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What others say
about this book?


Inspirational -Riding2Recovery: a
journey within a journey

This book is a
must read, I could not put it down. There is so much hope against
adversity. I felt I was there on this journey with him at times.
I’m now following his 2nd great adventure on twitter.

Inspiring
Story-Riding2Recovery: a journey within a journey

Well worth the
wait! This is the inspiring story of Graeme's journey to face his
fears and undertake an adventure into the unknown, both physically
and mentally. We had the privilege of meeting Graeme last year and
enjoying his company whilst he was in Pembrokeshire. His story is
written extremely truthfully about mental illness and his ongoing
struggles. He is a brave man to have undertaken this adventure. The
book also doubles as a very useful tourist guide and we can't wait
to visit the places he went to on his travels! Well done Graeme, we
look forward to reading the next instalment, in your next adventure
in 2012!


Riding2Recovery: a journey within a journey

If you like
cycling, travel, touring, people and more this easy to read book is
a great choice.....written in a diary format. So can be read in
short or long segments..........lots of points spoke right to me on
the travel and state of mind side of thing s.......plenty of
story's of the funny and not so funny .that happen if you under
take this sort of challenge.. A really good book indeed
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Preface

​ It’s become almost ritualistic. I’d
part walked, part stumbled down the stairs and made coffee before
sitting, smoking a roll-up and staring at the maps on the wall.
These are the picture board of my next adventure. As I sat staring
at it willing my mind to catch up with my body, I remembered it was
Sunday ride day. An hour or two later I stood in the kitchen
dressed as a cyclist. I stuffed food into the saddlebag and filled
the water bottles before I stretched gently to let my body know
what I was about to do.

Wheeling the
bike out of the front door I felt relaxed, knowing I was riding,
something that has changed my life. It was a bright and sunny
winter’s morning and the Sunday ride was underway. The cool air
filled my lungs as I set off and I could almost taste the
freshness. It’s a fact of life that living in West Devon you are
either pedalling up a hill or rolling down one. There’s precious
little in between. This particular ride, a favourite of mine, took
me up to Hatherleigh Moor and over to Dartmoor in a giant loop that
leads all the way home again. As I climbed the first, inevitable
hill my mind shouted at me, “What the hell are you doing?” I
ignored it, knowing that by the top it would have woken up and
remembered. It did too and as I settled down and pedalled away, all
of the stresses of the emotional turmoil I’d been suffering that
week fell away.

Lost in the
rhythm of the ride and mindful of all the things around, three
hours flew by. I saw buzzards, deer and llamas, rivers, moorland
and people. Cycling for me is a therapeutic activity. Every time I
ride I smile and every time I smile I get a little better. Feeling
the air passing over my head and working hard to climb the next
hill, I get absorbed in the world, no longer shut off from it. I
become a part of everything that’s good, noticing everything going
on around me. Sunday rides aren’t training rides they’re simple
rides where I go and explore. I enjoy every one of them as mini
adventures that prepare me for the big ones. It doesn’t matter what
has happened during the week. It may impact on how far I go or how
difficult the ride is but I’ll always be out. The same goes for my
Tuesday shopping trip and the mid-week workout. All are regular
parts of my routine, a routine that has seen my mental health
improve beyond recognition.

This book tells
the story of my journey through serious mental illness to the point
where I began to dream and kept on dreaming until dream became
reality. Cycling has given me a new life, one I love, where the
difficulties are bearable and the illness manageable. It’s hard to
see how I ever lived without it but perhaps I didn’t. Whatever
happens in the future I know that as long as I get the bike out and
set off somewhere, everything will fall into place, rebalancing, as
I pedal along. The people I meet and the places I see are as
important as the scenery that passes like a movie as I go. Talking
openly about my own illness helps others to share their own
traumatic experiences. For me, managing my mental health problems
is a fact of life, I have no choice. Talking about it to others
gives me (and them?) perspective, reduces stigma, increases
awareness and opens doors. That’s what motivates me to keep
pedalling, to all manner of interesting places where I know I’ll
meet all manner of interesting people.....

 


 



 


 


​ Chapter
1: Beginnings
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It was
something I’d known about since childhood. As far back as primary
school I suffered extreme levels of anxiety which made it
impossible to achieve what I was capable of. I’d be fine during
practise sessions, whether it was a school play or athletic event.
Once the big day came my mind would flood with negativity. I
couldn’t breathe from fear and panic would rise. My previous
knowledge would then disappear into a huge well, leaving me feeling
useless and unable to perform. Asked to do something in class, like
a spelling test, I’d go blank, feel embarrassed and again be
crippled by anxiety.

As I grew, so
did the areas this encompassed. Parties and normal social
interactions were painful. Even things I was good at became
intolerably difficult. I learned to deal with it by becoming the
class clown. In that way I sought to avoid the issue although I had
no idea at the time that that was what I was doing.

I don’t know
what the precursors to this were although I’d moved several times
as my father’s jobs changed. I was brought to a shuddering halt at
the age of eight when one of my kidneys failed whilst in class. The
teacher didn’t believe I was in pain and shook me, telling me not
to be “so soft and silly.” The dinner lady took charge before I was
taken home and eventually to hospital where I was found to have a
misplaced and malformed kidney.

The hospital
stay was difficult. I felt tortured by what seemed like forced
enemas and being held down for painful injections. The six week
stay saw my locker emptied by staff at night without asking
permission. My favourite toy monkey disappeared only to reappear in
the arms of another child. I got it back eventually and the kidney
was removed but something changed in my mind. I had a volatility
that wasn’t there and could explode in anger at the smallest thing
going wrong.

By the time I
was in my late teens, I was dropping out of athletic events I could
have easily won. I didn’t understand the reason for this behaviour
and occasionally I’d find a way to show my true ability levels.
That seemed to make things worse. Once I’d succeeded there was a
new expected level of performance, in the eyes of others at least.
It was like a huge weight around my neck and next time I had to
perform I’d be crippled by anxiety again.

Baffled,
teachers and others around me started to see me as weak. More
importantly, I saw myself as weak. My self esteem was battered. My
gym teacher told me I was useless and I believed him, despite
holding every school cross-country record and becoming
Northamptonshire AAA, 1500 metre champion. I’d begun to crumble. I
was also extremely sensitive to the thoughts and feelings of
others. I had a highly developed sense of humanity and found the
world a difficult place to exist.

My sister left
home to go to New Zealand, later moving to Australia with her
husband. My father was a tyrant when it came to teenage children.
He had no idea how to deal with adolescence and when my brother
began to metamorphose he found himself without a home. My father
threw him out. These actions didn’t seem to affect my father. Once
he’d made a decision that was that, regardless of the thoughts and
feelings of anybody else. I found myself being treated like an only
child at home, worried about my brother’s plight but with nobody to
talk to about those pressures.

I dealt with my
own feelings about my father physically. I would put my shorts and
trainers on and run around the country lanes for up to two hours at
a time. I was looking for a release, somewhere to hide and
somewhere level where I might find some perspective and
understanding of my father’s need to act as he did.

Running
provided an escape where I could just be myself. Life made sense in
this simple world. I felt totally free of the shackles of my own
anxieties and thoughts and free from the expectations and actions
of others. Sometimes I’d go out more than once a day, just to be
away from home, losing myself in the world of peace that running
represented.

What I didn’t
see was the slow decline I was in. As exams came and went and I
headed towards my A levels I found myself hiding more and more
behind my ability to run and my gift of playing the piano. I can’t
remember the exact circumstances that bought things to a head but
at seventeen, having just broken up with my first real girlfriend,
I cracked. I couldn’t run. I had no energy and my young world
folded into a dark black hole that seemed to suck me in and pin me
down. For months all I could do was to let the emotions out by
crying uncontrollably or by playing music. I had no idea who to
talk to or where to go.

I spoke to my
headmaster who was a good man. He tried to understand and listened
but didn’t have the full picture. I was having a breakdown and
wanted to die just to be out of the pain. My head felt like it
would explode and I’d lash out at anybody and anything that got in
my way.

I contemplated
suicide but couldn’t make a plan. What I wanted more than anything
else was to be held like a child and told that everything would be
fine. That never occurred. My own therapy of loud music to cover
the emotional outbursts and lots of walking had to suffice as I
tried to understand what was happening. I never ran seriously again
after that period. I always managed to muddle through the minefield
but as the episodes grew deeper and took longer to overcome, this
became a major challenge.

My father
decided that we should go and live in Southampton. Broken and
powerless to do anything, I went along with the plan, one that saw
me torn away from friends, the place I grew up, my brother and
another girlfriend. I was catapulted back into the full emotional
distress of the breakdown as we pulled up outside a run-down
bungalow in a major city. It was cold and damp and there was
nowhere to run, no green areas to speak of, just traffic and
people.

In less than a
week I was dragged to the local technical college. My father asked
them how I could re-sit my A levels. I hadn’t been asked. It was
expected. As I squeaked out that I didn’t want to do them again he
hit me with his full rage and anger. “Either do the exams again,
get a job in two weeks or you’re out of my house,” he shouted for
all to hear. I crumbled, buckled and cried.

I saw friends
in Winchester. We’d go out and drink, after which I’d ride to the
beach or pull over in a lay-by to sleep in order to avoid going
home. I’d smoke cannabis and get stoned to try to forget. The
parents of one friend even invited me to stay and work for them
during the period when I was redundant. I was completely off the
rails and could see no way back.

I got a job in
a shop and it appeased him for a while. I rock climbed, got drunk a
lot and cried myself to sleep every night. Life in Southampton took
its toll and then I got made redundant. There was nothing left in
my tank and my father, for once, said nothing. I crumbled even
more, contemplating the long drop from the Itchen Bridge as a way
out. I never did jump and eventually I found more work courtesy of
my girlfriend’s father. It was an awful job but work
nonetheless.

As I began to
stabilise a little emotionally, the next attack from my father
started. My girlfriend and I would go to my house on Sundays for
lunch, doing the same alternately with her parents. Father had had
enough of this and stated that it had to stop as it was too much
work for my mother. I apologised saying that we would be more
helpful. He then verbally slammed me saying that help would make no
difference and if I didn’t like it I could leave. I couldn’t make
sense of any of it. He was so angry and I stood up and finally told
him what I thought and that I would go. My mother was in tears,
quietly adding, “Don’t make him go Jack, not like the others.”
Those words have reverberated in my ears ever since. I tried to
talk to her years later and she denied ever saying it. Did I
imagine it? It was too painful for her to recollect.

Achieving
anything was difficult. Everything in life felt threatening and
overcoming the anxieties and debilitating nature of the collapses
took longer with each episode. Years were spent in limbo, not
living, just existing day to day. In between, I tried to make up
for the losses by climbing, paragliding and mountain biking. I
managed to gain a good degree by sheer determination. It took four
years as opposed to three due to another collapse and I had the
label “M.E. sufferer” during this episode.

I stumbled
along in life, never certain of anything, making poor decisions,
like the one to give up my marriage to my daughter’s mum. My fears
around being a father and what I might turn into, given my own
experiences of adolescence, were so powerful that I felt it better
to leave rather than risk being an abusive person in their lives.
Nothing made sense other than the fact that being alone was always
easier than being with somebody else.

The ebb and
flow of these emotional ruptures were so extreme that I never knew
from day to day whether I could manage to do anything. Any
consistent output of work led to a building of extreme stresses and
strains that fed into the part of me that said I was useless.

During the time
at university I began to understand that I wasn’t stupid. I had
good intellect and I enjoyed having my mind stretched in every
direction. I also began to cycle. It happened after my cousins
visited us in North Wales, on mountain bikes. I’d never seen one
before and as soon as I did, I remember thinking, “I’ve got to do
that.” I found riding a bicycle calming, although the physical
effort of riding off-road was huge. I spent many hours in the
company of friends, exploring the trails of Snowdonia.

There is no
doubt in my mind that this new found love helped lift me out of the
abyss I’d fallen into whilst doing my degree. I was told I was more
fun to be with. I had friends with whom I felt totally at one,
peaceful if you like. That could have been the end of the story. I
could have kept cycling and perhaps all would have been well.

In reality I
had a huge amount of anger from being ill for so long (around four
years at that point). I directed this anger at those who continued
to climb. Climbing was something I loved and was successful at but
I now began to hate it. It was totally irrational and I
systematically destroyed it in my mind along with the friendships
I’d made doing it. In doing so I created an island and burnt all
the bridges to and from it, leaving myself all at sea. That was
over thirty years ago yet it still feels as fresh as when it
happened. In that period I’ve plunged into that dark well on at
least three other occasions with little more knowledge of what was
going on than I had at the beginning.

I’d come to
teaching by accident. Working in a school in Hampshire as a
Learning Support Assistant I was spotted and found myself in the
Deputy Head’s office hearing how she thought that I should be
teaching. I was then asked how I would feel about training within
the school if the opportunity arose. I was amazed. What did people
see in me? I said I’d love to teach and soon found myself studying
and learning through the Graduate Teacher Training Programme.

I enjoyed it
once I got past the nerves of standing up and taking charge of a
class full of rowdy teenagers. Fast-tracked through the system I
would have stayed except my daughter now lived in Devon. I had to
travel to see her and on top of the school workload this felt
untenable. I made the decision to move to Devon and find work when
I got there. Being fast-tracked into the teaching profession didn’t
help me. I felt inadequate from day one. I saw others as being on a
different level from myself, something that wasn’t the case except
in my mind.

Moving to Devon
as a newly qualified teacher, I worked in several schools, later
securing a long-term contract which made me feel things were
settling down and that I had a future. I began a period of relative
stability. I’d struggled in Hampshire with the old feelings of
never being good enough, even though other teachers and friends
said the opposite. Devon schools were less demanding in terms of
pupils, although that was more because the first school was
difficult than anything to do with the Devon pupils themselves.
There were still large numbers of pupils with high levels of
support needs and social problems, but the school itself had a
calmer feel that helped me to cope with being there.

I’d also
entered a long term relationship. Difficult from the beginning, I
initially felt it was more due to my own emotional upheavals than
anything my partner did. We would clash and spark serious arguments
that reduced me to tears, both of us becoming angry and volatile.
Most weekends at home were difficult and school became as much a
harbour from this as a place of work. My responsibilities at work
grew and along with them, my dissatisfaction at home. I reached the
point where I dreaded weekends and holidays. I’d made a choice to
keep going with the relationship. It was a bad choice. I felt I
should keep on trying to make it work even though it was getting
quite abusive. I’d been married twice and the second had been a
disaster. I felt that these failures were completely down to me
being so complex and emotionally volatile.

I sought solace
at work and in doing so found myself growing closer to a colleague.
Whilst we never had an affair as such, we spent a lot of time
together talking and walking. Eventually her partner found out and
all hell broke loose. I’d believed their relationship to be ending
but it became obvious that this was not the case. From that moment
onwards I never saw her again and suddenly felt very alone in the
world.

During this
period work had become incredibly demanding. My head of department
had left due to ill health. I agreed to take over. This was a
mistake. I was emotionally stretched from my relationship and
friendship at work. I was also teaching four subjects at the time.
Furthermore, there was nobody to support me or share the workload
with. I had to supply eleven non-specialist teachers with all the
things they needed from week to week, develop schemes of work, mark
and set exams and deal with the other aspects of teaching that
outsiders don’t see. I also had three student teachers to
mentor.

I knew this was
too much for me to handle alone. I should have stepped down or at
least taken a step back from it. I battled each day to cope and
became more and more unstable. At home I’d made the decision to
leave my relationship. The only way I could do this, due to
mortgages and other commitments, was to live in our touring caravan
until one of our rental houses became free for me to live in.

In doing this I
isolated myself and all those old fears and emotions began to boil
up. During the last six months at school I’d taken frequent time
out. I could feel my mind struggling and knew what would happen if
I didn’t do something to maintain the equilibrium.

Taking time out
was the equivalent of lifting the lid on a boiling pan of water. It
allowed my simmering mind to become a little calmer, enough to
continue work. The inherent problem in that is that the pan keeps
boiling and unless you turn the gas off, it will boil over.

On the day it
happened it was a beautiful morning. I arrived at 7:20 a.m. as I
did every day. I was usually one of the first teachers in the
building and would walk to my classroom via the Deputy Head’s
office, stopping for a chat. Then I’d walk down dark corridors,
switching on the lights as I went, to my classroom.

Placing my
laptop on my desk and opening my briefcase, I took out all the
things I needed and began to organise myself. The ritual was
simple. Make coffee, read anything important and prepare the
whiteboard. Organise my lessons and take anything that needed
copying to the reprographics office. I couldn’t settle today. My
mind was screaming, “get out, get out” repeatedly. I had tears in
my eyes and felt unwell.

Calmly placing
my things back in my bag, I walked out. A colleague in the English
department asked me if I was okay. I said “no” and continued to
walk. Avoiding the Deputy Head’s office, I walked down the stairway
and out through the front doors. As I walked to my car I met my
boss who was just arriving. “Hi Graeme, are you alright?” he asked.
I remember saying something along the lines of “No, I can’t do this
anymore.” I didn’t stop; I kept walking, got in my car and drove
off. I had a calm about me that was unnatural. I drove back to the
caravan, got out of the car and shut the door behind me.

Once inside I
was safe. I leant on the cupboard doors, slid to the floor and
began to cry. I cried louder and louder. Harder and harder, I held
my head in my hands, placed it between my knees and sat there,
wailing, as the emotion of thirty years completely overwhelmed me.
The doors had opened. It had begun.

 


 



 


 


Chapter
2: Freefall
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What followed
is something I never want to experience again. My mind had gone
into freefall. All my fears and anxieties from the last 30 years
began to pour out. There were no barriers to this and no control
over when it would happen. Morning, noon and night I would break
down uncontrollably. My mind felt stretched like a piece of
elastic. More than anything else, I felt alone and lost. The
ferocious nature of these outbursts left me exhausted, so much so
that I felt I couldn’t move a muscle.

My mind began
to play tricks on me. Paranoia began to creep in. People I knew and
trusted became spies and enemies. I couldn’t trust anybody at all,
in my mind at least. I would only escape the prison of the caravan
in order to walk around the campsite or to rush into a shop to buy
some food. Doing either of those things was problematic. Who might
see me? What would they think? What would they do? I was frightened
beyond anything I had ever known. I made no phone calls and
switched off my mobile phone, wanting no contact with the outside
world. There was no way I could contact my parents or my brother. I
was truly in hell.

One thing I did
was to make a doctor’s appointment. The doctor I was seeing
previously had moved on and I found myself facing a new one. She
was a gentle soul and very supportive. Signing me off work for
three months and putting me on a list to see a counsellor was a
great help. I was very careful to be on my best behaviour because I
feared that if anybody saw the real depth of the problem and how
badly I was managing that I’d get sectioned and never be free
again.

Outside of that
I had to move. The caravan was not the place to live and my
ex-partner’s second home had become available, I moved into it
until it could be sold. Moving there was hard. I was surrounded by
memories, some of which were very difficult to be with. My sleep
patterns had completely gone and I’d sleep for hours in the day,
only to feel haunted, frightened and like ending my own life at
night. The dark haunted me like a small child who wants the light
on for security. My mind would make up fantasies that seemed real
to me at the time. I’d see small animals crawling around the room
and sometimes the room itself would begin to bend and change shape
suggesting that what I believed to be reality actually wasn’t. When
I slept, usually from exhaustion at around 4:00 a.m., I’d have
terrible nightmares. I’d wake in a cold sweat, feeling that they
were real. My mind played these games constantly and I didn’t know
how much my body would stand. I feared I would die through the
constant, continual stress of it.

In the daytime
I began to escape. A gentle walk to the shop, a stroll by the river
and the space to cry in the open air was all I could manage. This
became the established pattern and was repeated for a very long
time. I turned to music. I’ve played the piano since the age of
eight and was always told I was gifted. I worked hard at trying to
perform for many years, but I couldn’t play in front of anybody.
I’d accepted this and kept it as something I did for myself. I
ordered three complex Beethoven sonatas and one concerto. I began
to play out my emotions and soon added two of Mozart concertos to
the list. I spent hours buried in these. I always had the ability
to play at this level but I could never perfect the pieces,
especially with my dreadful concentration. That didn’t matter. I
felt I understood what the composers were saying and enjoyed the
struggle of such mighty pieces of music.

Between playing
the piano, crying uncontrollably and gently walking, I had a loose
routine and no interest in body image, personal hygiene or healthy
diets. I’d shower (but not regularly) and occasionally clean my
teeth. Regarding food, I tried to cook but more often would just
buy any old thing in order to stave off the hunger, and return to
the piano and my closed off haven. I also drank too much. It numbed
the pain and anaesthetised my mind. I’d fall into bed every few
hours and the warmth and comfort surrounding me made me feel like I
was being held. It was becoming a safe place for me to go, where
everything was less fraught and I could recover a little.

To make things
more difficult, my mother had a degenerative illness called
progressive supra nuclear palsy. This slowly robbed her of her
ability to balance, walk, and eventually to eat or swallow. All my
father and I could do was to support her and watch her slowly
deteriorate. I tried to get to see them, making huge efforts to
ride my motorcycle to Norfolk. This took so much from me that on my
return I’d collapse and recovery would take weeks.

As her illness
progressed I had to get Social Services involved. My father wasn’t
coping and this extra stress worsened my mother’s illness. I felt
dreadful, but father was in a fantasy world. He believed there was
a cure that would give him his Peggy back. My mother’s needs got
lost amongst dad’s sense of confusion. There was no choice but to
take action. At that point the house I was living in had sold and I
had to find somewhere else. I somehow managed to force myself to go
house hunting and by pure luck found a cottage in a small village
on the edge of Dartmoor.

Mum continued
to deteriorate. By the end of 2006 she had become emaciated. My
brother called to say that he’d been to see her and that I should
go if I felt able. It was the last time I saw her. Later, when my
father called to say she had been taken into hospital, it was
obvious that she didn’t have long to live. I could hardly recognise
the figure in the bed. My father hadn’t told me that she’d been
there for five weeks prior to this. I took a small, cuddly toy
sheepdog with me and placed it in her hand as she lay there. She
tucked it under her cheek on the pillow. On 15th May
2007, her life with us ended. It was a relief that her suffering
was over. As soon as I heard, I was on the motorcycle heading to
Norfolk to support my father in his grief. I stayed until after the
funeral, helping him with all those tasks that you have to do. My
sister had arrived from Australia and I was happy to leave for home
with time to face my own grief.

Throwleigh is a
tiny hamlet. Blackthorn Cottage sits in a dip below the road
surrounded by a somewhat overgrown beech hedge. There’s virtually
no traffic and no reason to go there unless you are local. I knew
this was the place I needed to be, so I signed on the dotted line
and moved my meagre possessions into my new home. As well as being
quiet, it was removed from anything associated with my previous
life. I seemed to do nothing but sleep. I could leave both bedroom
windows wide open and listen to the birds in the daytime and the
owls at night. There were no street lights and the house was pitch
black.

I would take
myself up the local pub where I regularly got completely hammered.
Although I built friendships and even attempted a relationship, my
mind was unstable. I always ended up either frightening people away
or completely pissing them off with my mood and energy swings.
Despite this, Throwleigh was a haven, a port I’d sailed into by
pure luck. It gave me the protection from the world that I needed.
I remained there for nearly two years. As a result of moving I had
to change my doctor. I was worried about that but needn’t have been
as my new doctor was just as understanding as my old one and always
had time to listen and advise me.

Prior to
moving, I’d been seeing a psychotherapist and began talking
therapy. We soon got to the end of the sessions I was entitled to
and I decided I would have to find a way to fund more of these
essential weekly meetings. I was incredibly traumatised and
vulnerable and going to therapy each week became part of my
routine. It guaranteed me human contact. As our relationship
developed, the weekly meetings became a point of reference for how
I was feeling and coping. It was also a focal point, whereby I
could think, “It’s only four more days until I can talk this
through.” The therapy made my life easier to manage and although I
was usually shattered afterwards I could feel my mind unburdening,
even if it didn’t last long.

As winter
approached I found my mood worsening. My energy levels fell and the
depressive episodes deepened and intensified. I began to feel
imprisoned by both my mind and the world around me. I bought a lamp
especially designed to help with Seasonal Adjustment Disorder. The
difference it made to how I felt was quite noticeable. I felt like
I’d been sunbathing. I’d place it on the piano whilst playing or
wherever I was sitting. I still feel it helps when there is little
strong light outside.

I also
telephoned my father and told him what was going on. I’d managed to
get myself in deep water financially and he agreed to help out. It
was hard to go cap in hand especially as I knew he didn’t
understand mental health. I felt embarrassed about my condition and
was surprised how much compassion he showed. Sometimes you have to
try to trust that others won’t judge you and on this occasion he
didn’t.

By now the
physical stress of being so ill was taking its toll. I ached in all
my joints; something the therapist helped me understand was linked
to trauma and emotional distress. My ability to walk lessened and
my daily strolls around the lanes got more difficult. My knees,
hips, elbows, back and ankles all hurt and seemed to be worsening.
The left knee injury in particular was becoming harder to live
with. Not only was my mobility suffering, I was wakened on a
regular basis with excruciating pain, exacerbated by the quiet of
night.

Having been
referred to the physiotherapist some time previously, I re-entered
the battle to get something done. The physiotherapist felt there
was nothing wrong with my back or knee and it was psychosomatic.
Whilst the back and joint pain slowly eased, the knee got worse. It
would lock and unlock causing excruciating pain. Even the stairs
were getting hard to manage and I’d haul myself up using the
banister rail. Eventually the doctor did a test to see for herself.
Once I climbed back down from the ceiling she announced that the
cartilage was damaged. In what seemed like no time at all I found
myself in a bed in a private hospital (as an NHS patient) having it
fixed. As the knee healed and the movement returned I was given the
all clear to ride my motorcycle. I wanted to go camping, something
I still enjoyed because it took me to such beautiful places.

I rode
cautiously to Tom’s Field campsite in Dorset. I knew the owners and
had been going there since the 1980s. Saying hello and paying my
fees I went off to find myself a place to pitch. As I rode onto the
grass I slowed down and put my left leg out to support the bike. To
my horror, my foot slipped and brought the full weight of the
motorcycle onto my knee. Excruciating pain shot up my leg and I let
out a cry. I knew straight away that I’d torn the cartilage again.
I lay on the floor feeling pole-axed, deciding I must put my tent
up. “Perhaps it’s just sore and it will ease,” I told myself. After
all, it was only five weeks since the operation. I wriggled around
managing to erect the tent. My knee was now much bigger, so I threw
my kit into the tent reluctantly, dragged myself up onto the bike
and set off for Swanage Cottage Hospital.

My heart sank
as I heard the diagnosis. “You’ve torn the cartilage Mr Willgress.
I’m going to have to bandage you from your ankle to your hip to
stop it moving”. “What do I do now?” was my reply. The nurse went
to see some colleagues. Returning, she said I could leave my bike
there and she would take me back to the campsite. On the journey
back, she stopped at the local shop to buy me food and a four pack
of beer. “Anaesthetic I believe it’s called,” I said as she
returned. Back at the tent I somehow managed to get myself into
bed. It was a real struggle and extremely painful. I lay there
thinking “how the hell am I going to get home?”

The next
morning, all I could do was to call BMW since I had a rescue policy
with them. “Give us five minutes and we’ll call back,” said the
lady on the phone after I explained my predicament. Five minutes
later the phone rang. I hardly dared to pick it up. “Sure, we can
do that for you. It’s outside the remit but we like to help our
riders.” I was completely overwhelmed. This act of kindness and
that of the nurse previously made me weep uncontrollably. Sometime
later, after some bargaining at the gate about the lorry driving up
the site, I was on my way home. They even went and collected the
bike before picking me up.

I felt so
ashamed that when I saw the surgeon again I expected a real
dressing down. “Never mind,” he said, “accidents happen, we’ll take
another look.” He did too. I saw the before and after pictures from
inside the knee. One looked like a jellyfish and the other was all
smooth. I recovered quickly, which was just as well because I had
to move house for financial reasons and because I was becoming so
isolated in Throwliegh. In 2008 I relocated to Okehampton where I
could walk to the shops and interact more with people. It also
meant a reduction in the cost of my existence to the state. I still
felt guilty at this point because I was unable to work.

The week I was
moving, my father rang. That was something he never did. He wanted
me to go up to help him, sounding confused. I couldn’t even get on
a train at that point, so I discussed his needs, gave him
alternative help saying I would go up as soon as I was able. I
could hear on the phone how bad his chest sounded. I’d asked him
several times to get it checked out and he hadn’t.

A few weeks
later, I was getting back to normal regarding the knee and was
settling in the new house when the phone rang. It was one of my
father’s friends and neighbours. They sounded distressed and said
the curtains were shut and it wasn’t like dad to be up late. I knew
straight away that something was amiss, telling them to call the
police. Breaking into the house they found my father lying next to
his bed. He’d had a serious stroke. Once again I found myself
heading for Norfolk. It became obvious very quickly that he
wouldn’t survive this with any quality of life. I spent most of the
next week at his side, talking to him and holding his hand. The
last day I saw him he opened his unaffected eye, the only time he
did this. He also took my hand and shook it for what seemed like an
age.

The last night
I saw him, I felt he wanted me to leave. The feeling was very
strong and so I did. I went back to his bungalow and sat on the
spare bed. It was 11:30 p.m. and I was exhausted. I just sat there
waiting and suddenly all I could think about was my mother. I could
see her in my mind, smiling. At her side was my father. Less than a
minute later the phone rang. “I’m sorry Mr Willgress, but your
father has just passed away. Would you like to see him?” Donning my
motorcycle gear I headed for the hospital.

I broke down
completely on arrival. Somehow, despite everything, I felt
desperate that he was now gone forever as well. I was exhausted
from being at his side and distraught from the loss. Returning to
his bungalow was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. I made a
drink and called my brother. I made several other calls, sat in the
garden and wept. The next morning I walked to the beach and along
the cliffs. I looked out over the North Sea and could sense him
everywhere. It seemed to have a new beauty as if I now had his
eyes. I sat down and wept some more. I couldn’t stay in the house.
My sister was on her way over from Australia and my brother was
coming. I needed to go home so I called my girlfriend to tell her
what had happened and that I was coming back. I was stunned by her
reply. “It just isn’t working Graeme,” was the part I remember. I
sat down and wept. I was alone again.

I raced back to
Devon collecting a speeding ticket on the way. I didn’t care, I
just wanted to get home, shut the door and hide. Once back I
collapsed again but at least I was in a safe place. Of course I had
to go back. My sister was angry that I’d left dad in the hospital.
I didn’t have the energy or emotional capacity to organise another
funeral, figuring I’d supported my parents for thirty years and
that it was somebody else’s turn to step up to the plate. I’d
already argued with her about my decision to allow the doctors to
put dad on The Liverpool Care Pathway. This protocol allows doctors
to provide basic comfort and pain relief. It’s a final resort that
allows people to die with dignity. I had to make a decision and
didn’t make it lightly. I knew what dad had wanted because he’d
told me.

Once I
recovered a little I returned to the bungalow in a tiny camper van.
I booked onto a campsite to give me distance and space, spending
the next two weeks helping out by clearing the garage and tending
the garden. On her arrival my sister had said something strange. “I
feel like somebody else in the family is going to die,” she said. I
was shocked and asked if she was unwell. She didn’t think so and I
let it drop.

During the next
few months her behaviour got odder. She pushed my brother and me
away and then complained about a lack of help. On occasion, when I
was there, she would fly off the handle, screaming and shouting as
if we were naughty children. Eventually I wrote her a letter. There
had been some confusion over the will and it wasn’t getting
resolved. I said I felt she wasn’t well and that I hoped that on
her return home she would find some peace. It was Christmas 2008
when she left. She called me one day at 4:30 a.m. and said she was
sorry she’d missed my call. She sounded confused and I said I
hadn’t called at all. We talked and I told her I didn’t care about
the will and that I hoped she was feeling better.

Not long after
that, my brother called following a conversation with Linda’s
husband. Linda had begun to drop things when she arrived home and
her balance was getting poor. Following an investigation in
hospital it transpired that she had two massive, aggressive brain
tumours and they were inoperable. I was shocked. My sister was 54,
didn’t drink, never smoked and was very health conscious. How could
this be happening? I was still reeling from my father’s death and
the funeral. It seemed so cruel and I fell apart completely.
Messages were conveyed to me via my brother. I tried calling back
but my calls were never returned. Her deterioration was swift and
the various therapies useless. In July 2009 she died. I don’t know
where she lies and couldn’t even send flowers to the funeral as I
didn’t know where it was or when.

Having cried
for four years I stopped. I felt numb, there was nothing left in me
and I shut down. Mentally I unravelled, the spiders in my
peripheral vision returned along with audible hallucinations. The
phone would ring regularly, except it didn’t, it was in my psyche.
I thought about death every minute of every day. The voices in my
head said “you’re next, you’re next.” It was a time of utter
turmoil and I felt it would never end. The only positive was that
as a result of my father’s death I’d found myself financially
secure. I used the money I received to buy a shared ownership house
in the pretty Devon town of Hatherleigh. That was just two months
before Linda’s death. I kept going to therapy and talking to the
doctor. I also kept riding the motorcycle.

I decided to go
to Scotland. I’d been the previous year with a friend and had a
great time. I also managed to visit somewhere that I knew had been
my mother’s favourite. I’d placed a small bunch of flowers there
and let out a huge amount of grief.

 


 



 


 


Chapter
3: New beginnings
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Scotland has
always been a place where I feel whole. There’s a peace in the open
spaces that soothes my soul. It’s a shame it’s so far away but by
breaking the journey I knew I could do it again. It was a wet trip
and my state of mind was poor. I kept off the motorways, chugging
along slowly on my newly acquired Harley Sportster. A gentle
machine with a big heart, it suited my life. Since I was travelling
slowly, I didn’t have concentration problems.

I sat one day
on a campsite near Arisaig. The beach was beautiful white sand and
the sun warm. It was near the end of the day when two cycle
tourists arrived. I offered them some strawberries after their ride
and remembered that I used to cycle tour. I wondered why I’d
stopped; maybe I could do that again. They seemed so alive and I
vowed to try to cycle again when I got home. I’d made an abortive
attempt at cycling a year previously but my mind was hammered at
that point and I struggled to enjoy it. The disappointment of
feeling it had past me by led me to give my bike away.

After nine days
in Scotland I began to cry uncontrollably again. My moods and
emotions were cut loose. I called friends for their support and
eventually made the decision to head home and let myself grieve,
something I needed to do.

Back in
Hatherleigh I was beginning to settle down. All the things I needed
were within walking distance and the pace of life was slow. People
still found the time to talk to each other and were very welcoming.
For the first time in many years I found myself happy with my home.
It’s a new build house and easy to live in without the demands of
older properties. I can walk to the local store and newsagents and
the local pub is a friendly place to find company.

I bought myself
a hybrid bike from Halfords. I didn’t want to repeat what I had
done previously, buying an expensive bike only to find I couldn’t
manage to ride. I was also online for the first time at home and
looked up cycle routes in my area. I knew very little about
Sustrans or the National Cycle Network (NCN) but I found lots of
maps on Devon County Council’s website. Amongst them, I was
intrigued to see a 32 mile traffic-free cycle route that came
within a stone’s throw of my house.

The Tarka Trail
(everything in this part of Devon is Tarka) uses the old railway
line that runs from Meeth to Barnstaple, continuing for a few miles
along the estuary to Braunton. It looked ideal as it would allow me
to ride without the hassle of traffic, with the added bonus of
being flat, a rarity here. I’ll remember my first ride forever. I
set off along the road from my house to the start at Meeth. The
road is quiet but dangerous on one short section. A lorry screamed
past on the bends and nearly hit me. Not an ideal start to a new
beginning. After that a short steep hill nearly killed me as well.
I found the start of the trail and vowed to use the car to get here
in future.

The old station
and platform told me of its former use as I set off on the single
track trail. Riding through two streams, I was flooded by memories
of long past mountain biking. I pedalled past old quarries and into
the woods. The trail twisted and turned around beech trees and I
began to enjoy myself. From here to Petrockstowe is beautiful but I
left the trail to ride up to the village. The climb up to
Petrockstowe seemed like it would never end and by the crossroads
at the top my legs were like jelly. I met some other cyclists here
and seeing them struggle gave me the will to carry on. Together we
rode slowly along the lanes, chatting as we went. When they turned
off, I continued along the roller coaster which leads eventually to
my house. There were three big hills and I crawled up them stopping
frequently to rest. I was mesmerised by the scenery and although
this section took me a long time I enjoyed the challenge. I hadn’t
been able to be this physical in a long while and memories of past,
sometimes extreme, exploits returned.

By the time I
got to my house I was completely exhausted. My legs were immensely
tired and my backside uncomfortable, but there was a big smile. I
felt I’d achieved something and knew I would ride again. The new
bike suited me, being more upright. I had no backache and my knee
felt fine, just slightly achy.

Stretching out
in the kitchen and making a cuppa I suddenly felt my full
tiredness. After a drink I retired to bed and slept for two hours.
It seemed like a fair swap for what had been a big adventure,
despite being only 10 miles or so. I knew I be out again just as
soon as my aching limbs would allow. Perhaps I could cycle after
all.

Once I began to
cycle I entered a new world. Although I never knew from day to day
how I would feel mentally, I never felt bad when out on the bike.
On occasion I’d feel weak physically and on those days I’d ride
less, go slower or not ride. The numb backside and achy muscles
ceased as I got fitter, and I began to move my sights further away.
I visited Orchard Cafe at Yarde on the Tarka Trail and started to
push on. Concentrating on the flat to build up my physical fitness
I managed to ride out to Bideford and the Station Cafe there.

A day that
stands out was when I rode to a friend’s house in Braunton. Forty
miles away, it might as well have been on the moon. It was a
perfect autumn day as I set off along the lanes for the Tarka Trail
at Petrockstowe. I’d learned to tackle hills slowly with a few
rests. Those that lay between my house and the trail began to seem
less ferocious. I rolled along the cinder track stopping at Orchard
Cafe for tea and cake. David and Charlie who run the cafe were
always chatty and I loved to go there even when I was feeling
rough. Being traffic-free all the way from Petrockstowe, the trail
was a pleasure. I’d stop to look at sculptures and watch the
wildlife as I made my way. I’d never been past Bideford and the
section from there to Barnstaple was a complete delight as I rolled
along the estuary.

I felt like I
was flying along at times and the peace seemed to fill me up as I
went. The coastal trail passed through old stations and docks that
have long since ceased to operate. Herons and an egret were
patiently fishing in the tidal mudflats exposed at low tide.
Appledore shipyard stood out from the surroundings and traffic
formed a queue on the bridge high above me. Fremington Quay now has
a cafe where the old station used to be. It’s popular with
cyclists, being a few miles out from Barnstaple and sporting a bike
hire shop next door. Families seem to flock to this part of the
trail and I stopped again for a coffee and more cake.

By the time I
reached Barnstaple my legs were tired. The bridge over the river
seemed steep and riding the final few miles to Braunton I felt
quite emotional. Arriving at my friend’s house I couldn’t stop
grinning despite utter exhaustion. I parked the bike in the garden
and we sat chatting with a beer in the sunshine. I was achy and
tired from the ride. At least I wouldn’t have to pedal back until
tomorrow. At some point in that conversation I remember saying “I’d
like to ride all the way around the UK coast one day.” I never
thought about it much more than that. I’d often talked about doing
that trip by motorcycle but never considered it as a real
possibility by bicycle.

The next
morning I was up bright and early and my legs were shattered from
yesterday’s efforts. My friend Kas was off to work so I made an
early start. I had all day to do it and as I left it was apparent
that it would be hard work. I didn’t care as I still felt in high
spirits from the fact I’d cycled here at all. Initially the wind
was in my face but I knew that would mean a good deal of assistance
along the other side of the estuary. I rode slowly and warmed to
the task as I went. Once off the Tarka Trail I had to ride up to
Petrockstowe again and along the hilly roads that led home. I
remember it seeming hard but being so close to home I didn’t care.
Once back, I stretched, drank, ate and went to bed. I still had a
thought in my head about the ride around Britain. “I wonder if I
could,” I found myself thinking and with that I fell into a deep
sleep.

Waking was
always a problem. I would get up feeling as though my head was full
of treacle, a bit like a heavy head cold only worse. My
concentration was appalling and I’d frequently knock things over or
burn myself. I’d place the milk in the cupboard and the coffee in
the fridge or simply miss the cup when pouring in a spoonful of
sugar. I felt like I never quite had control of my limbs. I’d make
a drink and sit quietly, waiting for the fog to clear. Sometimes
this would take an hour, sometimes two. It would always clear
though and I learned not to worry and let it dissipate in its own
time.

Home life was
more settled now. I had routines that helped me through the days as
well as to fill them. I’d been in contact with Sustrans, the
sustainable transport charity based in Bristol. I’d offered my
services as a volunteer ranger. This would only take a few hours a
week and gave me back a little self esteem as I would be doing
something useful. I was excited as I opened the letter from them.
Inside were maps of the National Cycle Network that showed me where
I would work. It was simple. I would ride the Tarka Trail and roads
from my house to Bideford, reporting any problems and repairing any
missing signage en route. It was a great excuse to go riding and
gave me purpose as well as motivating me to get out. The bonus was
that I could do this when I felt able without outside agenda.

Also inside the
package was a map of the National Cycle Network to date. I was
astonished how much had already been established. My eyes flicked
to the coast. There were chunks of network along the south, east,
north-east and north-west coast as well as Wales. I began to think
about a circumnavigation again. The routes I’d been exploring
around my local area were attractive, and there was no reason to
assume that these would be any less enjoyable. Perhaps I could do
more for Sustrans than I first thought.

I’d been
simplifying my lifestyle through need as much as choice. I pedalled
more and used the car less. It was saving me money, improving my
health and quality of life, whilst getting me out of the house. I
was still worried about being away from home despite my cycling
excursions. I also found it difficult to get the bike from the
house to anywhere else without dismantling it.

I began to look
around and discovered a world I didn’t know existed, a world of
folding bikes and trailers. I did some research and before long I
was the proud owner of a Dahon Vitesse folding road bike and a
Carry Freedom City trailer. The trailer came from an online company
and the bike from Andrew Fudge, owner of Fudges Cycle Stores in
London. I didn’t know then but Andrew would be instrumental in the
preparation for my Round Britain cycle ride.

What I liked
about the folding bike was the fact that I could catch a train or a
bus and do linear rides rather than circular ones. It also gave me
the confidence to go further from home knowing that if I felt I
couldn’t cope I was only a bus, train or taxi ride away. The
Vitesse folder had 18 gears, meaning I could ride it over the Devon
hills without too much pain. The small wheels made it fun to ride
and it was like being a child again. The riding position suited me,
and I began a series of rides that would take my fitness and
confidence to another level. I never did many linear rides,
although I took the bike on the train to Bristol and caught the bus
to Exeter. As my fitness improved there was so much to explore
closer to home.

That was
September 2009. What followed was one of the wettest winters on
record. Whilst the bike coped admirably with the weather, the
little wheels took a hit in terms of wear and tear. I was alarmed
how quickly the wheels wore through because of having less brake
surface than a 26 inch wheel. Looking back they actually did well
given the terrain and conditions I was riding in. In West Devon you
tend to be riding up a steep hill or going down one. The lanes are
narrow and strewn with debris so that you never get to freewheel
for long. Under those conditions any standard rim would wear quite
rapidly.

I’d always used
panniers in the distant past and found packing a little awkward,
especially when using them for a weekly shopping trip. The trailer
made shopping easy, it folds and its bag is like a courier bag. I
can unclip it, fold the trailer and bike and place them in a large
shopping trolley which means no security problems. Apart from the
funny looks I got as I went around the shop it was blissful. I
could cycle the nine miles to Okehampton and then get resistance
training on the way home. It felt so much better than driving which
gave me nothing and cost me money. The weekly shop became a regular
part of my routine. Hauling a massive bag of fruit, vegetables and
tins up the hill from Okehampton to Abbeyford Woods would test any
cyclist. From there, the route rides along ridges to arrive close
to home at Hatherleigh Moor with amazing views across to
Dartmoor.

I hadn’t
stopped thinking about a Round Britain ride and the more I did, the
more I felt it was a great goal. Given my state of health, it
wasn’t a surprise that on announcing my intention to my doctor and
therapist, they both had a certain look on their faces. What I
thought was, if I gave myself until 2011 to try to raise my fitness
and experience to a suitable level, I could have a go. I had to
accept that I might have to allow myself to fail. I might have to
stop trying because I could push myself so hard (something I did
regularly in the past) that my fragile mental state would
crumble.

On hearing
these provisos, my therapist and my doctor looked relieved and
began to encourage me. My therapist pointed out that rather than
becoming Graeme who can achieve but pushes himself, I concentrate
on allowing ‘Damaged Graeme’ to travel with me. This would allow me
to stay with feelings of tiredness and emotion and listen to them.
From the moment we had that conversation I’ve always tried to do
that. Rather than trying to ride like an athlete, I remind myself
to back off. I ask myself “what is it Graeme needs” when the riding
isn’t going so well. This frequently leads to me taking time off
the bike, stretching, eating, drinking or just looking. It always
works positively.

Similarly, my
doctor advised me to take the planning gently, to allow myself to
rest if I felt rough and only to ride when I felt well; sound
advice. Her concern was that I’d get so embroiled in trying that
I’d push myself into another collapse. I knew I had to do things
differently and I felt lucky to have the knowledge gained from my
sports science degree as well as time to listen to my mind and
body. There was also past cycling experience. It was a long time
ago (20 years) but I knew about touring, how to pace myself over
several days and what to take. This was a big advantage and I felt
I was returning to it rather than starting out.

I searched
online for current thinking on training, finding a site run by an
American called Graeme Street. The Everyday Cyclist takes into
account all the things that most cyclists have to do as well as
training. I liked it straight away, despite the fact I had no money
to buy the DVDs and other materials. Graeme’s weekly podcasts and a
free eBook were available. I downloaded those straight away.
Although much of the content concerns building up towards races,
the words of wisdom spoken through its pages struck a chord. One
phrase “honour your body” (I added “and mind” to that) seemed
appropriate. Previously, I worked too hard at my climbing fitness
but never rested. The results were catastrophic.

Graeme tells
you to listen, if you’ve just done several hard sessions have a
rest, have a beer, don’t be tempted to get back on the bike for a
gentle ride. It made so much sense to me. It was immeasurably
helpful to have this knowledge at my finger tips. I didn’t use
Graeme’s programmes verbatim; I reorganised things in a way that
suited me. More flexibility and less riding than he suggested took
into account my poor health and my need to rest more. It never felt
like training but I’d begun to work on technique, hills, strength
and my aerobic endurance, my muscles’ ability to keep performing
and recovering over long periods.

My rides
changed a little. I’d use the shopping trip to work hard on the
outward or return journey, never both. I’d ride a short route (20
miles) once a week where I’d do something specific like hills or
spinning. I’d have a nice ride over a longer distance, using and
practising techniques to see how they worked outside of training. I
didn’t analyse what I learned, I kept it more intuitive in order to
learn to listen to my body and mind. It was more fartlek than
interval, and I enjoyed every ride. With such a variety of things
to
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