. Extricating myself took time. Not only was I headmistress of St Felix, a large girls’ boarding school in Suffolk, but I was also President of the Girls’ Schools Association, a Suffolk magistrate and the chairman or member of at least a dozen other committees. I began to free myself quietly, little by little, from all those commitments. Nothing is more damaging to a school than uncertainty, so I made my arrangements stealthily and gave in my notice at the last possible moment, taking everyone by surprise.
  


  
    I was untroubled by doubt. I was a widow. My step-sons were grown up. I had worked hard for most of my life and felt I had done my bit for society. I was not of pensionable age, but the rent from my London flat and the money I had saved would be enough to keep me going if I lived modestly abroad. In any case, I wanted so little: I had gone through the ‘possessions phase’ of my life. One of the attractions of cycling was its very simplicity – everything I needed would be on my bicycle in two small panniers. I should be breaking free, not only from my responsibilities but from my life’s clutter.
  


  
    Preparation for that ideal state was intensive if necessarily sporadic and owed a lot to various friends, in particular to Monty Young of Condor Cycles in the Gray’s Inn Road in London.
  


  
    My bicycle was a leaving present from the staff and girls of St Felix, specially designed and built for me by Monty. He was so enthusiastic about my project that he put in all the work for nothing, charging only the cost of the parts.
  


  
    A tourer in gleaming sea-green enamel (Verde di Lago), it has randonneur handlebars to give a variety of cycling positions, a real leather saddle for comfort, handbuilt wheels with special alpine stainless steel spokes for extra strength, and puncture-resistant lined tyres. Specifications:
  


  
    
      	Frame

      	Reynolds 531 twin-tube (mixte)
    


    
      	Wheels

      	Wolber rims, Shimano hubs, DT Alpina spokes
    


    
      	Gears

      	Shimano
    


    
      	Brakes

      	Shimano
    


    
      	Bars and stem

      	SR alloy touring randonneur
    


    
      	Saddle

      	Brooks
    


    
      	Block

      	14–34
    


    
      	Headset

      	Shimano
    


    
      	Seatpin

      	Shimano
    


    
      	Chain

      	Sedisport
    


    
      	Pedals

      	Shimano ATB
    


    
      	Chainset

      	TA touring with gear ratios 36–48
    


    
      	Tyresandtubes

      	Specialised Kevlar tyres
    


    
      	Rack

      	Vetta alloy
    


    
      	Guards

      	Esge
    

  


  
    I took:
  


  
    
      1 spare tyre and 2 inner tubes (a second spare tyre was brought out to me in Bangkok); 1 spanner; 1 screwdriver; 1 set of Allen keys; 6 spokes, 1 gear cable, 1 brake cable; puncture repair kit; and bicycle oil.
    

  


  
    I set out in:
  


  
    
      Cotton T-shirt, long-sleeved shirt, pure wool jersey, mittens, luminous belt, corduroy knickerbockers, ankle socks, legwarmers, trainers. Waterproofs (cagoule, leggings and sou’wester) were tied to the rear rack, ready to hand. Light clothing, which can be worn in layers, is the most satisfactory. When the weather turned hot, I threw away the knicker-bockers and wore black cotton trousers, which I cut off below the knee. They were short enough to be clear of the chain, but long enough to be acceptable in churches and mosques.
    

  


  
    My luggage consisted of:
  


  
    
      Handlebar pannier (Freewheel, 2 lbs) containing leather handbag (for money, travel documents and current notebooks), camera, map, torch/magnifier, compass, Swiss Army knife, sunglasses, sun cream, lipsalve, whistle.
    


    
      Two rear panniers (Carradice Super C, 30 lbs equally divided) containing 1 long-sleeved shirt, 1 cotton T-shirt, 3 short-sleeved blouses; black cotton trousers and white cotton trousers; silk suit with silk T-shirt, black high-heeled sandals and tights (for smart parties); flat white sandals, doubling as slippers; nightdress, underwear, socks; bathing costume, large multicoloured cotton square for use as dressing gown/sarong/sheet/pillowcase/bath towel/laundry bag; 4 slide films; maps of Europe and Asia; Greek and Turkish pocket dictionaries; Horace’s Odes, stacks of Times crosswords, sewing kit, universal plug; writing pad and envelopes, photographs for visas and newspapers, cosmetics, suncream and medicaments, tools and spare parts
    


    
      Rear rack: light down sleeping-bag in nylon rucksack (the rucksack was used to carry my luggage when I travelled without the bicycle), sleeping-mat, bivvy bag, waterproofs.
    

  


  
    I carried few changes of clothing, replacing worn and faded articles en route. I could have managed with less. I disposed of the bivvy bag in Greece and acquired an enamel mug and a small padlock. I saved weight by cutting away my maps, leaving only the strips showing my road and the 100 miles or so either side of it. I acquired maps of the USA in Los Angeles. Guide books I picked up in each country as I passed through and either sent them home after use or discarded them.
  


  
    I had a complete check-up at the BUPA Medical Centre, paid a visit to the dentist and was vaccinated against tetanus, polio, rabies, and meningococcal meningitis. (As cholera and hepatitis B vaccinations give only a six-month immunity, I had my cholera injection in Ankara and my gamma globulin in Islamabad.) I carried with me: Nivaquine and Proguanil (anti-malaria tablets); two courses of Amoxil (wide spectrum antibiotics); 40 Loperomide (diarrhoea); 100 Senokot and 6 glycerine suppositories (constipation); Jungle Formula (insect repellant); antihistamine cream; Savlon antiseptic cream; plasters; 50 Veganin tablets; Rennies (indigestion); Strepsils (throat pastilles); thermometer; three boxes of 48 Puritabs (water purifiers).
  


  
    I tried to work to a budget for food and accommodation of £15 a day, with £20 a week in reserve for emergencies. Total: £125 a week. In Northern Europe and America it was difficult to keep within this, but over-spending there was balanced out by under-spending in the East. My average over the whole trip worked out at £82.98 a week (excluding the cost of holidays I took with friends, when we treated ourselves rather well).
  


  
    I started out with £200 sterling, £100 in French francs and £900 in sterling traveller’s cheques. In Europe, right to the south-east corner of Turkey, I was able to use a combination of credit cards and Eurocheques, but was careful to keep a supply of the local currency for use in villages and small towns. In Pakistan, where I experienced the greatest difficulties in changing money, I cashed traveller’s cheques in major cities. In India, accounts at tourist hotels have to be settled in foreign currency, so that credit and charge cards are readily accepted. I changed traveller’s cheques and sterling notes to obtain rupees for non-tourist hotels and general expenditure on the road. Thailand, Malaysia and Singapore are very sophisticated financially: plastic money, traveller’s cheques and sterling are all acceptable in cities. I asked the friends who came out to see me in India and Thailand to bring me fresh supplies of sterling notes. It was prudent to have them, but I could in fact have managed without. In the USA I wrote Eurocheques to buy American Express Dollar Traveller’s Cheques, which are treated as cash. This is a service for Amex card-holders.
  


  
    I took out a year’s travel insurance through the Cyclists’ Touring Club (1 September 1987 to 31 August 1988) and it was a great comfort to know I had sufficient medical cover for a flight home in case of dire emergency. I economised on the first three months, as I was eligible for medical treatment in Western Europe under Britain’s reciprocal arrangements. I carried Form E111 from the DHSS. I had no insurance for my bicycle, as I could replace it with a perfectly adequate machine for less than the premium quoted.
  


  
    Working out that I would cover an average distance of 50 miles a day, five days a week, I could plan my overnight stops and rest days for periods of two or three months at a time. These schedules gave me the dates for visiting friends and making arrangements for collecting mail well in advance. They provided a comforting framework and were not overambitious: I could dawdle in beautiful places or spend a rainy day over a book and then catch up without difficulty. I never booked accommodation, but aimed to stop for the night in places large enough to have a hotel or guest house. Camping out is not a good idea for a lone woman.
  


  
    Not to record my journey was unthinkable. What I called my ‘basics book’ took diary form and contained date, time of departure, the day’s route, distance covered, cumulative distance, climatic conditions, time changes, altitudes of passes, health problems, a record of letters and postcards sent, name of hotel, cost of meals and accommodation. At the end of each week I noted total expenditure and mileage. Even if I was exhausted or my room had no electricity, I could always manage to put down these basic facts. At the back of this notebook I kept my cycling schedule and a note of all the photographs I took. Fuller, more descriptive writing was done in a succession of small notebooks. The early evening was my best time for writing, but I sometimes stopped during the day to jot down ideas or describe particularly interesting scenes. I kept my basics books with me throughout, but entrusted notebooks to friends who were returning to London. I never risked posting them.
  


  
    As I am not a skilful photographer, I took an Olympus AF-i automatic with built-in flash. It served me well, though I came to regret not having a telephoto lens for village scenes, where people are shy of the camera. I had the slides developed and mounted as I went along, posting them home from Europe and sending them back with friends from India and Thailand. I exercised restraint and shot only 29 films of 36 slides.
  


  
    Letters were sent out to me care of friends in Italy, Ankara, Karachi and California. I used the Poste Restante successfully in Brindisi and Thessaloniki, but changed to American Express for Lahore, Delhi, Calcutta, Bangkok and Kuala Lumpur, as I had been told that it was a more reliable service out East than the Post Office. Crossing the USA, I used American Express.
  


  
    My arrangements made, I set out on 31 May 1987. I was 54, overweight, out of condition and I wobbled slightly on my unfamiliar bicycle. But my spirits were high. I knew I was going to have a wonderful trip – and if things became too difficult, there was always plastic money to pay my air-fare home. After years of work and duty, I was setting out unashamedly to please myself. Even this book has been fun to write. Retracing my route in the comfort of my hotel in Southern Turkey, I sometimes marvelled at the hardships I endured, but more often I looked back with longing at those vibrant, carefree days.
  


  
    2
  


  
    Watling Street
  

  


  
    
      LONDON BRIDGE – NEW CROSS – BLACKHEATH – WELLING – DARTFORD – ROCHESTER – SITTINGBOURNE – FAVERSHAM – CANTERBURY – DOVER
    

  


  
    I travel light; as light,
  


  
    That is, as a man can travel who will
  


  
    Still carry his body around because
  


  
    Of its sentimental value.
  


  
    (Christopher Fry)
  


  
    I LAY IN warm bed in London and listened to the rain drumming on the skylight. Everything was ready. After endless packing and repacking, I had managed to squeeze all my luggage into two rear panniers. There was even a rational system: current needs in the left-hand pannier; spare clothing, cycle parts and maps in the right. Everyday items at the top; and the things I hoped I should never need at the bottom. My finances were in order and Monty had given my bicycle its final check-up. The day I had imagined for so long was finally dawning – and suddenly, in the cowardly small hours, I had my first fit of nerves. I had been so brave and unfaltering in the daylight. Now, in the darkness and the pouring rain, I thought not only of the dangers but of uncomfortable beds, inadequate plumbing, disagreeable food and bad weather. When I valued my comfort so highly, why had I committed myself to the vagabond life?
  


  
    But, as usually happens, my spirits rose with the sun and I hit on the cunning piece of self-deception which was to keep me going through many crises and spells of despondency. I told myself that I was just going to cycle to Dover and if I didn’t like it I could come straight back on the train. The world is too big to encompass, even in the imagination. Better to take it a few miles at a time.
  


  
    I got up early and dressed in my carefully layered cycling outfit: pink T-shirt, red-and-white check long-sleeved shirt, black wool jersey, burgundy corduroy knickerbockers, trainers, ankle socks and brightly striped legwarmers. I added cycling mittens and a luminous yellow Sam Browne belt when I set out and bundled my waterproofs on the rear carrier, ready to hand. Fortunately it had stopped raining by the time breakfast was over, and I arrived at St Paul’s Cathedral in bright sunshine.
  


  
    My colleagues in the Girls’ Schools Association and the Independent Schools Information Service had arranged a splendid champagne send-off for me in the small garden behind the cathedral, the last of the farewell parties, dinners and general celebrations which had sent my weight soaring to an unathletic 10 st 11 lb. Family and friends together, we toasted the enterprise liberally and just before one o’clock on Sunday, 31 May 1987, I cycled off alone to begin my adventure.
  


  
    The southern branch of the Roman road called Watling Street runs from Dover (Dubris) to London (Londinium), crossing the Stour at Canterbury (Duroverum) and the Medway at Rochester (Durobrivae). A glance at the map of south-east England will show exactly where it lies. From Dover, it follows the valley of the River Dour via Temple Ewell, then makes good use of high ground to cut a straight path across the open Downs to Canterbury. From Canterbury’s West Gate to Rochester’s East, the country is easy and the road runs straight, with only minor changes of alignment from the modest hilltops. Then an alignment from Swanscombe leads directly to the old ford at Westminster, deviating through Deptford and New Cross to avoid the curve of the Thames at Greenwich and the marshy ground. The Romans later directed the road to London Bridge, merging it at Borough High Street with their road from Chichester, Stane Street. On all but the most detailed maps, the main sections of the road can be seen to run straight as arrows; the alignment to Westminster ford can be tested with a ruler.
  


  
    I knew the route well. Down the small Watling Street behind St Paul’s, past the office in Cannon Street where I had once worked for the engineering group GKN, then over London Bridge to Southwark, the starting-point of other, more famous pilgrimages. It takes a lot of imagination to see the Pilgrims’ Way in the dingy streets of south London, especially on an empty Sunday afternoon. A chapel to St Thomas a Becket once stood in the middle of London Bridge. Southwark Cathedral was part of the great monastic house of St Mary Overie, whose hospital merged with the nearby leper hospital after the Fire of Southwark in 1213 to form the original St Thomas’s. Then there was Chaucer’s Tabard Inn and scores of others like it, whose landlords acted as couriers to bands of pilgrims. Kings, princes and footsore penitents had passed along this way in droves. I cycled through silent streets, past empty offices and closed, shops, congratulating myself on my choice of a traffic-free day to get clear of central London.
  


  
    I followed the A2 signs down the Old Kent Road, through New Cross to Blackheath; then I took the straight line of the Roman road, the present A207. On Shooter’s Hill I sat on a garden wall in the sun and ate a bag of cherries. For the first time, I had leisure to reflect that this was really it. I was on my way. My spirits soared as I bowled along Welling High Street, Bexley Heath Broadway, Crayford Road and Dartford High Street. When Watling Street rejoined the A2, roadworks offered me a safe path behind a palisade of bollards. The towers of Cobham Hall, another former work-place, winked at me through the trees and reminded me of my new-found freedom and leisure.
  


  
    I had chosen the bicycle as my means of transport chiefly because I wanted to travel slowly and talk to people. I knew I had made the right choice as soon as I stopped for a cup of tea. Not wishing to leave my bicycle with all my belongings out of sight near a motorway café, I pulled up at a refreshments caravan in a lay-by.
  


  
    Two hefty truck-drivers, mugs in hand, strolled over to inspect my bicycle.
  


  
    ‘You going a long way with all that gear?’
  


  
    ‘I’m going round the world.’
  


  
    ‘Blimey! On your own? You be careful, darlin’.’
  


  
    One was an international truckie, who knew the problems.
  


  
    ‘How you getting across the Middle East then?’
  


  
    ‘I don’t know yet. I didn’t manage to get visas in London, so I’m going to try again in Rome or Ankara.’
  


  
    ‘Well, you watch out on that bike. And look after your money, darlin’. Split it up and hide it in lots of different places. Don’t carry much on you.’
  


  
    The stall-holder joined in:
  


  
    ‘Here’s your tea, love. You’d be amazed what interesting people stop at this stall. You on your bike. And last week a great big car drew up and it was the Mayor of Greenwich!’
  


  
    I had been embraced into the camaraderie of the road. As the banter was exchanged and the well-meant advice given, I remembered a winter’s day in Norfolk. I had pulled up at a similar stall in my Alfa Romeo and smart executive suit, to be cold-shouldered and treated to glances as frosty as the morning. Now, my bicycle had unlocked the first of many doors around the world and I was delighted to find myself so readily and warmly accepted.
  


  
    As we were discussing routes, a young woman with two little boys drew up in a battered car piled to the roof with boxes, cases and bedding. She looked thin and tired, her straggly blonde hair falling untidily over the collar of her worn blouse, but her plans made my own pale to insignificance. She was divorced and unemployed, her two sons aged ten and eight. Three years ago, in happier times, when they were on a family holiday in Spain, she had been offered a job in a bar. Now, deciding that she had nothing to lose, she had left her home in Doncaster, sold everything to buy a second-hand car and was setting out with her two little boys to start a new life in Spain. She hoped the job would still be available. They were all three quite cheerful and excited in their undemonstrative, Northern way, tucking into tea and hot dogs and speculating about Spanish wages and schools. It was a monumental risk to take but somehow I felt that the girl had the enterprise and determination to succeed. I have often wondered how she fared.
  


  
    Rochester was a surprise. A Dickens Festival had packed the streets with David Copperfields, Sarah Gamps and Little Dorrits. It had also packed the hotels with Mr Pickwicks, morris dancers and a glee club from Texas. Disappointed of the good hotel and celebratory dinner I had promised myself, I toiled up Chatham Hill beside some jogging Gurkhas and found modest accommodation and Turkish kebabs on the outskirts of Gillingham. My photograph appeared in The Daily Telegraph next morning. As I cycled through Sittingbourne, a young woman wound down her car window and shouted, ‘Good luck! I saw you in the Telegraph.’ After Sittingbourne came the apple orchards and hop fields, green and fresh after Sunday’s rain, and the smell of cedars in front gardens. Then through Ospringe and Faversham to Upper Hambledown, where the penitent Henry II dismounted to go on foot into Canterbury. My progress was swifter. I swept down the hill, crossed the Stour and entered the city by the West Gate to St Peter’s Street and the cathedral.
  


  
    The mediaeval pilgrims would have recognised Canterbury, with its milling crowds and its stalls selling badges, brooches and tourist souvenirs. I too was recognised by more Daily Telegraph readers, as I sat in the cathedral precincts eating a bun. ‘Have a good trip!’ ‘Bon voyage!’
  


  
    The A2 from Canterbury led me across open fields and downs where sheep were grazing, the stretches of busy dual-carriageway redeemed by Kent’s impeccably clean hard shoulders, perfect for the cyclist. I was twice thrown off balance and tossed onto the grass verge by strong winds and the blasts in the wake of lorries, but gradually I gained better control of my machine. By the time I reached the outskirts of Dover, the rain, which was to be my constant companion for the next month, had forced me to stop and put on my cagoule, sou’wester and waterproof leggings. I freewheeled in the wind and rain down the precipitous road to the East Docks, where the gulls were wheeling and crying over a grey sea. I had finished the first leg of my journey and I had no wish to go home.
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    Across France to the Mountains
  

  


  
    
      BOULOGNE – MONTREUIL-SUR-MER – ARRAS – ST QUENTIN – LAON – CHÂLONS-SUR-MARNE – VITRY LE FRANÇOIS – JOINVILLE – CHAUMONT – LANGRES – GRAY – MARNAY – BESANÇON
    

  


  
    I struck the board and cried, ‘No more;
  


  
    I will abroad.’
  


  
    (George Herbert)
  


  
    THE MORNING STARTED badly with the cancellation of the 9.30 crossing to Boulogne. Boulogne had to be my port of entry because that was the Romans’ Bononia, their main channel port. Adjusting to the new tempo of my life, I quelled my irritation and took a gentle stroll up to Dover Castle, a sight I had, as usual, rushed by on my way to the ferry. The slopes were thick with beech, maple, oak and ash, all very English trees, and the views in every direction from the battlements were a general’s delight. There was even a Roman lighthouse within the walls. I sailed at 12.30.
  


  
    One of my most regular daydreams over the previous two years had been the image of myself in summer clothes cycling beside the canal out of Boulogne towards the Ni. In this dream, the brightly coloured plasticated shells of the factories gleamed in the sunlight and the prevailing north-westerly wind from the Channel gave wings to my wheels. In reality, I landed in drizzle which soon developed into a downpour, and a stiff wind from the south-west made the going very tough. By the time I reached Montreuil I was a drowned rat, stiff-backed and weary from the roller-coaster hills.
  


  
    I should like to draw a veil over my crossing of France. What I had intended as a June holiday, a pleasant trip to break me in for more rigorous cycling ahead, turned out to be misery from start to finish. It rained and rained and rained. The heavy panniers grew heavier as the rain soaked into the canvas (fortunately, it never got right through) and I took a constant sideways buffeting from the wind which swept across the open countryside from the Atlantic and often slowed me to a snail’s pace. My waterproofs dripped and flapped. I was overweight and still very tired from the rush of preparation and departure.
  


  
    Leaving a resident post is a nightmare, as it involves moving house just at the very time you need to give all your attention to the smooth hand-over of the job. In my case, things had been as bad as they possibly could be. My official residence had been huge and my possessions had inevitably grown to fill it over the nine years I had lived there. By contrast, my London flat was minute, so deciding what to store for my eventual return there, what to give away and what to sell had caused me months of anguish. I had always liked to think that I could live happily anywhere and be content with very little, but I had in fact become accustomed to plenty. The strength of my attachment to my house and my accumulated possessions took me by surprise and the wrench of parting with so much intensified the exhaustion of packing the remainder. There had been little time for brooding in the final flurry of visa applications, insurance arrangements, injections and farewells but now, alone in rain-soaked France, I had unlimited leisure for reflection. My family and friends would still be there when I got home, but my house, my lovely curtains, my furniture, my piano and most of my books were gone for ever. The sense of loss overwhelmed me. I realised then that I still had a long way to travel before I gained possession of myself and found the contentment I was seeking.
  


  
    The sheer physical hardship of cycling did nothing to raise my spirits. So much for my carefully calculated daily distances. I had had no time to train and steep hills were quite beyond me. Even on flat stretches, the wind was so exhausting that I had to get off from time to time and lean against a tree to catch my breath. I lived in a watery world, with rain in my face and rivers running beside me.
  


  
    France is a country most blessed in its waterways. The major rivers never run dry; they are free of ice all the year round; and the watershed between the Atlantic and the Mediterranean is neither particularly high nor very steep. From earliest times, the ancient Gauls took advantage of this splendid network of navigable rivers, linked together by convenient portages, or gap-routes. They also had a good natural road system along river valleys and over intermediate uplands with gentle gradients, where their wheeled transport could bowl along without difficulty. When Caesar arrived, he found ideal conditions for his army. The prodigious marching feats in which he took such pride would have been impossible without the well-worn Gallic tracks. All that rushing up and down Gaul in his various campaigns suddenly makes sense when you realise that the contestants were usually rushing to gain control of a river.
  


  
    Gaul was a rich prize for the Romans. There was iron ore, gold, tin and potter’s clay in abundance; and as the Romans improved the agriculture, there was an almost embarrassing surplus of grain and wine from the fertile soil. The EEC wine lake is by no means a recent phenomenon. Once Gaul was occupied, the Romans had the perfect corridor through to Britain from the Alps or the Mediterranean. Heavy goods could be transported by river and all they needed to do was to metal existing main roads and portages. In Claudius’ reign they even considered canals, but abandoned the idea as being too expensive. The modern Canal de l’Est, which links the Saône with the Moselle by means of 150 locks and tunnels, began life as an ambitious scheme on a Roman drawing-board.
  


  
    Travellers from Britain to Rome normally crossed over to Boulogne, as Calais had undrained marshes behind the port, and made straight across the dry Artois plain to Arras (Nemetacum). Arras was the capital of the Atrebates, whose King Commius was sent ahead by Caesar to demand submission and hostages of the Britons in 55 BC. The next important stop was either St Quentin, where a modern canal now links the Somme and the Oise with the L’Escaut, or Amiens on the Somme itself. Then Soissons, the River Aisne and its tributaries to Rheims (Durocortorum), the capital of the Remi and a major road centre; then along the Marne from Châlons to Langres. Finally, the traveller would follow the Saône from Gray to Lyon (Lugdunum), the hub of the Roman road network in France, where he had a choice between following the Rhône upstream into the Alps or downstream to Marseilles (Massilia).
  


  
    This route is so natural, so obvious, that it is still the most direct way to Italy, used by thousands of holiday-makers each year. I had often sped that way in my car, anxious to reach Venice in three days. Now, on my bicycle, with a target of 50 miles a day, five days a week, I found that I covered roughly the same distance in a day as I had covered in an hour by car. But, despite the rain, I saw France as I had never seen it before.
  


  
    Depressed by the weather and my inability to cycle up hills, I tricked myself again with limited objectives. The first was to reach St Quentin by Thursday evening. Years ago, I had promised my friends Marcelle and Michel that no matter where I was in the world or what I happened to be doing at the time, I would join them in Bordeaux for their thirtieth wedding anniversary on Saturday, 6 June 1987. St Quentin had a good train service to Paris and I planned to leave my bicycle in a hotel, pack my party clothes in my small rucksack and set out by train on Friday for a festive weekend in the warmth of southern France. That prospect kept me going.
  


  
    Along the Canche valley from Montreuil to Arras I started to pass the cemeteries. There were four British and Commonwealth War Cemeteries along the short 33 mile road from Hesdin to Arras: Arras itself, which withstood constant bombardment in two world wars and rose again from the rubble, was a standing monument to the folly and waste of war. Between Arras and St Quentin I lost count of the graveyards, the seas of neat, white crosses. They were so sad in the rain that I tried to concentrate on the Romans, my lunch, Bordeaux – anything to keep my mind off the carnage. But at cycling speed, each cross came into sharp focus and there was no blurring of the horror. Every cross was a young life. As I passed from the Pas de Calais into the Somme district, I came to the greatest desolation of all. There was a hill at Rancourt, overlooking the gently flowing Somme. Its quiet slopes held four huge cemeteries, one each for the French, English, German and South African troops who had died in their bid to take that lonely hill. I stood in the pouring rain and wept.
  


  
    Bordeaux was a much-needed restorer of the spirits. On Saturday there was a family lunch for eighteen and in the evening a buffet supper for 80. The party flowed out into the garden under the warm sky and my rusty French was oiled into action by the excellent claret. The celebrations were crowned by the candle-lit entry of a miraculous French pièce montée, a three-foot-high pyramid of meringue, cake, cream, toffee, nougat and sugared almonds. The family party continued throughout a musical weekend; we all played instruments and sang. I was given a pretty pink, blue and white Swatch so that I should think of my friends whenever I checked the time. On Monday evening I was back in St Quentin and the rain.
  


  
    My next limited objective was to get myself to Besançon by Sunday, 14 June, as my friend Priscilla, who is keen on mountains, was meeting me there to ride with me over the Jura and the Alps.
  


  
    I had chosen the St Quentin route rather than Amiens/Soissons because I wanted to visit Laon, ‘La Cité Couronnée’. As I pedalled across the River Oise and through the beeches and limes of the Forêt de St Gobain, the sun miraculously broke through and showed up Laon in all its splendour, dominating the plain from its huge fortress hill. As Laudunum it had been an important city in Roman times and its strategic position between the Aisne, the Oise and the Meuse had made it the Carolingian capital of France from the eighth to the tenth century. I had always sped past it along the highway. Now I huffed and puffed, struggling to push my heavily laden bicycle up to the ramparts. The great cathedral of Notre Dame, with inquisitive stone bulls peeping out from the four corners of its towers (an allusion to the miraculous bull which helped in its construction), stood in a maze of narrow streets. It was much restored but uncluttered inside, so that its clean, early Gothic lines could be appreciated. Yet even in the tranquillity of its nave there was no escape from the carnage: I read a memorial plaque to the million troops of the British Empire who gave their lives in the 1914–18 war and now rest in France.
  


  
    That evening in the village of Festieux, just off the main road from Laon to Rheims, I had my first real taste of provincial France. Time had stood still in its tiny Grande Rue, where the Cidrerie de Festieux and the Garage Automobiles with their peeling paint stood beside two antique school buildings, the École des Garçons and the École des Filles. I wonder if they are still segregated? Further along the street was the Mairie. The windows were open to the still June evening and I could see Monsieur le Maire himself, at his desk in his shirt-sleeves, addressing a public meeting. He was obviously explaining something of great local importance, for his audience of twenty or so were listening with rapt attention. Looking at the buildings in the Grande Rue, I realised that I was moving south. The materials of the Pas de Calais, the dark bricks with strongly contrasting pointing and the black slate roofs, were beginning to yield to a warmer stone, with or without stucco, and fired red tiles. The town’s one hotel was shabby, with cracked brown linoleum over the uneven, creaking floorboards, and rickety furniture and faded cottons, but it was clean and cheap, and the dinner of good local produce was perfect in its simplicity. So was the picket of local wine.
  


  
    The Champagne Country kept its vineyards well hidden. The big champagne houses had impressive offices in Rheims but their vines were nowhere to be seen. Far more visible were the huge cement works which dominated the valleys like cathedrals. At a crossroads I found a memorial to General Estienne, quaintly described as ‘Le Père des Chars’. Surrounded by tanks, armoured cars, a tricolour and a cross, it stood on the spot where French tanks were first deployed on 16 April 1917, finally breaking the stalemate of years of trench warfare.
  


  
    Rheims Cathedral, another victim of the 1914–18 war, was not at its best under the grey sky but the remnants of its mediaeval glass still managed a quiet glow. I contemplated the spectacular Gothic west front over bread, cheese and beer, then paid my respects to a third-century Roman arch, L’Arc de Mars, which with good French chauvinism was labelled ‘Gallo-Romain’.
  


  
    Châlons-sur-Marne, Sogny-aux-Moulins, Mairy-sur-Marne, Togny-aux-Boeufs. Beautiful, bucolic names. The Place d’Armes in the centre of Vitry le François must be the most perfect small-town square in the whole of France, but that day the rain had washed away its colour and vitality. Even the burning salamander of François Ier seemed to be drowning in the downpour. As the day progressed, the songs which I hummed in time with my pedalling became slower and more lugubrious, descending the scale of misery from Schubert’s ‘Winterreise’ to Duparc’s settings of Baudelaire.
  


  
    At 1.20 precisely I stopped under a tree once more to hitch up my flapping waterproof trousers and wipe the rain from the back of my neck. Water poured off me in rivulets, soaking my trainers and socks, and a wild gust of wind sent my bicycle flying, strewing the contents of my handlebar bag across the flooded gutter. As I scrabbled in the roadside mud I asked myself, not for the first time, ‘Why on earth am I doing this?’ Then I asked myself what I should be doing at that particular moment had I not embarked on the trip. ‘At 1.20 on a Thursday, I should be taking lunch in Fawcett.’ I pictured the House dining-room, the school lunch and the anxious fourth-formers, doing their best to make suitable high-table conversation with their headmistress. Perhaps, on balance, the wind and rain were less demanding.
  


  
    Cycling is a popular sport in France and I often had company on the roads. A rain-soaked cyclist would draw up beside me, cast a fanatical eye over the mechanism of my bicycle and start to interrogate me about my gear-ratios. We would cycle along together, he braking and freewheeling to get down to my speed and I toiling and straining to get up to his, until he despaired of getting the technical information he wanted and sped off with a jaunty wave. The cyclists were always male and never carried any luggage. They were just out on their mean machines to break their speed record.
  


  
    One afternoon a swift young cyclist appeared from a side road, resplendent in shiny black knickers and team racing vest, the peak of his cycling cap pointing backwards. He kept me company for five minutes, chatting of this and that. Then he hesitated for a moment:
  


  
    ‘May I ask you a question?’
  


  
    ‘Yes. Of course.’
  


  
    ‘You promise you won’t be angry?’
  


  
    ‘I don’t know till I hear the question. Try me.’
  


  
    I waited, confidently expecting the usual technical enquiries or perhaps a rather more presumptuous question about the cost of such a bicycle in England.
  


  
    ‘Will you go to bed with me?’
  


  
    ‘No.’
  


  
    ‘Oh dear! Now you are angry with me,’ he said, in great confusion. ‘I’m so sorry. I’ve offended you.’
  


  
    ‘No. I’m not angry, or offended. I just don’t want to go to bed with you. That’s all.’
  


  
    We smiled weakly at each other and he sped off on his own, disappearing rapidly into the distance – only to swoop out at me again an hour later from another side road to ask if I had by any chance changed my mind.
  


  
    On Friday, 12 June, I spotted the newspaper headline: ‘Elle a gagné.’ It was the result of the British General Election and Mrs Thatcher was clearly so famous in France that only the pronoun was necessary. ‘Super Maggie’, as another newspaper called her – the politician the French loved to hate – made all the headlines even in small provincial towns. That Friday was a red letter day for me too; the sun shone for a few hours during the afternoon and I was able to take off my legwarmers for the first time. There were wooded hills in the Haute Marne and rich pastures where startled little calves peered at me through clouds of wild lupins, mustard and buttercups. I might even have heard the chirp of an uncertain cicada. Between Joinville and Chaumont I passed General de Gaulle’s village of Colombey Les Deux Eglises, nestling in beautiful countryside. Then on to Langres, another natural fortress rising high above the valley, with a second-century Roman gate and the main square dedicated to the city’s most famous son, Diderot.
  


  
    By the time I reached Langres, the strain of keeping to my schedule of 50 miles a day even in wind and rain was beginning to tell. I climbed up to the ramparts at the end of the day with a racing pulse and wobbly knees, scarcely able to summon the strength to find a hotel. Even parking and unloading my bicycle was an ordeal. Once in my hotel room, I collapsed fully clothed and unwashed onto the bed and slept like a log for two hours. Physically, that was the low point of my whole trip. I never felt quite so exhausted again.
  


  
    The next morning I started to climb in earnest, up from the Marne valley, through oaks, beeches, limes and horse chestnuts to a plateau where cornflowers, poppies and buttercups grew in profusion. Occasionally I really did hear cicadas, but over the roll of distant thunder. Between showers I sat outside a café and gazed at the elegant, symmetrical façade of the Château de Champlitte. It was a sad, almost autumnal scene. Gusts of wind tore the leaves from the trees and overturned the plastic tables and chairs. I was the only customer.
  


  
    The Sâone which, according to Caesar, flows with great gentleness, was full and turbulent at Gray. The town was crowded with French weekenders and posters announced an evening of dancing and fireworks. I guessed the hotels would be booked up for the fête so, as the sun was shining and it was only four o’clock, I decided to press on. The main Roman route to the Alps would have taken me down the Sâone to Lyon, then up the Rhône to Geneva. Having motored round Lyon on one occasion and been frightened out of my wits by the traffic, I decided not to commit suicide by cycling there. The alternative Roman route across the Doubs at Besançon (Vesantio), then over the Jura to Lausanne, promised to be much more peaceful and would also be more direct, so I left the Sâone at Gray and climbed up to the plateau dividing it from the Doubs. Thunder, lightning, torrential rain and finally hail pursued me. I raced along, terrified by the fury of the storm and feeling far too vulnerable on my metal bicycle on such high, exposed ground. I made Marnay in record time and was relieved to find that my panniers had stood the test. Even though I was soaked to the skin, I had dry clothes to wear at dinner.
  


  
    My bicycle stood in the tiled corridor just outside my room. As I was draping my dripping cycling gear over the furniture and the cold radiators, I heard two pairs of feet and a good Midlands voice exclaiming, ‘Ooh look, a cyclist!’ I emerged from my room and greeted them with, ‘Yes. A wet cyclist.’ Then I heard their tale of woe. The couple were keen travellers by camper. They loved the scenery and the climate abroad but spoke nothing except English and were suspicious of foreign food. So when they travelled, they liked to be as self-contained as possible, stocking up their camper for the whole journey, even down to wrapped bread and tins of home-made cake. In that way they could insulate themselves from the strange ways of the locals: they liked them, but preferred to peer out at them from the security of their camper.
  


  
    They were currently in a state of shock. As they were driving near Marnay on their way to enjoy the scenery of Switzerland, a tyre had burst and their camper had careered into a ditch. They themselves had escaped with minor bruises but the camper was a write-off. Suddenly, their safe little goldfish bowl was shattered and they had been forced to come out among the French. They had been astonished to find that many of those in authority spoke English and had dealt efficiently and sympathetically with their emergency. Their insurers had offered to provide them with a hired car, so that they could complete their holiday, and they were awaiting its arrival at the hotel. Sorties to the wrecked camper had retrieved some of their English food, but much of it had been ruined in the crash. Encouraged by my presence, they braved the hotel dining room at dinner-time, where their worst suspicions were probably confirmed by the first course, a salade niçoise. The main course fortunately turned out to be nothing more outlandish than steak and chips, so they took courage and set off next morning with burgeoning confidence to spend a motoring holiday among the Swiss.
  


  
    I arrived at Besançon on schedule the next day, achieving my third limited objective. I spent the afternoon in bed with a magazine and a bar of chocolate, while my cycling clothes dried off and the rain beat against the window. Priscilla arrived, uncharacteristically flustered, on the 22.20 train from Paris. She had been robbed in the Gare du Nord but, miraculously, the police had been following that particular thief and they had caught him red-handed. Priscilla had found her handbag with her money and her passport waiting for her in the office of the station police.
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    The prospect of cycling over the Great St Bernard, the highest motor pass in Europe, filled us with a mixture of excitement and anxiety. Admittedly, we had the Jura to practise on before we got there but the Alps would still be a major challenge to two inexperienced cyclists well past the first flush of youth. We waited a day in Besançon, hoping for a break in the weather, but Tuesday dawned as rainy as ever. As we were due to spend Thursday night with friends in Switzerland, we had no choice but to don the waterproofs and set out.
  


  
    Vaubon’s masterpiece of a citadel towered above us as we climbed steeply out of Besançon; below, on the Doubs, we could see the river traffic bound for the Rhine-Rhône Canal. We cycled up the Loue valley through Ornans, where a Roman column stood in the square, and found a wonderful gorge of beech trees near the river’s source. Then up and up. We struggled all day, often on foot, to cover the 38 miles to Pontarlier.
  


  
    My struggles were always greater than Priscilla’s, as she was by far the fitter. Since giving up the City grind for the comparative freedom of financial consultancy, she had been taking her fitness seriously, strenuously climbing hills, cycling, downhill-skiing and even charging off relentlessly for 8 a.m. swims, while I had been lying snug in my bed. Admittedly my baggage was heavier than her ten-day pack and my 486-mile crawl from London had done little to build up my stamina, but Priscilla’s small, neat form and whirling feet were always way ahead of me, and hill-tops found her sitting peacefully on a fence, admiring the view as she waited for me to finish the gruelling climb.
  


  
    We reached Pontarlier in the evening in the most violent hail storm, but that was the least of our problems. The good hotel I knew in the town was full and so were all the others in the centre. Dripping wet and thoroughly dejected, we decided that our last hope was the railway station. Failing a hotel nearby, we could at least spend the night under cover in the waiting-room. But we were in luck. The hotel opposite the goods yard was so seedy we were probably the only guests it had received in years. But it had ample room – and it was a port in the storm.
  


  
    I have never in Europe stayed in such a shabby hotel. The bedroom furniture was so decrepit and the general ambience so gloomy that we took flash photographs of each other standing on the bare boards beside the marble wash-stands and the ancient iron bedsteads to act as proof. Monsieur le patron, whose tight brown jersey showed off his ample form to perfection, was very fond of notices. The lavatory stood on a dais in a large, dingy room where tattered, yellowing signs covered the walls: ‘Fermer [sic] la porte, s.v.p. Merci.’ ‘Non pas ouvrir la fenêtre, s.v.p. Merci.’ And downstairs in the chocolate-painted bar, the local bus timetable bore the notice: ‘Mettez vos lunettes pour regarder l’horaire, s.v.p. Merci.’
  


  
    Surprisingly, breakfast was excellent. The coffee was superb and the croissants and bread crisp and hot from the oven. By eight o’clock the bar was crowded, the dripping donkey jackets of railway workers steaming gently in the heat of an ancient iron stove. Two gendarmes on their bar stools lit up cheroots and took a cognac with their coffee, Monsieur le patron perched like a benign buddha behind his bar and the room filled with a warm, comfortable fug. Priscilla and I sat at our zinc-topped cafe table enjoying the conviviality. Our host pressed us to second and third helpings of the delicious new bread with a philosophical ‘Tant pis pour la ligne!’ (Too bad for the figure!) As he let us out of his garage with our bicycles he startled us with the information, solemnly conveyed, that he too was ‘sportif’.
  


  
    The River Doubs makes an enormous loop, halfway to the Rhine and back again. Having left it at Besançon, we met it again at Pontarlier and followed it for a few miles out of town. We soon reached the Col de Jougny, at 3,363 ft our highest point in the Jura, and decided to call it a day. We had set out from Pontarlier in damp clothing and the rain at our present altitude was icy cold. Chilled to the marrow, we stumbled into a comfortable hotel in Jougny, soaked ourselves in hot baths and spent the afternoon reading in bed. Tomorrow would be all downhill.
  


  
    It was with a great sense of achievement that I pedalled along to the Swiss Customs at Vallorbe, 539 miles from St Paul’s. It should have been a beautiful ride down to Lausanne, but once again the weather was unkind. Dark clouds sat heavily on the mountains and Lake Geneva was hidden behind a curtain of mist and rain. Lausanne was difficult to negotiate. The tramlines lay near to the kerb and the narrow space between was full of puddles and potholes. Motorists were short-tempered in the driving rain, out of patience with cyclists, and the road was solid with cars all the way along the lakeside to Vevey. With enormous relief we boarded the little mountain train bound for Blonay and a warm, dry home.
  


  
    Jill and David had invited us to stay for one night but in fact we were marooned with them for four: the incessant rain was falling as snow above 5,250 ft, closing the Great St Bernard Pass. We heard that the Rhône had risen high above the dam which normally prevents logs from entering Lake Geneva, so that shipping was at risk from floating debris. Altogether, the season had started very badly for the Swiss. We finally took advantage of a break in the weather and swooped down the mountain from Blonay to Montreux on Monday morning.
  


  
    When the Romans began to cross the Alps, they probably laid their first paved road over the comparatively low and sheltered Col du Mont Genèvre (6,100 ft). After Caesar’s conquest of Central and Northern Gaul, the more direct routes over the Little St Bernard (7,178 ft) and the Great St Bernard (8,100 ft) were metalled by Augustus and Claudius respectively. Despite its daunting height, the Great St Bernard Pass was their most favoured route, as it offered easy approaches. Their paved road there must have been very carefully sited and maintained, for Vitellius’ general, Caecina, was able to lead his army over the top in early spring. The pass was known as Mons Jovis until the eleventh century, when St Bernard founded his hospice at the summit to offer food and shelter to pilgrims and clerics bound for Rome. It is recorded that no fewer than twenty mediaeval emperors made their way through the pass, including Frederick I Barbarossa in 1162. The last great army to pass that way was Napoleon’s force of 40,000 on their way to victory over the Austrians at Marengo in 1800. Each regiment had to make three night halts: at Bourg St Pierre, St Rhémy or Étroubles and at Aosta. In its wealth of historical association, there is no Alpine pass to compare with the Great St Bernard. It was my obvious route into Italy.
  


  
    The approach road to the pass led us up the Rhône to Martigny, a magnificent ride with the Dents du Midi gleaming on our right. At St Maurice (Agaunum) the river thundered through a spectacular gorge, where powerful fortifications attested the strategic importance of the site: whoever controlled St Maurice would control that stretch of the Rhône. We took our lunch in the neat little Swiss square, where every window had its box of geraniums, and explored the fourth-century abbey, the oldest Christian foundation in the Alps.
  


  
    The next stretch of road followed the River Drance up to Sembrancher, then took its southern fork through the Entremont valley. Orsières had a fine Romanesque campanile and Bourg St Pierre a Roman column embedded in the wall of its simply carved Romanesque tower. Between Orsières and Bourg St Pierre the deciduous trees gradually thinned out and we began to cycle among conifers. Cicadas sang in the forget-me-nots and pink campions. We spent the night at Bourg St Pierre and dined Au Bivouac de Napoléon.
  


  
    We had already climbed to an altitude of 5,360 ft and were beginning to get short of breath even when walking. We had walked for considerable stretches, struggling to push our heavily laden bicycles up the steep gradients and round the hairpin bends: the last twelve miles had taken us six hours. Ahead, between Bourg St Pierre and the summit, lay a climb of 2,740 ft over another eight miles, with nowhere to stop for the night should we fall short. It was then that we saw the bus bound for Aosta and had our brainwave. To catch the bus ourselves would be cheating, but a little help with the baggage would be well within the rules. With a little persuasion, the driver agreed to take our panniers in his luggage compartment. There was no proper bus station in Aosta, but he promised to leave them at the Ca’Rossa, where he usually had his lunch. So with light hearts and light bicycles we set off to conquer the summit.
  


  
    For the first four miles, as far as the entrance to the motor tunnel (6,233 ft), the gradient proved surprisingly comfortable and even I was able to cycle most of the way. Stretches of the road were covered over as protection against avalanches. We felt very vulnerable cycling along those gloomy corridors, with the solid rock to our left and a row of pillars to our right to let in light and air. Cars and lorries roared by and we hoped that their lights would pick out our luminous yellow belts. It was a great relief to reach the point where the lonely road up to the Col branched off to the right, leaving the traffic to thunder on through the tunnel. The day had dawned grey, but now the sun came out and lit up the Grand Combin. The air was crisp after the fumes of the corridor and the recent snow was sparkling white. We could not have had a lovelier day. Pushing our bicycles cheerfully up through the Marengo Gorge, we found ourselves slowing down to a resolute, gasping plod as we mounted ever higher up the steep zig-zag road. I noted with quiet satisfaction that for once I was able to forge on ahead of Priscilla – but only because my legs were longer. There was no traffic, no living creature, no vegetation to stir in the empty landscape. We had the top of Europe to ourselves. When we finally reached the summit we basked in the admiration of a group of Italian motorists, had a celebratory beer and sandwich, visited the Hospice Church and museum, then pedalled across to the Italian frontier, 642 miles from St Paul’s.
  


  
    The descent from the pass was one of life’s great experiences – 22½miles of heady freewheeling: between the summit and Aosta, we never once turned our pedals. The road was very steep at first, with vertiginous drops down to a bleak plateau. The rush of the icy wind in our faces made us gasp for breath and we had to stop occasionally to recover our breathing and allow our brakes to cool. But the southern face of the Alps is gentle and we soon reached the gentians and yellow anemones, lingering in sweet-smelling pine woods, pausing to shed layers of clothing among the poplars, ash and limes. Within an hour of the summit, we were relaxing in the warmth of the Italian summer. We took rooms at the Ca’Rossa, where our panniers awaited, and I threw my worn corduroy knickerbockers and leg-warmers into the wastepaper basket. I had left the North behind. Later we learned that we had only just got over the pass in time. An avalanche the next day had blocked the road on the Italian side and swept two cars over a precipice. Fortunately, the occupants had just got out to take photographs and so escaped unharmed.
  


  
    Aosta (Augusta Praetoriana) was founded by the Emperor Augustus in 24 BC to guard the Dora Baltea valley and the approaches to the two St Bernard passes. Roman remains, the beautiful Romanesque Church and Cloister of Sant’Orso, the elegant eighteenth- and nineteenth-century stucco façades and the bustle of the modern city all testify to its continuing importance. It was here
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