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      To Fred, Alex and Jake

      




      
      

      
      ‘One meeting by chance is worth a thousand meetings by appointment.’

      
      Arab saying

      
      ‘When I see a person on a bicycle I have hope for the future of the human race.’

      
      H.G. Wells

      
      ‘… human beings are sanest and happiest when they are on the move.’

      
      Bruce Chatwin

      
      ‘Women have virtually abandoned cycling, travelling only 21 miles a year.’

      
      Ben Webster, Transport Correspondent, The Times, March 14th 2003
      

      
      ‘If lost I’d rather go around the world than turn back the way I’d come.’

      
      Neil Peart, The Masked Rider

      
      ‘We are a nation so prone to road rage that we see slow cyclists and pedestrians as the enemy.’

      
      Steve Norris, Chairman of the National Cycling Strategy
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      CHAPTER 1

      
      [image: image] I never planned to cycle around the coast of the British Isles. It just happened that way.
      

      
      One moment I was fancy-free and poised to go bicycling off alone to New Zealand (via Alaska and Patagonia) and the next I
         found myself falling for a man in green overalls who had arrived on my doorstep with all tools attached to make a lot of noise
         and mess in my house.
      

      
      About two decades later than most of my age group the opportunity had suddenly arisen at last for me to move out of my mum
         and dad’s house into my own. Small, dark and compact, it needed half a wall demolished and a window put in. So along came
         the builders, one of whom wasted no time in eyeing up my bottom bracket and displaying effusive admiration for all things
         bicycle. To cut a short story short, one thing led to another and my builder downed his tools and picked up a mean, lean,
         made-to-measure Chas Roberts touring machine (funny, I seem to have one of those too). And hence to New Zealand we would ride.
      

      
      But at the eleventh hour the builder had to keep building and as my heart had had a dose of what the Japanese would call doki doki (fluttery palpitations), I dropped everything and decided not to go cavorting off alone to the opposite side of the world.
      

      
      That’s one of the nice things about plans. They can come, they can go, and they can turn on their tails and sail straight
         off up the creek. At least they can for me because when I set off on a cycle nothing ever happens according to plan, but anything
         else can happen and usually does.
      

      
      Had my original plans gone according to plan I should by now be either fighting off over-inquisitive, cyclist-hungry bears
         in Alaska or dragging my bike through some piranha-infested Amazonian swamp on my roundabout way to New Zealand. Instead I find
         myself having just cycled around the Isle of Wight.
      

      
      Swanning around the Solent-lapping shores of a small piece of land that has slipped its moorings from Hampshire might not
         have quite the same glamorous ring as transglobally trail-blazing the vast diversity of the hazardous eat-you-alive continents
         of the Americas, but this southern England island can still be exotic. After all, it does have the award-winning Days Gone By (‘nostalgic gifts, houseware and toy shop’) and a place called Puckpool Point. And it also has something called the Landslip
         Walk to Luccombe where you can experience the excitement of possibly slipping off the land along an 8000-year-old cliff collapse.
         What’s more, in the nearby Botanic Garden, thanks to the gentle micro-climate, one can saunter from the Mediterranean to New
         Zealand, South Africa to Japan and still have time for a nice cup of tea and a cake. So really, there’s no need to go gallivanting
         around the treacherous world when we have the Isle of Wight lying like a cornucopia of delights on our doorstep.
      

      
      And not just the Isle of Wight. There’s the Channel Islands, the Scillies, Lundy, Ireland, Isle of Man, the Inner and Outer
         Hebrides, the Orkneys, the Shetlands, Holy Island and the very unholy Canvey Island. For a year I planned – oh all right then,
         I unswayingly intended – to cycle over 10,000 miles around the coast of the British Isles, including as many estuaries and
         offshore islands and islets and inlets and outlets as possible. Starting from Portsmouth I chose to cycle in a vaguely clockwise
         direction because, living in a land of people who drive and cycle (mostly) on the left-hand side of the road, I felt I would
         be that little bit closer to the sea even if I couldn’t see it thanks to the sewage works or power station or savagely barbed-wire
         fenced Ministry of Defence property. Also, a Shetland granny of a friend of mine told me that if I cycled anti-clockwise I
         would meet the devil. Whether this devil might be in the shape of the cyclist-crushing wheels of a runaway juggernaut or a
         life-sucking Midwest tornado blown way off course to Middleton-on-Sea, she did not elaborate. But it was enough to make me
         cycle down to Portsmouth and turn right.
      

      
      My support team and back-up crew, if that’s the term for such a motley bunch, comprised Gary, my builder, who would intermittently
         lay aside his chisel and saw and tongue and groove to accompany me in my rotations around this watery and wind-lashed land. As would my mum, who had just acquired her first custom-made
         mount. (What, not another Roberts? Afraid so.) Not bad for a nigh-on seventy-year-old with a bad back and dodgy knees.
      

      [image: image]





      
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      [image: image] One of the nice things about leaving to cycle around the coast of the British Isles was that it was so easy. Unlike past
         departures when I had set out on lengthy bicycling jaunts, there were no arm-jarring jabs or visas or communication breakdown
         phrasebooks or grizzly bear survival rescue remedies to remember. Nor were there any train or ferry tickets to book or buy
         or madhouse airports to negotiate with large, ungainly, passenger-flattening, check-in-desk-unfriendly boxed bikes.
      

      
      No. There was none of that last-minute cram-it-all-in mild panicking kerfuffle. All I did was wake up one morning and think:
         I suppose I might as well leave today. So I did.
      

      
      It was Wednesday, 25th April. A funny sort of day on which to depart, as I usually like to launch forth on an escapade at
         the beginning of the week or the month or the year. It just feels a bit more tidy or personally momentous. And it’s easier
         to remember. Specially when you count back to the day of departure to see how long you’ve been ‘on the road’ (as we like to
         call it in the trade), because after a few weeks or months of roughly stuffing your dog-eared belongings into bags day after
         day and moving on and moving up and moving out, time becomes all a bit blurred at the edges.
      

      
      But there was nothing special about Wednesday, 25th April. Had I arrived in the country of my original intentions, then yes,
         it would have been a little more memorable because it was Anzac Day, a public holiday in Australia and New Zealand commemorating
         the Anzac landing at Gallipoli in 1915.
      

      
      But in England it was just a typical April sunshine and showers nothing-much-happening Wednesday. And in Wigan it was probably
         wet.
      

      
      
      So I spent the morning of this inconsequential Wednesday ambling and bumbling around the house, opening doors and drawers
         in a happy pottering mood, finding bits of tent to pack and pieces of panniers to fill. I changed the sheets and towels and
         hoovered and washed the floors and cleaned the toilet and bath (can’t leave a ring of limescale when you’re off on your bike
         with the fairies). I also defrosted the freezer and cleared out the fridge. I like to leave a clean sparkling slate in my
         wake. And then, as time was marching onwards, I thought: I suppose I might as well go now.
      

      
      So I rang up all the members of my elaborate farewell committee – namely my mum and dad (the builder was too busy building)
         – and before you could say ‘don’t forget your flip-flops’ they had turned up in force on bikes. Val, my next-door-neighbour,
         surrogate mother, author of 36 books (it was she who launched me forth into my haphazard writing career), village stalwart,
         wildlife expert, daily gossip companion and remarkable long-sufferer of my bike-shed hammerings and through-the-wall honky-tonk
         piano-playing clatterings, augmented my extensive send-off party to the grand total of three.
      

      
      It was nearly four o’clock. A bit late in the day to embark upon a 10,000-odd mile odyssey but you’ve got to start somewhere
         at some time or else you’d get nowhere.
      

      
      Everyone (well, all three of them) seemed to be most amused by how much heavy clobber I had managed to attach to my bike.
         Was I not a well-worn worldly travelled transcontinental cyclist highly experienced in all things small and light and foldably
         packable? Well, I was getting a bit long in the tooth for all that now. I like my home comforts these days and if I’d had
         the room I would have taken my bed, log fire, hot water and kitchen sink as well.
      

      
      ‘Good thing you’re strong!’ said mum.

      
      That was before I tried to lift my bike off the ground. I couldn’t – not without a struggle and hearing several things ping
         in my back. But then, with a bike weighing some sixty or seventy kilos, who wants to go lifting it off the ground? And anyway,
         the purpose of a bike is to cycle it, not lift it.
      

      
      For some reason mum suddenly seemed more concerned not with weight but with whether I’d had a good night’s sleep prior to
         taking off into the unknown (even if the ‘unknown’ happened to be the very familiar A272). Funnily enough, I had, and I told her how I had dreamt about having elephants in the roof.
      

      
      ‘That wasn’t elephants,’ said dad. ‘That was Gary trying to climb back in!’

      
      With a heavenwards look I told him that Gary wouldn’t go through the roof when he had a key to the door. Then I said that
         I’d best be on my way. Big hugs all round. Turning my nose to the wind and face to the sky in weather-assessing mode, I said,
         ‘I’ll be lucky if I make it to the end of the lane before that big black cloud gets me.’
      

      
      And lucky I was, till the end of the lane, when that big black cloud did get me. Mad scramble into waterproofs. Road awash
         in seconds. Contemplated turning round and heading home to dry out. I was that close. But thought: I can’t back out before
         I’ve even begun. And anyway, I had said my goodbyes and second goodbyes are never as good as the first ones. So I squelched
         and dripped onwards waiting for a blue patch to shine on me. It never did though. It was always shining on someone else just
         over the hill.
      

      
      It felt strange to be cycling off up the road fully laden with all my touring kit knowing that I wouldn’t be sleeping at home
         tonight or tomorrow night or the night after that or who knows when. Because it didn’t feel like I was really going somewhere
         to cover an unknown (unplanned) distance over an unknown (unscheduled) amount of time. As I don’t have a car and because I
         cycle every day along the same road I was now riding, it just felt like I was going on my regular run, albeit a lot more slowly.
      

      
      The occasional local passed in their car, waving like they normally waved, probably not noticing that I was carrying half
         a ton more than usual as I seem to be unable to cycle anywhere for whatever reason without four bulging panniers slung from
         my steed.
      

      
      Eight miles down the road I stopped in Petersfield and dived into the doorway of Somerfield to shelter from another violent
         shower. A man clutching a brolly in one hand and a bag of Tate and Lyle granulated sugar in the other (‘All-purpose sugar
         for drinks and cereals’) took one look at me and said, ‘You from Sweden?’
      

      
      ‘No, Milland.’

      
      ‘Milan? Ah, buon giorno, signorina!’
      

      
      
      ‘No, not Milan. Milland. I’m not Italian, I’m a local!’
      

      
      Not a good start. It’s not that I mind being mistaken as a foreigner, but please, not outside my local Somerfield on Day 1.

      
      Locking up my bike, I then ran across the road to Woolworths because I needed to buy a mini Pritt Stick (I still haven’t grown
         out of the cutting and pasting process of making my cycle-diary notebook resemble some three-year-old’s smorgasbord of a scrapbook).
         As I was paying, the woman on the till said, ‘It’s not supposed to rain today. At least that’s what they said yesterday. But
         today it depends which weather forecast you listen to. This morning the TV said rain clearing, then dry all day, while the
         radio said dry, then rain moving in from the west. So I’ve brought my brolly just in case the radio’s right. Yesterday, coming
         down the High Street, I got caught in that sudden downpour. Soaked in seconds, I was. I had to sit here all day with a wet
         seat! I’ve got a spare pair of trousers with me today – to be on the safe side.’
      

      
      I went next door to Boots to buy a support for my knee in case it went wobbly like it has in the past. As I was waiting to
         pay for it, an elderly gent came to get his pictures developed. He was obviously a regular because the Boots woman greeted
         him by name.
      

      
      ‘Hello, Mr Cook. How are we today?’

      
      ‘Oh, not so bad.’

      
      ‘Been away again? Where is it this time?’

      
      ‘Somewhere very adventurous.’

      
      ‘Where’s that then?’

      
      ‘Tiverton, in Devon.’

      
      The Boots woman laughed. ‘That’s a bit tame for you isn’t it?’

      
      ‘We’ve booked Malta for May.’

      
      ‘Ah, your old stomping ground.’

      
      ‘Yes, we’ll need the sun by then.’

      
      Next stop was Owen’s Cycles in Lavant Street because, after completing the grand total of eight miles (only 9992 to go), I
         decided I needed a new chain even though the one I was using was new. So I changed from a horribly noisy clunky-changing 9-speed
         Shimano one to a super-smooth 8-speed Sachs. Before I left, Owen attempted to lift my bike to see what sort of silly weight
         I was carrying. It didn’t lift very high. He dropped it back down and emitted a colourful profanity.
      

      
      ‘That’s as heavy as a mobile home!’ he declared.

      
      ‘It is a mobile home!’ I said.

      
      
      Owen couldn’t understand me but then I couldn’t understand him. Despite our mutual love for bikes, we both do a very different
         sort of cycling. I tour, carry a ton of kit, cycle at a pottering pace, and have no end in sight. Owen races, on a bike you
         can lift with your little finger, at alarming lung-busting speeds and keeps to a tight, well-disciplined schedule. (He rode
         from Land’s End to John O’ Groats in seven days. I took five weeks. But then I did it on a bicycle-wheelchair, which felt
         a bit like riding a back-to-front trike with a wind-catching bath-tub stuck on the front.) Owen’s parting words of encouragement
         were that he thought my bike, loaded up high like an armchair on the back, looked easy to capsize.
      

      
      Furnished with a new Pritt Stick, knee support and chain, I was at last ready to get going properly.

   




      
      
      CHAPTER 3

      
      [image: image] It was 6 p.m. – about the time when I have usually cycled eighty miles, scaled several mountain passes, set up tent, washed
         my socks and feasted. Never mind, it was only the first day and it does take a while to get into the swing of things.
      

      
      With a storm cloud bearing down on my heels I galloped out of Petersfield at a lumbering pace and joined the car-laden A272
         to Winchester. Cycling west to Winchester might sound like a funny way to cycle south to Portsmouth but I was setting out
         on my coastal tour around the British Isles by first cycling to landlocked Oxford. No, I wasn’t lost (yet) – I wanted to visit
         a friend.
      

      
      Big, squally soak-you-in-seconds showers accompanied me all the way to Winchester, but thankfully the traffic didn’t, as I
         soon turned off the busy, narrow and winding 272 on to the quiet country lanes through Ramsdean and the Meons – villages situated
         deep in the midst of East Hampshire’s Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty. Entering West Meon, I noticed some weather-worn
         words painted on the side of an old wooden roadside barn:
      

      
      All Persons Found Begging in this Parish will be Apprehended.

      
      Such welcoming southern souls, I thought, as I carried on my way.

      
      More quiet lanes and more wild skies. As a chill damp darkness fell, I donned my woolly hat and strapped a Petzl miner’s light
         round my head. One last climb elevated me to Cheesefoot Head – a name that refers not to stale feet but to ches or cesil, meaning gravel or sand, and the foot of the hill – before I dropped off the end of the South Downs and found myself accidentally
         sucked on to the slip road to the M3.
      

      
      [image: image]

      
      I had come to Winchester to say hello to King Alfred (who was looking suitably statuesque but nonplussed with a traffic jam
         slowly circulating around his feet) and Queen Clare, a friend brought up in my village but who has spent the past decade living
         upside down in New Zealand. Clare was back on her feet in fair green and gridlocked England and staying with Bob and Sue,
         friends of her family.
      

      
      Bob and Sue were both out when I finally arrived at their back door, but Clare was there to welcome me with open arms and
         a fine-smelling concoction in the oven. It was now nine o’clock and Clare was amazed, if not a little alarmed, at how long
         it had taken me to cycle just over thirty miles (an impressively slow five hours). Although I had rung Clare from home just
         as I was setting out to say I was on my way, she had expected to see me about an hour later at 5 o’clock, despite the fact
         that the drive from Milland to Winchester takes a good forty-five minutes. At six o’clock I had rung Clare from Petersfield
         station alerting her to my ponderous eight-miles-in-two-hours progress and telling her not to expect me for a while. She still
         seemed to think that I was cycling a car (or driving a bike) and that, if I put my foot down, I could make it to Winchester
         by six-thirty. But no: on a bicycle, time-travel lapses into a back-pedalling pace and although you know you’re probably going
         to get to where you want to be, you never really know quite when that will happen because it all depends … depends on your
         legs and the hills and the wind and the weather and the things you find and the people you meet by the wayside. But however
         long it had taken me to get to Winchester and however long Clare had thought it would take me, we both seemed to find it immensely
         funny and worked out that if I kept up such an appalling rate of progress it would take me about five years to cycle around
         the British Isles.
      

      
      At about 10 p.m. Bob and Sue returned from an archaeological talk and we all sat in the kitchen, dining and quaffing in merry
         mood. I took to them straight away as they were just the sort of people that you feel you’ve known for years. Despite having
         invaded their home with a mountain of dripping panniers and an insatiable appetite, there was no standing on ceremony and
         we all felt wholly at ease insulting each other from the start – which is always a healthy sign. Although their intellect was way
         above my head they were both warm-hearted, humorous and down-to-earth.
      

      
      Then I met the cats, a tortoiseshell and a black-and-white fur-ball, who were weathering their advanced years well. Bob said
         that Susie tended to waltz like Marilyn Monroe while Billy, flopping himself across doorways, acted as a very effective draught
         excluder.
      

      
      As Bob was holding a handwriting class in his home the following morning (along with having been a naval officer, journalist,
         private pilot and yachtsman, he was also a master of calligraphy) I helped set out rows of chairs in their living-room. His
         audience would be mostly elderly folk.
      

      
      ‘The trouble with that,’ said Sue, ‘is that old people tend to break the chairs because they sway and wobble about in them
         – they can’t sit still. The same thing used to happen at my mother’s bridge parties!’
      

      
      I had always thought the opposite – that it was old people who could sit still because they were either drilled to attentiveness
         or else fell asleep, while it was fidgety, easily bored youngsters who were bad news for chairs. I remember at school how
         much more fun it was than paying attention to the blackboard to rock around on your chair trying to balance on the back two
         legs or pirouette on one before inevitably ending up sprawled in a fit of convulsive laughter beneath the desk behind you.
         Perhaps that’s why I left school as soon as possible at sixteen to cycle to Africa – sitting on saddles was more my style
         than sitting on seats.
      

      
      Nearing midnight I retired to my quarters, a small room at the front of the house known as The Pits (the larger spare room
         was called The Ritz). On a shelf I noticed a book written by Bob – ‘a sort of autobiography’, as he called it – that he had
         self-published and written for his family and friends. Before long I was learning how he had arrived in this world in 1934
         in a nursing home near Wandsworth. It had been a bit of a rush job, by all accounts, and his father had had to go home on
         the bus in his pyjamas. Later, as a small boy in his parents’ home, part of which was sub-let to another couple, he recalled
         how a heated argument with the tenants broke out over rent, which resulted in his mother locking them out. Bob remembered
         coming down to breakfast one morning and seeing an axe coming through the door as the husband chopped his way back into the
         flat.
      

      
      
      Further on in the book he mentioned how he once ate a bunch of daffodils, washed down with Worcester sauce (it’s probably
         best not to know why). More soberly, he also described one of his firsthand experiences of the war: the sound of two aircraft
         colliding in the sky above his school. Both were British, most likely from the nearby RNAS Yeovilton. He ran to the edge of
         the playing field to see some wreckage and found the bloody jawbone of one of the pilots lying near a hedge.
      

      [image: image]

      
      The morning dawned beautifully bright and breezy. Clare, mindful of the fact that I exhibited a partiality for porridge, produced
         an almighty vat of the stuff to which she had, on my sous-chef promptings, added apples, pears, bananas, raisins, prunes, dried apricots, yoghurt and honey. It was just the sort of
         bastardised gloop that I love. Even Clare ate some and declared it tasty. When Bob came down, he looked shocked at both the
         contents and size of vessel from which I was breakfasting.
      

      
      ‘We tend to use that bowl for bathing, not eating!’ he said. I told him he was a fine one to make mock of my dining foibles
         and reminded him of his daffodil-eating past.
      

      
      Outside, I packed a pile of panniers. With its bags all attached and tent poles and sleeping mats bungeed high on its rear,
         Clare said my bike was so heavy it felt as if I was carrying a dead cow. (Incidentally, there were plenty of these around
         as foot-and-mouth disease was rampant throughout the country.)
      

      
      It was now mid-morning and although I would have liked to have stayed a little longer to rock around on a few chairs in the
         handwriting class (especially as Bob and Sue had got Fred Fingers on the fiddle coming to warm up the elderly audience), I
         felt the Ridgeway calling even if it did look as if it was about to rain.
      

      
      Bob, endeavouring to direct me out of Winchester, told me a tale about how he was once getting directions from a man he knew
         to a place he didn’t. After directing him up this road and round that roundabout, the man said, ‘… then turn right at the
         rabbit’, as supposedly there was always a particular rabbit grazing on that particular corner. I said, please don’t give me
         those sort of directions because if I kept turning right with the amount of rabbits I see grazing on corners I’d be going
         round in circles and never get anywhere. Which is precisely where I was getting now. Nowhere.
      

      
      So, in a grand fanfare of waving limbs, I was off. To the bank. I wanted to exchange ten £1 coins for a ten-pound note. The
         extra clunky weight of my wallet had preyed on my mind the day before, when cycling to Winchester. I know that swapping a
         few ounces of metal for a banknote was a negligible measure on the grand scale of my weighty cargo, but it made me feel a
         bit better.
      

      
      Hovering in Natwest, I watched two old women in headscarves rooting around in their handbags for things they couldn’t find.

      
      ‘I could have sworn I put my cheque book in,’ said one head-scarfed head in strident country tones.

      
      ‘Oh, I know, I know,’ lamented the other, preoccupied in her own searching. ‘Would you believe it, I seem to have left the
         letter I need at home!’
      

      
      ‘The trouble is,’ said Headscarf One in a mildly irritated state, ‘everything in my bag is back-to-front.’

      
      Drawn to this verbal exchange in a loitering sort of way, my curiosity had been sufficiently aroused to want to know just
         exactly why Headscarf One’s handbag was in such a scene of disarray, because she didn’t look the type to be in possession
         of a chaotic handbag. Her make-up, twinset and pearls were immaculate. Hoping Headscarf Two would indirectly enlighten me
         by enquiring of Headscarf One how it was that such a disorderly scene had manifested itself in her bag in the first place,
         I took pains to lend an ear in their direction for that little bit longer.
      

      
      Instead, evidently wrapped up with her own handbag excavations, Headscarf Two replied in a faintly disinterested tone, ‘Sickening,
         isn’t it?’
      

      
      I have to admit that ‘sickening’ isn’t a word that would spring to my mind to describe the chaotic contents of one’s handbag
         – or in my case, handlebar-bag. It’s more apt a word for a distasteful act, maybe, or for a child coming down with chickenpox.
         As I felt I could linger no longer without arousing the suspicions of the probing eyes of the security cameras, I left the
         bank a little lighter in pocket but wholly unresolved in meddling mind.
      

      
      All handbag conundrums were soon forgotten on paying a visit to Winchester Cathedral – the second longest cathedral in Europe.
         This medieval edifice, which took 300 years to complete and dominates England’s first capital city, never fails to impress.
         There are lots of Norman and Perpendicular style bits, but it was the Gothic 556-foot procession of soaring arches, ribbed
         vaulting and graceful stained-glass windows that impressed me. Everything was just so big and so intricate and you wondered
         how on earth anyone in 1079 had started to build such an almighty construction without all the vast machinery and computerised
         wizardry (not to mention DIY stores) of today. Formidable craftsmanship and size aside, the cathedral was something of a Hall
         of Fame, seeing as there were a lot of famous dead people wrapped up in the place with coffers containing the bones of the
         likes of Saxon and Norman and Danish kings such as King Rufus (killed while hunting in the New Forest in 1100) and Canute
         the not-so-tide-defying Great.
      

      
      Rufus’s dad, William the Conqueror, had something to do with the cathedral as well but by this stage I was suffering from
         a slight dose of king-and-queen overkill so didn’t linger to find out just what that something was. Also I felt the time had
         come to hit the long winding road to Oxford.
      

      
      I walked out of the cathedral past the simple tomb of Jane Austen and back to my bike, whereupon it started to rain. So I
         went back inside again. Oxford would just have to wait a little longer.
      

      
      It was still raining when I sprinted across The Close, the spacious lawns and grounds in which the cathedral stands, to peer
         at Pilgrims Hall, where pilgrims used to rest on their journey to Canterbury in the Middle Ages. Over the road lay Winchester
         College (the oldest public school in the country, founded in 1382) but on this, the cathedral side, stood the college’s chapel.
         Beside the chapel I found a detached building known as ‘School’, where, inside, the wall bore a faintly saucy-sounding Latin
         inscription that I translated as ‘Learn, leave or be licked’.
      

      
      Suddenly the sun burst out from behind a heavy wall of wet cloud and I raced back to my bike. As I wheeled it on a footpath
         through The Close, a man in a suit walking past asked, ‘How far you going?’
      

      
      To say I was cycling around the coast of the British Isles while standing in the non-seaside town of Winchester sounded a
         bit silly (it also sounded, to my already-tired legs, a bit far), so I said, ‘To Oxford.’
      

      
      The man eyed-up my bulging panniers and towers of bags strapped to the rear. I could see him thinking: that’s a hell of a lot of clobber for a day’s ride!
      

      
      ‘That’s a hell of a lot of clobber for a day’s ride!’ he said.

      
      ‘Well, I might go a bit further if the fancy takes me.’

      
      He then said he used to do quite a bit of touring himself, Endto-End, that sort of thing, before adding, ‘I did some riding
         in Belgium too, but my tyres kept getting stuck down the gaps in the cobbles. I should have used wider ones!’
      

      
      Chatting to me for a bit longer he discovered that I spent a hefty proportion of my life cycling around from place to place.

      
      ‘I’m envious,’ he said, ‘I’d love to be free like that again but … well, I’m stuck with a young family now.’

      [image: image]

      
      I had about fifteen minutes of lovely back-warming sunshine before another downpour caught me in Headbourne Worthy, one of
         four River Itchen-side villages north of Winchester that are called ‘Worthy’ (Worthy, in this part of the country, usually
         means a small curtilage or court, enclosed together with the house). I pulled on my brakes in the entrance to a garage, hastily
         propped my bike against the wall and clambered into my rain gear. By the time I had stuck down Velcro sleeves, zipped up zips
         and tugged on my waterproof trousers (making sure the bottoms were secured tight round my ankles so as not to catch in the
         teeth of my chainrings) the rain had stopped and the sun had come out. So I undressed again.
      

      
      I know that having spent so many years on my bike, I should by now be able to gauge the workings of my internal core temperature
         in conjunction with certain all-weather garments to a fine degree, but I can’t. I’m always stopping at the side of the road
         to add or remove a layer or layers – a very annoying pastime for anyone with whom I happen to be cycling, which perhaps is
         one of the reasons I spend most of the time cycling alone.
      

      
      Anyway, I had noticed that during my whole little roadside clothes-changing rigmarole, I had been observed by a woman behind
         a window of the garage who looked rather concerned for my mental welfare. As I pulled away wearing exactly the same combination
         of clothing in which I had stopped, I gave the woman a little don’t-worry-I’m-fine-really-I-just-can’t-get-my-temperature-right
         sort of wave. Gamely she returned my wave and I cycled away, quite amused at how stupid I must have looked.
      

      
      But I didn’t get very far before I stopped again, this time because of a village store where I decided to buy a drink. As
         I was paying, another shower unleashed its load outside. The shopkeeper appeared amazed that it was raining.
      

      
      ‘Is that rain I hear?’ she said.

      
      ‘It is indeed,’ I confirmed.

      
      ‘How surprising!’ she replied.

      
      ‘Is it?’ I said, unsure whether or not she was being ironic. ‘But it’s rained practically every day for six months.’

      
      October had had the highest rainfall since 1903, and the autumn had been the wettest since records began. It had been very
         damp ever since and everywhere there were sandbags and floods and empty houses afloat in moats.
      

      
      ‘I try not to look out of the window,’ said the woman, ‘because the weather never seems to be what I want it to be.’

      
      I fought my way through King’s Worthy into the wind and the rain, passing a house called ‘Windy Nook’. Arriving in the hamlet
         of Stoke Charity, I stopped at the small crossroads to sit on a bench on a green grassy island beneath a fingerpost that pointed
         to Sutton Scotney (which lies just south of Egypt) and Micheldever (which sits on the River Dever – pronounced ‘deever’ –
         although the village is confusingly ‘mich-el-devver’ and, to confuse matters further, some people say ‘mitch-el-devver’ or
         ‘michael-devver’). Although the wind was cold, the sun had popped out and I wondered if I had time to eat an apple and two
         bananas before the next downpour. With the vagaries of the British weather being what they are, life outside is always a race
         against time.
      

      
      Everything was very quiet. I watched a man pottering in a garden in front of an old thatched cottage, its white walls now
         dazzling in the sharp sunshine against a dramatic backdrop of threatening black rain clouds. Surprisingly few cars passed
         by, but the drivers of those that did stared at me as though amazed to see a cyclist semi-reclined on a bench enjoying a banana
         in the chill breezy sunshine. What’s wrong with these people – don’t they know how to live?
      

      
      I was halfway through my second banana when an elderly woman came walking along the side of the road. I smiled at her. She
         smiled at me. Then, keeping to the true British tradition of talking about the weather, I said, ‘I’m just making the most of a nice bit of sun!’
      

      
      ‘Good idea!’ said the woman, ‘I’m doing the same. I thought I must get out now while the sun is shining because it doesn’t
         look like it will last.’
      

      
      We managed a few more minutes of standard format weather chat before the woman said, ‘Going far?’

      
      Despite having covered only a mere pinprick of my intended route, I felt in buoyant spirit and wholly positive of all that
         lay before me. So I told her about my coastal ride. She appeared suitably impressed.
      

      
      ‘How long is it going to take you?’ she asked.

      
      ‘I don’t really know,’ I said. ‘Maybe about a year.’

      
      ‘A year? My goodness! Is this something you’re doing in stages during the school holidays?’

      
      School holidays? I thought, a tad perplexed. I hadn’t said anything about being a schoolteacher. Then I realized she thought
         I looked young enough to be still at school.
      

      
      ‘No,’ I said, ‘I left school a while ago.’ (The year of the Falklands War, to be precise.)

      
      ‘Oh, so you’re on your gap year then?’

      
      Gap year? Gap life more like!

      
      ‘No, I’m nowhere near a gap year. I’m five years off forty!’

      
      The woman looked at me disbelievingly. I suspected she thought I was nothing more than an impudent youth just having her on.
         Short of showing her my passport as proof of my advancing years, I felt there was probably not a lot I could do to convince
         her that I was indeed a mere twenty-five years away from my bus pass, so I muttered something about ‘suppose I’d best be on
         my way before the rain comes’ and took off up the road for the Popham Beacons.
      

      
      On the way I passed through the problematical Micheldever and its lovely group of black-and-white cottages before, two miles
         further north, I came upon Micheldever station – all very Victorian-looking with columns and drainpipes and capacious canopies.
         It seemed like an inconveniently long way from the actual village of Micheldever but this was because landowners in the first
         half of the nineteenth century often thought trains scary or vulgar and didn’t want them racketting-clacketting close by,
         so stations were frequently built at a safe distance. To confuse matters further, Micheldever station was called Andover station until 1856, having been built halfway between Winchester and Basingstoke.
      

      
      Amazingly I managed to cycle about seven miles before feeling hungry again, then I stopped at Overton to replenish energy
         supplies at St Mary’s church. As an angry black cloud raced towards me, I sat speed-eating on a bench in the biting wind before
         numb extremities and rain forced me to take cover inside the church.
      

      
      Near the door I browsed through a copy of The Test, the parish magazine of Overton and nearby Laverstock, its title referring to the River Test, which flows southwards from
         its source at Overton into Southampton Water. I used to cook for an elderly woman who, during ‘the season’, would frequently
         go fishing on the Test to cast dry flies on the world-renowned river to lure the wily brown trout. Not being a hooks-and-slippery-fish
         person, it was only later that I discovered the surprising amount of money needed to cast your fly on the Test – between £150
         and £200 per day for one rod, and £5000 or more for each of six ‘rotating rods’ on one ‘beat’ in the river for one season.
         Myself, I’d rather have a score of shiny bicycles.
      

      
      As the rain drummed down upon St Mary’s roof, the parish magazine kept me amused with scintillating facets of village life
         such as how Tulip the Donkey had led the annual procession around the village on Palm Sunday and how a recipe for flapjacks
         started off the ‘Method’ with the instruction to:
      

      
      Control the children
Locate accident book
Wash hands

      
      All very sensible advice: you don’t want a child with muddy hands drowning in a pot of golden syrup over a hot flame. Not
         unless they are being very annoying.
      

      
      Then there was:

      
      THOUGHT FOR THE MONTH

      
      To be perfect is to have changed often.

      (Cardinal Newman, 1801–1890)

      
      This made me feel pretty good because I had already changed in and out of my rain gear at least ten times that morning.

      
      
      In contrast to the Cardinal’s words of wisdom, there was a ‘Laughline’:

      
      
         PASSENGER: ‘I’d like a return ticket, please.’
         

         MAN AT TICKET OFFICE: ‘Where to?’
         

         PASSENGER: ‘Here of course!’
         

      

      
      Which, after momentarily confusing me for a minute, I’m sorry to say I found really quite amusing.

      
      On a nature front, I found in ‘Countryside Jottings’ how a local resident who gave her name only as Robina (obviously a notable
         and familiar figure in the Overton circles) posed the question: ‘Have you ever wondered what goes on in your house when you’re
         out at work each day?’
      

      
      Well, no, I hadn’t. But come to think of it, maybe at this very minute there were some good-for-nothing neighbourhood moggies
         dragging decapitated vermin through the cat-flap to be deposited unceremoniously in a gory heap on the bathroom carpet. Or
         maybe there was a parish whist-drive or Tupperware party in full swing, or even a ne’er-do-well spiking one’s pot of Earl
         Grey tea. There again, heaven forbid, there could well be a wife-swapping orgy taking place in the back room.
      

      
      Perhaps my imagination was running away with itself, because here’s what was happening in Robina’s house:

      
      
         I’ve been at home recently, well, though fairly incapacitated so observation has become a far more prominent pastime than
            is usually possible with today’s hectic lifestyle.
         

         One or two days have had sunny spells and the warmth brought ladybirds creeping from their snug hibernation spots in the window
            frames to bask on the inside panes. By the time I would normally have returned from work there was no sign of them, tucked
            back in their snug nests away from the now cold glass.
         

      

      
      Robina went on to disclose that she also happened upon woodlice ‘scurrying across the carpet’.

      
      If that is all you’ve had running amok on your floors Robina, I thought, then you should count yourself lucky. In the short
         few years I’ve been a first-foot-on-the-ladder homeowner, I’ve had a mad-house profusion of nesting bees, wasps, hornets, mice, death-watch beetles, tarantulas (oh, all right then, huge galloping hairy spiders), a ghost in heavy boots and a wayward workman. My neighbour, Val, suspects that the last two are
         one and the same, but I know better because I’ve felt both.
      

      
      Robina’s ‘Countryside Jottings’ ended in a grand finale: ‘Did you know,’ she asked tantalisingly, ‘that woodlice are also
         known as pill bugs not because they roll up but because in earlier times quack doctors used them as pills to treat gullible
         patients!’ Did they really swallow that? I wondered.
      

      
      As the rain petered out I flicked through the last of The Test and read how Fred and Joy Ralph had just celebrated their golden wedding. They had married in this very church in 1951. When
         she was young, Joy had been ill with polio for a long time and at their wedding the organist, Mrs Titmous, had played ‘I’ll
         walk beside you’ because ‘Fred had always been at Joy’s side’.
      

      
      ‘We wish them many more happy years together,’ bid the beneficent Test before exclaiming, ‘Well done, Fred and Joy!’
      

      
      Hear, hear, I agreed, and ate another banana in commemoration of their long and happy marriage.

   




      
      
      CHAPTER 4

      
      [image: image] On a hill over Overton, a car stopped in front of me in the entrance to a field. A man got out and opened the boot to his
         Peugeot estate to reveal a lot of boxed cages. From a distance I thought at first that they were full of dogs, but as I approached
         I saw they were full of birds. Homing pigeons. There were dozens of them, and cage by cage the man released the birds into
         the lowering sky.
      

      
      I stopped to watch, momentarily mesmerised by the sight of the sudden freedom of the flock as they soared away with the wind.

      
      ‘Do you always release them from up on this hill?’ I asked.

      
      ‘No, but if I don’t let them out here they’ll get caught in the rain in Reading.’

      
      I never knew there were such things as fair-weather pigeons.

      
      ‘Will they all come back to you?’

      
      ‘I hope so!’ said the man.

      
      As I rode away towards Caesar’s Belt on the Roman Road of the Portway (I was just a buckle south of his Belt at this point),
         I thought about the pigeons that a group of Japanese psychologists had, for some unfathomable reason, taught to distinguish
         between a Picasso and a Monet, although subsequently I had read in the Independent that the birds were unable to tell their Cézanne from their Renoir. What is the point anyway of teaching pigeons anything,
         apart from not to crap on Nelson? Why not simply set them all free? They look so much lovelier that way.
      

      
      In between Ladle Hill and Watership Down, atop the Hampshire Downs, I stopped in the jacket-flapping wind to take in the view.
         I could see for miles – 360 degrees of glorious rain-soaked and sun-gleaming shades of countryside stretching across the North
         Wessex Downs in the four ‘shire’ counties of Hampshire, Wiltshire, Berkshire and distant Oxfordshire. This small, overpopulated
         land may be turning more motorised and urbanised by the minute, but luckily it still has its wonderful patches of beauty to
         enjoy.
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      My train of view-admiring thought was interrupted by two fluorescent jacketed cyclists on lightweight speed machines. One
         was a beat-around-no-bushes Yorkshireman in a Barnsley Road Club cap, the other a jocular and lilting-toned Geordie from Tyneside
         called Tom. Although they had both lived down south for forty years, they had retained their alluring regional dialects.
      

      
      ‘There’s no fear we’d ever pick up a Reading accent!’ said Mr Barnsley very certainly. Pointing into the distance he said,
         ‘See that – over there. That’s where the Queen’s racehorses are trained, that is.’
      

      
      I looked along the line of his outstretched arm and saw a sort of splodge in the landscape. It could have been anything really,
         but it was the location of regal racehorses because Mr Barnsley had said so and if he had said so, then he meant so, because
         Yorkshiremen give it to you straight. ‘Come in, make yourself at home – and I wish you were!’ is what a Yorkshireman might
         say to an unexpected and unwanted visitor at the door. And that’s why I like them, because there’s no affected namby-pamby
         politeness. If you know a shovel’s a shovel, then you know where you stand with a spade.
      

      
      ‘Where you headin’ for tonight?’ asked Tom.

      
      ‘I don’t know. I’ll just see where I get to.’

      
      ‘Don’t you have anywhere booked?’

      
      ‘No, but it’s all right. I’ve got my tent.’

      
      ‘I should hope you have among all that load. You’ve probably got the kitchen sink in there too.’

      
      ‘I have ’n’ all – it doubles up as my porridge pan.’

      
      Mr Barnsley said, ‘There’s a good hostel up at Streatley, in’t there Tom?’

      
      ‘Aye,’ said Tom, ‘it’s up near the Ridgeway.’

      
      I looked on my map for Streatley and saw the red triangle symbolising a hostel.

      
      ‘I see it,’ I said. ‘Maybe I’ll head there for tonight.’

      
      ‘I would,’ said Tom, ‘it’s a bit cold and wet for camping, if you ask me.’

      
      Never mind cold for camping, it was cold now, standing on top of the hill in the fresh squally wind that sent the clouds scudding
         across the sky like an old speeded-up film.
      

      
      ‘Well, thank you for stopping,’ I said. ‘You’ve been very useful!’

      
      ‘Take care, pet!’ were the last words I heard as I watched the two fluorescent tops plummeting down the hill to Kingsclere.

      
      In the end I did spend the night in the hostel at Streatley, which lies right at the start (or end) of the Ridgeway. If I
         had been a cattle-herder in pre-Roman times, this grassy trackway would have been my M4. It crests the downs for forty panorama-packed
         miles between Avebury and Streatley, with the barrow at Wayland’s Smithy an enigmatic highlight.
      

      
      As the weather was not particularly conducive to hiking or biking, the hostel was lovely and empty and I had a whole bunkroom
         to myself. A huge window looked out towards the nearby Thames that flowed through Goring. As I didn’t have to consider the
         heating requirements of fellow bunk mates, I could fling open all windows as wide as I liked without fear of remonstrations
         and accusations of being a fresh-air fiend (I do like to sleep with a Force 10 gale howling across my head).
      

      
      Although I had stayed in plenty of international hostels, it had been years since I last slept in one in my homeland. As I
         lay on my bunk in the dark, grim memories of the hostels of my early teenage cycling years came flooding back: sharing sickly hospital-green
         dormitories with twenty bearded-weirdos; sleepless nights sweating on a crackling plastic undersheet breathing in air that
         smelt like a fetid cave, thanks to an excess of swirling human gases and beds festooned with wet socks and dripping cagoules;
         forbidding dictatorial wardens, who forced you to scrub out rows of communal toilets, barked out stern instructions on how
         to fold your blanket ‘whip-end to whip-end’ (whatever that meant) instead of, woe betide you, lengthways.
      

      
      Sleeping in dorms with packs of strangers has never been my idea of fun and I have only tended to take refuge in a hostel
         as a last resort: stranded in an urban area, say, with nowhere to camp, or in desperate need of a place to shelter from a
         storm or to wash my body and clothes or to mend or dry my tent. Camping is more my scene – sleep where you want, when you
         want.
      

      
      But Streatley was lovely. As well as my room, I had the toilets and showers and kitchen to myself. And no one asked me to
         scrub or clear out anything – such a welcome unauthoritarian air that automatically made you want to leave everything clean
         and tidy as a token of thanks.
      

      
      The brick and flint houses of Goring and Streatley stare at each other over a river crossing that has been in use for at least
         5000 years. The ancient Ridgeway and Icknield Way track crossed the Thames at the spot where today’s bridge spans the river.
         North of Goring I passed lots of hazard signs warning road users to be wary of toads crossing at night, while in turn I was
         passed by far too many stampeding four-wheel-drives, Mercedes, BMWs, Jags and red ‘AGA’ vans flattening me against hedges
         – most of whom wouldn’t have given a monkey’s whether their tyres squashed a toad (let alone a cyclist) or not.
      

      
      Riding through the village of Berrick Salome I noticed a blackboard sign outside the Chequers Inn which declared:

      
      MARQUEE FOR SALE –
SEE HER INDOORS

      
      As it happened I saw Him Indoors, not because I wanted to see Her Indoors and Her Marquee (after all, I had a tent), but because
         I asked if I could borrow their toilet.
      

      
      
      ‘Only if you bring it back!’ said Him Indoors. I made a mental note to rephrase any future toilet requests.

      
      And then, before I knew it, I was being pulled into the outskirts of Oxford along the horribly fast Cowley Road past endless
         garages and car showrooms and discount motor centres. Cowley is where the huge British Motor Corporation works were established
         – a gigantic complex which ironically evolved from a cycle shop opened by William Morris, who later became Lord Nuffield.
      

      
      At last I surfaced in the centre of Oxford, which proved big and busy and full of buses (urgh!) and bikes (aahh!). Being a
         country girl at heart, cities have never really been my favourite places in which to linger. In fact, the most enjoyable thing
         I find about being in a city is cycling through all the traffic. It’s not half fun! I don’t like breathing in lungfuls of
         exhaust, mind you, but I love the excitement of travelling faster than cars and nipping through gaps and getting to where
         I want to be without a jam or bottleneck or care in the world. Speak to anyone who doesn’t ride a bike and they will tell
         you that to cycle in a city is so dangerous. But this is a motorist’s myth. As long as you’re cocksure (but not cocky), or at least pretend to be, and look
         the drivers in the eye (‘You can see me, can’t you?’) then all will be well. Shooting through a momentary gap between a wall
         of Routemasters or Toyota Land Cruiser Amazons works wonders for the adrenal gland and helps to keep our cities that little
         bit cleaner and quieter to boot.
      

      
      Sometimes I meet people who say, ‘You’re just a bloody nuisance, you cyclists. You should keep out of our way!’ This is odd
         because if I was to say: ‘Oh, I’m terribly sorry – I shall amend my ways to your liking forthwith and sell my fleet of bikes
         and buy a car instead,’ then, by driving around in a large lump of space-wasting metal on the already congested roads (the
         most congested in Europe), I really would be in their way.
      

      
      I would also be a far greater hazard in that I could crash into their car and kill them and would only add to the several
         thousand killed (not to mention tens of thousands injured) on Britain’s roads each year. So, in comparison, I don’t really
         think riding two innocuous whirling wheels at the side of the road is being that much of a nuisance. But being seen as a nuisance
         and a smug, self-righteous sod is something I have to endure because as well as being a smug, self-righteous sod (but a nice
         one!) I am also in a minority.
      

      
      
      And so, with all senses on full alert to car doors flinging open suddenly in my path and all manner of vehicles doing the
         erratic and haphazard things that vehicles tend to do, I negotiated the busy streets and junctions of Oxford.
      

   




      
      
      CHAPTER 5

      
      [image: image] Before long, I arrived at Hilary’s house – the reason why I had begun my coastal journey by cycling inland to this famous
         learned city of pinnacled towers and honeystone walls and cloistered college lawns.
      

      
      I had first met Hils in 1991. It was April and I was on the point of leaving to cycle across Canada to Alaska when I suddenly
         felt like sending a publisher an idea for a book. Heaven knows what gave wind to such a grandiose idea – after all, I was
         a chef, not a writer. Maybe I thought I vaguely qualified because I was a reader, and from as early an age as I can remember,
         I have pondered over atlases and read books about travel and explorers and distant expeditions.
      

      
      So, with a plane ticket to Nova Scotia in my pocket and with panniers semi-packed, I decided on the spur of the moment to
         give it a whirl. Holding out precious little hope, I sent off a synopsis for a breezy and blowy book about cycling. It landed
         on Hilary’s desk, she took a fancy to it and that was that; she became my editor and good friend. I have, not unreasonably,
         liked her ever since.
      

      
      There was another reason for visiting Hils: to say hello to her freshly born babe, Isabelle – my Godchild No. 5. And very
         lovely and tiny and baby-like she was too. Hils was happy but exhausted. She said I might have to finish off her sentences
         for her. So I did.
      

      
      Something else I finished off for her was a Lebanese takeaway (it’s upmarket stuff here in Oxford) – she was too tired to
         eat. Then John, Hils’s husband, came home from work. I was in luck because he too was too tired to eat all of his takeaway.
         So I finished off his as well. I was rather hoping that a few more exhausted parents with babies and takeaways in tow would come to stay because, not uncharacteristically, I was still hungry.
      

      
      As I cycled through the city the next morning I saw babies everywhere. Practically every other person I saw was wheeling an
         offspring in front of them on the pavement. But not in a conventional pushchair. Such buggies had been usurped by style-conscious
         and expensive all-terrain three-wheelers with their super-gleaming spoked wheels, smooth-rolling bearings, large-looped and
         strong-grip circular handles, all-weather hoods and off-road tyres. All very handy if you live deep in the craggy Outback,
         where you might need to jump a few gaping canyons or navigate an alligator-infested swamp to get anywhere. But in a city,
         with nothing more challenging than a four-inch kerb or discarded Coke can to negotiate, they appear just a little too much
         like their equally image-conscious four-wheel-drive cousins that so unnecessarily cruise the city streets. Then I remembered
         that only a month ago I had read in the paper how the sales of Maclaren baby buggies – the standard lightweight fold-away
         kind on which you could conveniently hook bag after bag of shopping – had plummeted and the company, which made the first
         front-facing pushchair, had called in the receivers. And I thought: what a shame.
      

      
      The name Oxford means just that: the ford for oxen. So I escaped the city via Folly Bridge because I wanted to see roughly
         where it is thought the ford once crossed the Thames. All I could see was murky water diverting past a small island and some
         boys on the towing path throwing stones at a tin can floating down river past the cricket ground.
      

      
      Travelling south I kept as close as I could to the Thames through Radley (site of famous boys’ college where that very comical
         man, Peter Cook, and that very poetical man, Andrew Motion, went to school) and on to the nearby market town of Abingdon,
         which, before being embraced by Oxfordshire, was part of Berkshire. I’m not quite sure how all this exchanging of county boundaries
         happens (Rutland and Leicestershire, and Dorset and Hampshire, have been playing similar games) – maybe it’s just the ‘shire’-switching
         equivalent of wife-swapping: all a bit undercover but good fun to keep you on your toes nevertheless. Whatever the reason,
         Abingdon, which was the county town of Berkshire until 1867 when the town lost its title to Reading, is now in the Oxfordshire district of the Vale of White Horse.
      

      
      Anyway, it was up at Abingdon Abbey where Henry VIII brought his court for a long stay to avoid the plague in London. It’s
         amazing how anyone managed to avoid the disease in those days. The principal carrier is the rat flea, which transmits the
         disease after biting an infected host. And I would have thought there were plenty of rats with fleas that were as at home
         in sixteenth century Abingdon as there were in London. But at least the outbreak of plague during Henry VIII’s reign was nowhere
         near as bad as the Black Death that arrived in England in 1348. Originating in the Far East, it had eventually entered by
         way of ‘a port called Melcombe in Dorsetshire’. Its symptoms were most unpleasant and Boccaccio, writing of the plague in
         Florence in the fourteenth century, observed that it struck with such speed that victims often ‘ate lunch with their friends
         and dinner with their ancestors in paradise’. It killed an estimated 25 million Europeans between 1347 and 1352, reducing
         the population of Europe by a third. During the two years it spread throughout the British Isles, it’s thought to have killed
         up to fifty per cent of the population.
      

      
      There were a number of imaginative and wishful ‘cures’, like plucking feathers off the tail of a pigeon; or placing a mastiff
         puppy on the patient’s breast for two to three hours before serving a drink of dill, penny-royal, fennel and aniseed water.
         A favourite was to lay a live frog with its belly beside the plague sore: if the patient was to escape, the frog would burst
         and then another live frog was laid upon the sore and so on, until the frogs no longer burst.
      

      [image: image]

      
      Fortunately for Abingdon, the Benedictine Abbey had escaped the Tudor demolition crews when Henry VIII dissolved the monasteries.
         I was cycling towards the Abbey, with the uncharacteristic intention of giving my head a bit of heavy historical detail, when
         I noticed a wodge of grubby cloud bearing down on me fast, so I bid a hasty retreat south to Didcot.
      

      
      The rain caught up with me as I skirted the smoking and hulking bulk of Didcot’s monstrously impressive power station. The
         fact that the rain had caught me at all struck me as most unjust. Not because I got wet, again, but because for twenty miles I had been fighting into the teeth of a headwind all the way from
         Abingdon. My unmeteorological mind told me that as I was riding into a southerly-blowing gale then the clouds should be rushing
         northwards. Instead the opposite was true and everything was converging against me – another example of that strange cyclist’s
         weather phenomenon whereby things aren’t as you expect, but if they are then they’re probably not.
      

      
      There are some uninspiring towns in England in which I have had the misfortune to cycle that appear to consist entirely of
         roundabouts – Reading and Basingstoke are two that immediately spring to mind. Now I could add Didcot to my list. I went spinning
         dizzily round and round and round so many roundabouts that at the Tesco roundabout I pulled over to get a grip on my wavering
         equilibrium.
      

      
      As I stood outside the neon-lit store waiting for my world to stabilise, a man rode up on his ‘Coyote Extreme’ mountain bike
         (‘V-Bar design’). He glanced at me, saw what I was riding and said, ‘Ah ha! A Roberts, eh? They’re nice bikes. I know Chas.
         I met him once in a café in London in my courier days. He’s a good bloke.’
      

      
      Chas was my frame builder.

      
      ‘How long ago was that?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Blimey! Must have been at least fifteen years ago. I only got back into cycling again recently. I’m into jumping and cross-country.
         But I’m getting married at the end of the year, so I’ll have to give up being a big kid.’
      

      
      ‘Will you?’ I said. ‘Can you not be a big kid and be married simultaneously?’

      
      ‘No way,’ he said. ‘My other half wouldn’t have it!’

      
      I’m glad I’m not marrying her, I thought, as I cycled away.

      [image: image]

      
      April’s showers became full-blown monsoon rain and gales, resulting in up-to-my-hubs flooded roads. Back on the Thames in
         the literary country of Pangbourne (where Kenneth Grahame, the author of The Wind in the Willows, lived for the last eight years of his life), I gave up all attempts at trying to camp – the land was either too far under
         water or too private. Everywhere there were big flashy cars, big pretentious houses
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