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Chapter 1 Over the Alps with the Swagmen

In the distance, I can see Chog. He’s pulled over onto the grass verge for some reason and his black helmeted head is swivelled in my direction. I pull up alongside him.

“What’s up?”

“Keep your eyes peeled for a petrol station,” he says, “I’m on reserve now.”

It won’t be long before I am too and as I’m thinking this and pulling away, my engine splutters and I twist the petcock onto reserve.

The tarmac snakes on ahead, undulating over the low hills of Guttland. The Honda C90 purrs beneath me, the trusty little piston tirelessly working, sealed within its oiled sheath. There is something very cosy about the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg. Guttland or ‘Good Land’ makes up two thirds of its total area. The land exudes a comfortable, cottonwool cosiness that I imagine Tolkien’s Shire would feel like. As I pass neat farmyards with painted fences, precisely partitioned, well-tilled fields and neatly clipped grass verges, I almost expect to see a hobbit or two waiting around the next bend with their thumb out, on their way back to slippers, hearth and a hearty supper at Bag End.

Cruising along at 35 mph, or 45 with a stiff tailwind, is not everyone’s cup of tea. I’ve never ridden for the sake of speed, though I admit that it can be thrilling. But dawdling along at a gentlemanly pace means that you don’t waste all your mental energy concentrating on the road conditions. You have more time on your hands, enabling you to relax and regard the passing world, even if the scenery is less than awe-inspiring, as—let’s be honest—that of rural Luxembourg. This is, like England, a green and pleasant land. The other, and in my book equally important, bonus is that you have an opportunity to simply think and let your mind wander. I think of my brain, protected under my red open-faced crash helmet, and marvel that this kilogram of wet mush might well be the most complex thing in the universe. Am I plundering the sticky morass of existentialism, you might ask. Or attempting to attain some deep tantric Zen-like state of enlightenment? Alas, no.

Right now, I’m daydreaming about Star Trek. I must confess to having something of an obsession with Star Trek; some might even say I’m a fanatic though I don’t think I’ve crossed that line into outright nerdism.

As we rumble through this ancient, well-used and urbanised countryside on a fresh September morning, I let the vibrations of my bike’s tiny engine seduce me into nostalgia. I rerun a classic scene through my head. It’s so vivid, it’s as though Scotty (the version before Father Time gave him a beer gut and grey hair) has beamed me back to my nan’s living room and I’m watching the episode for the first time.

Spock has an alien creature stuck to his back, which is controlling his nervous system. It looks like a cross between a thick pancake and a cowpat and flies like a frisbee. Dr McCoy reckons the only way to get rid of it is to put it and Spock into a pressure chamber aboard the Enterprise and blast them with a trillion or so candle’s worth of light. He throws the switch and the pancake creature dies. Spock emerges from the chamber and with his typical Vulcan deadpan voice states, “The creature is dead, Doctor. However, I am completely blind.”

I’ve always wished that I could be as cool and calm as that in a crisis. As it turns out, much to my relief (and Captain Kirk’s), those oh so superior Vulcans have an extra eyelid to protect them from the fierce glare of Vulcan’s sun and he recovers.

Chog does not share my enthusiasm for Star Trek; he ridicules my obsession whenever I foolishly bring up the subject. We’re both out of petrol now but manage, with ignitions turned off, to coast down a long sweeping stretch of road, tyres singing on the dry tarmac, and pull into a garage with ballerina-like grace. We think nothing of this stroke of good fortune. I mention how pleasant it was to glide down the hill in silence. “Yeah,” Chog agrees.

Sometimes our conversations can be somewhat one-sided and other times he can talk your ear off. He removes his helmet and wiggles his little finger in his left ear, silently regarding the earwax before flicking it away. He looks as though he is about to say something profound but doesn’t. Instead, he squints off into the intermediate distance and screws up his face as though he were sucking on a lemon.

Star Trek burst upon my consciousness like a supernova in the early 70s. The reruns were shown on the BBC on Monday nights and, much to my disgust and chagrin, clashed with some mindless drivel on the other channel which my selfish dad would pretend to be glued to, horizontal on the sofa, wreathed in Benson & Hedges smoke. This turned out to be a blessing in disguise however, because I’d be forced to walk from our council house at No 41 to No 27, where Nan lived and where I could watch it in glorious technicolour.

It also meant that I could perve on Aynoor, Nan’s Pakistani lodger. She would be sitting there, cat-like on the floral-patterned armchair, legs tucked up under her, poised and slightly aloof in her skin-tight sari. For an hour, I’d be in heaven, as I mentally unclothed Aynoor and we discussed the implications of faster-than-light travel and the wisdom of the Prime Directive.

Nan, all imposing sixteen stone (her bark was worse than her bite), would usually be busy concocting some culinary disaster in the kitchen. Nan’s kitchen was like something from a Monty Python sketch. Grease and grime, peeling paint, years-old bottles of HP sauce, empty milk bottles and overflowing ashtrays, all illuminated by a bare sixty-watt lightbulb. Add to the picture a pet mynah bird, a vicious beast that spent more time out of his cage than in and liked nothing more than to dive-bomb anyone foolish enough to enter its domain. It also had a habit of shitting on anything it fancied, while letting out a blood-curdling shriek.

In the corner was a battered tin bath, filled with empty stout bottles waiting to be returned to the off-licence for the refund. These were left courtesy of another lodger, this one an alcoholic who Nan had recently thrown out. The final straw was when she’d wet herself while sitting in Nan’s armchair and carried on watching telly obliviously. Another lodger had made and sold toffee apples, the evidence of which was discovered years later when Nan decided to do some gardening and unearthed hundreds of Tate & Lyle Golden Syrup tins.

I diplomatically avoided eating at Nan’s, but if the price of Star Trek night was the consumption of the odd rock cake, complete with unidentified hair and fag ash, then I figured it a small price to pay. My dad hadn’t set foot in the house since he was a lodger there in the 50s. It was there that he met and ‘courted’ my long-suffering mum, Janet. Uncle Joe incidentally was also a lodger at No 27 where he met my Aunty Betty and also married her. But I digress.

At a little after nine, I’d return to No 41, or rather float down the road on a spiritual high and lie awake in bed with a soppy grin on my face, conjuring up visions of myself in command of the Enterprise, in the centre chair with Spock as my right-hand man and Audrey as my personal, sari-clad yeowoman catering to my every desire.

When Aynoor told me one Monday night that she was moving out, I was devastated. I was about fourteen at the time. She softened the blow by sidling up to me on the sofa at the end of the Star Trek episode (the one where Kirk does battle with a lizard-like alien called a Gorn) and bestowed upon me the priceless gift of my first French kiss. The scent of her, the rustle of her orange and gold sari, followed by the shock and exotic taste of her tongue in my mouth was something I replayed a thousand times in the years ahead.

She was replaced by a massive young West Indian bloke who lifted weights. I sneaked into his room once and saw them, along with a big stack of Playboys.

I gradually become conscious of the fact that Chog is talking to me and probably has been for a while. “Yeah, too right!” I reply hopefully, and this seems to satisfy him.

Last night, we lodged at the Lultzhausen youth hostel, a charming little place surrounded by hills, pine forests and lakes. We had the place virtually to ourselves and were made to feel quite at home by the warden. He told us how lucky we were to come from an island, as his landlocked country has historically been the piggy-in-the-middle in European wars for the past thousand years. He informed us that Luxembourg is tiny, slightly less than 1,000 square miles in fact, with only 365,000 people calling it home. Their dialect, known as Letzebuergesch, is a rough cross between French and German with bits and bobs of half a dozen ancient tongues thrown in. Most official business is conducted in French while the newspapers are printed in German.

The morning finds us trundling along the E40 in a slight mist, as the sun peeks out between low clouds. All is green. I pat the top of my tiny bike’s headlight and pray that my amateurish repairs (using the term loosely) back in Belgium the other day hold up.

“Shit,” I had cursed when my bike had conked out.

Chog had returned and we took off our helmets to scratch our short-cropped heads almost in unison.

“Watch out for splinters,” I said but he was intent on the problem at hand. We finally diagnosed a blown fuse, but successive fuses blew as soon as the ignition was turned on. We pushed the bikes, which are not heavy, the two kilometres to the next garage, only to discover it was fermé for the day. Chog popped off to the next town, Ciney, just off the main drag, to suss things out, while I pulled all the spaghetti of electrics, which had already been liberally spliced with duct tape, out onto the tarmac. I had a fiddle and stuffed it all back in with an impressive show of confidence, and lo and behold, the problem was solved. When Chog returned, we proceeded with a well-orchestrated thumbs-up.

I now catch up with him as thick clouds obscure the sun. Giving him another thumbs-up and a grin, we head for the German border, the crossing of which is a simple formality. The official has a porkpie-style hat on and seems far more interested in his hot dog than us, which I find rather disappointing. I’m in the mood for something out of the ordinary here, like an interrogation or something. He mumbles a few words which sound like something about a stegosaurus but is probably Letzebuergesch for ‘what a pair of chumps’, before going back to his crossword. The German frontier guard, however, displays some Teutonic efficiency and is most thorough in his examination of our bona fides.

Onwards then through a landscape increasingly industrial to Saarbrucken where we find a bank to furnish us with some deutsche marks. After a caffeine fix and a quick stroll around the old stadtzentrum, we’re happy to head off into the countryside once more. As dusk descends, we finally fetch up at the Merzalben youth hostel. We shoot the breeze with the warden who looks a bit of a hard case. “Velcome to vest Germany,” he smiles a toothy grin.

The hostel is packed to the rafters with obnoxiously loud German youth. We dine tonight on a tin of cold stew. I’d like to heat up our repast in the kitchen but it resembles a lunatic asylum and I turn away at the door. “Austerity is our watchword,” quips Chog as we tuck in.

Next morning, the extent of our mechanical knowledge becomes apparent. We both start up and I’m just strapping my helmet on when Chog yells, “Hey, I can’t go forward or back and I’m in neutral!”

I smugly point out that the padlock and chain are still attached to his rear wheel. Luckily, nobody is watching. “Stick with me and you won’t go far wrong,” I say as I turn up the driveway and gun the beast.

The bike responds with a whimper and threatens to stall before valiantly responding. Suddenly, I’m Che Guevara astride La Ponderosa, the Lone Ranger on Silver—‘Hi-Yo Away!’—as 89 ccs of raw power scythe through the morning mist, and we’re into it, eager to find favour with another day. Down the autobahn to Stuttgart now, dicing with death as forty-ton engines of destruction clip our sleeves and we wallow in their slipstream. We decide to travel on the hard shoulder, which is safer although it is only eighteen inches wide. We are amazed at the amount of new Mercedes and Audis that glide by like spaceships.

Heading towards Karlsruhe, all is well in our little bubble until I’m dragged out my reverie by the absence of Chog’s image in my left-hand mirror—I’ve only got the one actually. I had been rerunning my favourite Star Trek episode, City on the Edge of Forever, where Kirk, Spock and Dr McCoy travel back in time to the 1930s. Apparently, Joan Collins, who guest-starred in this episode, was the only one of many luscious lovelies who William Shatner didn’t shag! I wait for a gap in the traffic, do a U-turn and then another to find Chog picking up his brown C90 and dusting himself down.

“You ok?” I ask.

He nods and we take off our helmets to suss out the damage to his bike. Seems he had uprooted one of the plastic posts that line the highway and man and bike had slid along the hard shoulder, bending the right foot-peg and grazing his arm. Fortunately, the bike starts, though reluctantly, and with a stoic nod of Chog’s head (sometimes he keeps his own counsel), we ease back into the journey.

We clock 168 miles today and are quite content to rest our weary heads at Ulm youth hostel. I don’t realise just how tired I am until Chog shakes me out of my reverie; I’ve spent the last thirty seconds feeding coins into a coke machine that’s out of order. I shake my head and grin idiotically before retiring to my sleeping bag.

The new day finds us buzzing along with a stiff tailwind and sunshine, now in the federal state of Bavaria. We sit for a spell on the banks of the Amper River in the picturesque little town of Fürstenfeldbruck and enjoy tins of fruit salad. We keep our eyes peeled for locals dressed in lederhosen, the tanned leather shorts with braces, but have no joy.

Heading southeast again, towards the Alps, we manage to stay well clear of Munich, despite the road’s best efforts to lead us into its busy streets. Bavaria is Germany’s largest state, making up 20% of the nation’s area. Most residents consider themselves Bavarians first and Germans second, fiercely proud and protective of their identity and culture. Prien, on the shore of Lake Chiemsee, the largest lake in Bavaria and also known as the Bavarian sea, is a pretty little seaside-like town, thick with tourists. The majority seem to be German, affluent—but then most people appear affluent compared to us—and obese. Beer drinking, smoking and the consumption of mountains of food seem to be popular pastimes.

It’s a shame I can’t understand German because I’m in a great position for eavesdropping on the table behind where a huge man with a cynical mouth is having a domestic with his stunning partner. Somehow, I know that he has horribly hairy shoulders. Her lower lip is quivering like Sue Ellen’s in Dallas. I know this because I can see their reflections in the mirror. When I get up to use the toilet, I watch as she stares intently off to one side at the timber-panelled wall and I think I recognise the look. She’s not here at all but gambolling in some fantasy mindscape all her own. The fat man catches my eye and I quickly look away and pretend to study the chef’s special on the blackboard. It’s chicken schnitzel and would require a small mortgage to purchase it.

For the next couple of hours, I can’t get them out of my mind. Are they happy? Do they have children? If they won a squillion marks tomorrow, what would they spend it on? What kind of house do they live in? And what car do they drive? The last question I can answer: it’s a new, blue Mercedes, because I can see them reversing out of the car park. They’re still not talking for she’s almost twisted around with her back to him. From here, I can’t see if her lips are quivering or not.

Tomorrow, we head for Austria and the Alps and hopefully an upturn in our flagging spirits, which seem to rise and fall in tandem. Chog and I do tend to feed off each other’s moods but then, living in each other’s pockets, that’s hardly surprising. I think the scale of the autobahn tends to dehumanise and has dampened morale a touch. On the smaller country roads, we seem to fly along but crawling the length of that huge concrete artery and being unceremoniously squished to one side, faces blackened by diesel, has given us a kind of inferiority complex. Ridiculous really. Gazing across the lake, we watch fascinated as huge masses of cloud, plum and charcoal, gather ominously. “Looks like rain tomorrow, eh?” Chog nods towards the broiling horizon.

The road dips, bounces, twists and turns through neatly tilled fields and occasional woodland copses. I have a sudden urge to stop, pull over and just ingest it, like a meal, to absorb the moment through the pores of my skin like some huge sponge. I take in the looming mountains, the grey and white skies and a certain snap in the freshness of the morning. I don’t stop for that would be to break the spell and upset our momentum. Instead, I let the mountains draw us on like a magnet. Something tells me this will be a good-mood day. I can feel it bubbling up from my stomach like a lemonade shandy and heading north.

I fantasise that we’re on some glorious quest or crusade, plunging headlong into danger and throwing caution to the winds. Hobgoblins and dragons await us ahead just itching to be slain. I have an almost uncontrollable urge to remove my right hand from the throttle and loosen my sword in its scabbard! Instead, I let out a ‘yahoo!’ and grip the handlebars like a maniac. I feel a remarkable, euphoric sense of freedom and when I pull alongside Chog, who is stopped at a road junction, I slap him on the back. “You feeling all right?” he asks, frowning.

On the way to the border, I fantasise that I have rescued Sue Ellen Ewing and she’s now riding pillion with her arms wrapped around my waist. I’ve liberated her from her boring, pampered existence and she’s bursting with a newfound enthusiasm. But the fantasy doesn’t last long. I picture her perfectly coiffured hairdo unravelling in the wind and her mascara running down her face to merge with the grime of the road and chuckle at the absurdity of it. Austrian Customs are a doddle. We change money and are then appalled, having to fork out the equivalent of a quid for a lukewarm coffee. The Austrian flag hangs limply in rain. It’s rather impressive with horizontal stripes of red, white and red with what looks like a black eagle in the centre.

The rain starts mid-morning near Salzburg but it’s hard to dampen our spirits in such spectacular scenery. Two polizei in a green and white Audi stop us on the main route from Salzburg. They look very impressive in their high polished boots, caps and holstered pistols, rather like storm troopers. A vision of them doing that high-stepping march from Monty Python’s ministry of funny walks threatens to give me the giggles, but I bite down on the urge. Apparently, there is a minimum speed of 100 kph which vehicles must maintain on the autobahn. I point to my speedometer (which laughably goes up to 60 mph) and shrug expansively and they seem satisfied. Little do they know that it would take a thermonuclear device to propel the C90s to such a hair-raising clip!

We sip more overpriced coffee in a rather grand hotel and gaze at the Alps as the rain decreases to a drizzle and Hotel California plays in the background.

“Did you know, Choggy boy, that 64% of Austria is occupied by the Alps and that 40% is still forested?” I say, reading aloud from our guidebook. “It’s a neutral country with 97% of the people speaking German.”

Chog yawns. A large brown dog with fur missing in pink patches wanders about sniffing at feet before being shooed out the door by the owner.

“After 1945, Austria was controlled by U.S., British, French and Russian occupation forces, right up until 1955 when it was recognised as a sovereign democratic state.”

“Is that right?” replies Chog, squinting out at the drizzle.

I read to myself the bit about the old Austro-Hungarian empire being dismembered after World War I as the old order in central Europe was swept away, though as with most cold facts I will probably have forgotten them by tomorrow.

Back in the saddle, the rain intensifies, drenching us, me more than Chog as my bike doesn’t have a screen like his. Plus the fact that the manufacturer of the one-piece red number I’m wearing had some kind of fashion statement in mind rather than any weather protection. On a bike, you are often subjected to long periods of introspection, which I realise is not everyone’s cup of tea.

Dylan’s lyrics reverberate around the confines of my helmet as we head for Spittal over roads that are astounding works of engineering genius, spanning huge gorges and boring through mountainsides. We help in a small way by contributing the equivalent of seven quid apiece in toll money. We think this exorbitant. Just before our night stop, the sun shrieks blindingly through a torn sky and steam rises from the tarmac.

Spittal youth hostel is a family-run affair and, again, we are the only guests. We have eaten nothing since morning and my stomach is ringing alarm bells. For me, The Trip really begins today. We break our fast on very meagre fare: bread roll and coffee. Undeterred by the ever-present rain, we set off for Valich and the Yugoslav border. The final stretch to the border is up a breathtakingly steep road that disappears into the clouds. Each hairpin bend reveals more of it, stretching up to God knows where.

After two or three kilometres of riding in first gear with the engines screaming in protest and the pistons about to burst forth, we decide to rest our trusty steeds in a lay-by. We’re freezing cold in our inadequate gear and dripping wet. Chog heads off on foot to see how far this road goes on (up) for but returns with the news that it just gets steeper. We decide to run the bikes in first gear and trot alongside them while holding the handlebars. This proves to be a satisfactory solution and suddenly strikes us as hilarious. With bulging cheeks, we try hard to suppress our giggles for we need all our breath for trotting.

We pause to catch our breath at the top of the 1,073 metre (3,520 feet) Wurzen Pass, before the border materialises out of the murk. We exchange grins and collapse on the kerb, knackered. At least the exertion has warmed us up a bit.

“Did you see the look on that bloke’s face when he passed us in the Combi?” asks Chog.

“Yeah, must have thought we were fuckin’ supermen or something, pushing the bikes up a mountain!”

I exchange forty-five pounds and receive enough dinars to fill a suitcase. They’re nice-looking notes and Chog and I study them along with some petrol coupons that tourists are required to use. We are excited at entering a ‘Communist’ country and I imagine KGB agents lurking behind every tree. I notice immediately (or is it my imagination?) the poverty and drabness of the Slovenian Alps compared with the towns on the Austrian side only a few miles away. There’s not much you can actually put your finger on, just a general feeling of unkemptness, as though the caretaker is on holiday, a picket fence over there in need of a lick of paint, a lawn over here in need of a good mowing and a pile of household rubbish sitting beside a house, uncollected.

It rains cats and dogs all the way to Jesenice where we raid the supermarket for bread, cheese, butter and apples and gorge ourselves, sitting on some concrete steps in flagrant disregard of Nanny Flo’s warnings about catching piles. In a bus lay-by, we pull over for a breather and a young bloke riding an MZ 125, with smiley faces stuck on his blinkers, pulls in behind us.

“You are English?” he asks.

“Yeah,” replies Chog, red face shining.

“Your bikes are even smaller than mine, I am thinking!” he says beaming. “How far are you going?”

“Australia,” I reply with as much nonchalance as I can muster.

With that, he almost falls off his bike with laughter.

“You English, you are so funny!” He looks a bit like John Denver with his round specs and blond hair, which by the look of it, someone has hacked off at the nape of his neck with a carving knife.

“No, we’re serious,” says Chog and we elaborate on our plans.

He slaps his thigh theatrically and we revel in our role as mad Englishmen abroad. ‘Scatty Jack’, as we christen him, explains that he is a Dutch van driver who delivers cold meats in his native Rotterdam and is on a three-week vacation, touring down to Greece.

“I’m thinking that maybe we are all a bit scatty!” he says and roars with infectious laughter.

He tells us that we are lucky, as many routes over the Alps have been washed away in rivers of mud in recent storms. We take a shine to him; kindred spirits and all that. I say that no doubt we’ll bump into each other again further down the track (I’m tempted to say ‘further down the line’, but maybe that’s trying to be a bit too Dylanesque) and kick the C90 into life. Scatty Jack gives us the thumbs-up and recedes in my mirror as a huge rainbow materialises overhead.

Onwards we go, this time in glorious sunshine. The sunshine is of a singular quality that invigorates like a tonic or a good night’s sleep. The kind that summer childhood memories, they tell me, are drenched in. We cruise happily into the town of Postojna where we have reasonable coffee and debate our evening’s destination.

“If Slovenia is the richest state in Yugoslavia then it doesn’t say much for the rest,” comments Chog. He is reading the guidebook while I pore over the map, a common pastime of ours.

“Why don’t we go to Trieste for the night?” I suggest.

“There is a youth hostel,” he concedes. It will mean another border crossing and more money-changing, this time to Italian lire.

“Wasn’t Magellan born in Trieste?” I ask as we head for the C90s. “I thought he was from Genoa actually.”

A couple of things suddenly strike me, just how invigorating this much freedom is and how ridiculous Chog looks perched on his tiny bike with his huge black crash helmet, rather like the cartoon character, Atom Ant!

The Italians at Customs are tickled pink at the size of our mounts, but we are used to this reaction and smile along with them, quite happy to be the butt of their jokes. The winding hairpins down to the bustling seaport are great fun and afford magnificent views of the orange sun setting over the Gulf of Venice, while lightning flashes behind us.

Trieste youth hostel is like a miniature castle right on the sea. Its huge, dark silhouette is awesome in the murk, and inside, the dormitory is cold and damp. It’s the kind of place you’d expect POWs to be holed up in, waiting for their Red Cross parcels. We take a stroll along the sea front and watch dozens of track-suited young Italians jog past.

“This is the life!” I remark to Chog.

“Yeah,” he agrees. Then, “Are you sure Magellan was born in Genoa?”

Raymond Bayliss, or Ralph as he is known to his mates, first coined the term the ‘Swagmen’ to describe himself, me, Chog and Block. Four stout-hearted young adventurers who would traipse off at weekends into the wilds of Britain to perform feats of endurance (some, or rather, most would say stupidity) and consume vast quantities of local beer. Always ill-equipped, the Swagmen would revel in discomfort and dare the elements to throw all they had at us! We’d think nothing of footslogging thirty miles with forty pounds of outmoded gear in our packs as long as there was a boozer at the end with a log fire and plenty to drink.

Pints of scrumpy and best bitter proved to be a very effective anaesthetic to the pain of blisters, aching shoulders and legs. After closing time, we’d often put a few more miles under our belts and in the morning, marvel at how our chosen campsite appeared strangely at odds with our beer-blurred vision of perfection from the previous evening.

Even when we could afford decent gear, we’d persevere with leaky old ex-army tents and dustbin liners instead of anoraks. Never let it be said that the Swagmen ever sacrificed sheer bravado and foolishness for comfort! As the scope of our forays into the wilds of Britain (and occasionally abroad) expanded, a weird kind of masochistic camaraderie developed between us, a bond which outsiders found difficult to fathom.

Chog and I were the organisers and map-readers, while Ralph and Block would be content to trudge along behind with the occasional, “How far is it to the next boozer then?” Wilf would occasionally put on a spurt of speed to get a couple in before last orders. Other mates like Roy, Phil, Jim, Gavtin and Hoggy would occasionally be cajoled and badgered into forsaking football and telly for the weekend.

My cousin David came twice and swore ‘never again’, after being dragged up Ben Nevis and Scafell Pike. I have a vivid picture of David standing forlornly on the shore of Loch Ness, dripping with rain and sweat and swaying dazedly as Chog and I animatedly discussed the relative merits of a possible campsite.

“Mmmm,” Chog mused, hands on hips, “that spot there may be a bit low. If we have a freak storm, that hollow would soon become a lake.”

“What about over there then?” I’d offer in my best Baden-Powell manner, nodding towards a clearing. “Good drainage and well concealed from the road.”

“Mmmm, excellent choice, Georgie boy,” Chog would reply, heading for the spot.

Working together like well-oiled machinery, we’d have the tent up in a trice while David stared off into space, wondering what on earth he was doing with such a pair of wankers! Chog had even printed up some t-shirts with the logo, ‘Smiling through hell!’ Discomfort and hardship became de rigueur for the Swagmen. Shunned by the ‘Peter Stormers’, the hiking elite, we were rebels of the hills, cocking a snook at day-glow cagoules and Kendal mint cake.

Childish, I know, but these things helped us through the trials and tribulations of growing up in the grey world of London suburbia in the 70s and kept us, at least part of the time, off the streets. (And to be honest, I was quite partial to a bit of Kendal mint cake!)





Chapter 2 Mad Dogs and Englishmen

We leave the hostel early and soon manage to get lost in the city sprawl. My engine sputters and I turn the fuel tap to reserve again just as the border comes into view. We endure more formalities and bloat ourselves on three palatable coffees before heading towards Rijeka. Then, throwing caution to the wind, we remove our cheap crash helmets and tie them onto the rear rack. A feeling of carefree joie de vivre sweeps us on through low dry scrub-covered hills, classic spaghetti western country.

Once started, the bikes perform remarkably well, but are becoming increasingly difficult to start. Chog requires at least a dozen kicks sometimes to get his coughing into life, and mine is not much better. This usually leaves him even redder in the face than usual. Helmetless, I can hear my tiny engine so much clearer and am alarmed at the tinny sound it makes, as though a sixpence were rattling around in that cylinder. Perhaps doing more than 150 miles per day is asking too much of them. We both have larger machines back at home: Chog’s is a Honda CX500 and mine a Honda CB400—sounds like that annoying bumper sticker people put on their old bangers: ‘My other car’s a Porsche’.

In the spring of this year, I toured through France, Spain and Portugal for a month on my 400 and I think back longingly to the ease and comfort of the larger bike. Now, I feel guilty for having these unworthy thoughts and make a mental note to lubricate and tighten the chain when we stop tonight as a special treat for my trusty steed. Rijeka, if my hasty first impressions are anything to go by, turns out to be a rather soulless, bland town, so after loitering around the town square and sending off some postcards, we head off. The sun smiles down on us once more. Without realising it, we have crossed into Croatia and we crawl down the Dalmatian coast. Our little bikes steadily eat up the miles—slow and steady wins the race.

The countryside is bare and barren. It’s the kind of country where you’d expect to see a gang of Mexican bandidos sporting huge sombreros and dirty great moustaches and wearing bandoliers of bullets. I can see them now astride their lathered nags, racing to head us off at the pass. I don’t really see them, of course, but I do glimpse a ragged herd of goats scampering up a hillside and causing a miniature rockslide to cascade onto the road.

Johny Bayliss (Ralph’s dad) is one of our touchstones against the creeping threat of conformity and all the horrors it implies. Johny is partly responsible for The Trip and entirely responsible for us sitting upon such puny beasts of burden, his powers of persuasion being profound. “Look at these no-hopers!” he’d say, waving his half-empty can of Carlsberg Special Brew in a wide arc, encompassing most of the gathered throng.

It was a Sunday afternoon in June, and Chog’s parents, Harry and Barbara, were throwing one of their famous garden dos. These events were always popular on the social calendar with family and friends as Chog’s mum was such an excellent cook and his dad ‘H’, who worked at the local Watneys Brewery along with my dad, always had an ample stock of strong ales and stouts, which we were never shy in depleting.

“You don’t want to end up like these no-hopers, do you?” asked Johny, indicating the assemblage with his can of beer. “Noses to the grindstone all their lives, dreaming of their two weeks in the sun, while they slave away like bloody automatons for the other fifty. Look at ’em,” he continued, “not an ounce of spunk in ’em!”

Chog and I were getting a tad embarrassed at this stage but asking Johny to keep his voice down when he was three sheets to the wind would be like waving a red flag at an enraged bull. “Then when they get back from Benidorm or Ibiza or wherever the hell they go, they’ll just complain about the weather and the food and bore us all senseless with holiday snaps of their hotel room and the pool.” Johny pauses for a refreshment break and reaches for a sausage on a stick. “Why don’t you buy yourselves a couple of mopeds and just head off for Australia? If one of them breaks down, just leave it and carry on, two-up on the other one. When that gives up the ghost, just dump it and stick out your thumb! What have you got to lose?”

Another pause, another slug of Special Brew. “On your death bed, will you recall your boring days at the office or visits to the supermarket? No. So get out there and create memories worth remembering!”

And Johny knew what he was talking about as far as travelling went. In his fifty-five or so years, he’d spent time in the Navy, been a lumberjack in Canada, along with various other manly occupations. He was one of those blokes who’d been there and done that, and liked to talk about it too. His favourite pastime was quaffing large quantities of strong ale and holding forth on any number of topics. Keep his glass topped up and his yarns would trip fulsomely off his tongue all evening. His right-wing leanings and rather forthright manner—some would say browbeating—did make for some rousing speeches and memorable evenings. Woe betide any do-gooder, left-wing, bleeding-heart liberal who had the temerity to voice their opinion. Though I disagreed with some of his politics, he was difficult to dislike.

He owned a ramshackle caravan on a plot of land near Littlehampton, which we laughingly referred to as ‘Johny’s farm’. He resided here with his long-suffering wife Sandy and a mad dog called Lulu who we liked to tease and send into a frenzy whenever we visited. In 1970, Pete had packed Sandy and four boys into their VW Combi and driven it back from Ceylon. They’d shipped it over from Australia where they’d been living for the previous seven years.

One of Johny’s oft-repeated tales was when he drove onto the ferry to cross the Bosphorus at Istanbul. Apparently, he looked at the ticket collector and pulled out his pockets. “I’m sorry,” he said, “I haven’t got a bean!” How he overcame this problem, no one knew as he usually headed off to the bog at this stage in the narrative. Upon his return, he demanded whose round it was and nobody had the gumption to remind him of his unfinished tale.

He was the least materialistic man I knew. His house seemed devoid of ornaments, pictures and the bits and bobs that usually adorn people’s mantlepieces. “Useless bloody rubbish,” he would say. For a couple of years after their return from Australia, Johny’s family lived on an old houseboat moored at Thistleworth Marine, on the Thames at Isleworth. I found the idea of living on the river tremendously exciting and would use any pretext to call for Ralph, rather than rendezvousing with him. Sometimes in the summer we—me, Ralph and Roy ‘Smudger’ Smith—would dive off the pontoon into the murky depths of the Thames and paddle about with the corpses of cats and rats and other interesting flotsam and jetsam.

Johny and his family lived very frugally and were not slaves to the foibles of fashion, much to my brother Malcolm’s amusement, as he would mercilessly ridicule Ralph’s less than chic wardrobe. I remember one Christmas—one which I’m sure Ralph remembers far more vividly—when his dad, in a selfless act of largesse—though some might call cruelty—donated all the money he would have spent on presents to charity. Ralph was understandably pissed off, as were his three younger brothers.

Johny is one of those rare people who, when they say they are going to do a thing, does it. He sees the world as black or white—some would say all white—and has a ready solution to any problem. When asked for advice, it is often not what the petitioner would prefer to hear. His favourite line is, “if thy right eye offends thee, pluck it out!” Intrigued by this quote, I hastened to the library to look it up and found it, not surprisingly, in the good book. The rest went, ‘…and cast it from thee, that one of thy members should perish and not that thy whole body should be cast into Hell.’

He was a natural orator and, I think, would have been a successful politician had there been a groundswell in the populace for England’s second fascist dictatorship (sorry Johny, Maggie got there first). When in full verbal flight—not quite frothing at the mouth but close—he would gradually draw his audience into his boozy, convivial ambit till they were hanging, slack mouthed, on the next gem from The world according to Bayliss.

Another classic tale he tells after his vocal cords have been suitably lubricated and another couple of brain cells destroyed is the one about the tramp in the cafe. “Well, there I was,” he begins, “minding my own business, just sitting down to a nice fry-up, you know how it is. I’d done a good morning’s graft and worked up a bit of an appetite. It was your typical greasy-spoon type of establishment, you know the kind I mean.” His audience nods as one. “Well, the chap brings my breakfast out, salt of the earth he was; anyway, I think, lovely. I’m just getting stuck in when this tramp sidles over and sits beside me, smelly bugger he was, and starts eyeing up my plate. Then, bold as brass, he pinches one of my chips! I tut-tut but let it go and carry on as if nothing’s happened.”

“Next time, he pinches a sausage! ‘Now look here, mate,’ I say to him, ‘if you touch my food again, you see this fork? I am going to stick you with it,’ and I go on eating. Well, I’m just wiping the yolk up with a piece of bread, as you do, when blow me down, if he doesn’t make a grab for my last sausage. Quick as a flash, I smash the fork down onto his hand and it sticks right into the meaty bit of flesh between his thumb and finger with a very satisfying thunk and just sort of quivers there for a second. He left the cafe howling, with my fork still sticking out his hand!” Johny then re-enacts the moment using the hand of the nearest person. “Well, I gave him fair warning!” he says.

They broke the mould when they made Johny.

Thus far, his words of advice regarding motorbikes have proved correct. To suggest touring on a small-capacity bike to most riders would invite snorts of derision, even laughter, usually from riders who hadn’t tried it. Despite the warnings of these more seasoned bikers—‘they won’t get far’—we find ourselves in far-flung Croatia.

Our Honda C90s are not mopeds, as Johny Bayliss had suggested, but 89cc, air-cooled, four-stroke singles. Known in some circles as the Supercub or simply a ‘stepthru’, these amazing little workhorses are, like the Ford Model T, the VW Beetle and the Jeep, considered to be an icon of twentieth-century industry. Literally millions have been produced since the first one rolled off the assembly line back in 1958, the same year a chubby ginger baby named Steve and later to be known as Chog, came squalling into the world.

Like the rest of Yugoslavia, Croatia has a complicated, tumultuous and often bloody history. Constantly partitioned and then integrated into various empires—including the Frankish, Byzantine, Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian—since the Croats first moved here from the Lower Danube about 1500 years ago, it became part of modern Yugoslavia—along with Slovenia, Serbia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Montenegro and Macedonia—in 1945 under Josip Broz, also known as Marshal Tito. Tito was in fact born in Croatia and we’ve seen his unsmiling visage on a few café and shop walls. Universally revered, Tito achieved the impossible by uniting six such disparate republics into one nation. Yugoslavia actually means ‘land of the south Slavs’.

We pay twenty dinars to clatter across a timber bridge onto the island of Otok Krk, one of 600 along this coast that stretches all the way south to Albania. Thirty-five kilometres later we arrive at Punat which turns out to be a charming fishing village where the tendrils of tourism are not yet suffocating the place. We treat ourselves to our first hot meal in a week.

I like to watch Chog eat. He gives the task 100% of his attention. It’s pointless attempting to converse with him when he has a knife, fork or spoon in his hands. He is oblivious to all outside stimuli. Like a surgeon intent upon a patient, he stabs, scrapes and cuts with precise motions before chewing methodically, thoughtfully considering his remaining fare and next forkful. Like a general surveying the battlefield, he moves his food around the plate as if he were moving tanks or infantry. As he chews, he is planning battle formations and strategies, till he’s ready for the decisive thrust of the fork.

The warden at the youth hostel, a surly bugger with a bald pate, tells us that the holiday season is at an end and we can only stay for one night. We indulge in a couple of bottles of the local plonk and swig them down on the harbour steps, feeling very worldly but resembling a couple of old winos. I watch as a small boy, seven or eight, with unruly blond hair, smilingly bounces a bright blue ball up and down the pavement behind us.

We enjoy a very restful couple of days in Punat. Alternative accommodation is arranged with the help of the Tourist Buro, a marvellous little room for two with shower and breakfast of bread, cheese and ham for 500 dinar (about three quid). We potter around town and walk a few kilometres along the coast road where the rocky shore slopes down steeply, enabling us to swim safely without fear of being ripped open from throat to crutch by some piece of flotsam or jetsam. I brought my speedo goggles along so we manage to see some quite sizeable shoals of fish.

On one jaunt, we get a lift back to town in the trailer of a tractor, driven by a large farmer with warts on his hands. Efforts to engage him in small talk soon falter. Either the language barrier is too great or he’s just having a bad day. Chog and I agree that Otok Krk is a top spot and earmark it for a possible return visit.

Navigation is easy. Keep the sparkling Adriatic on our right and full steam ahead. The scenery is magnificent today. Steep defiles and rocky gullies with stunted trees and bushes clinging precariously to the slopes. The road has been cut into the side of the limestone mountain which, in places, slopes straight down to the sea. Barriers are non-existent and we pass a few rusting car wrecks below, whose drivers have misjudged the bends.

Our first stop is at Senj, where we have our usual frugal watering of caffeine. On the way to Karlobag, forty miles to the south, we pass some beautiful, secluded coves and are then stoned by some youths from an overpass. Questionable behaviour we think but take it philosophically. I go onto reserve on the way to Zadar and eat well into this precious store before pulling into an INA station to fill up.

It’s raining as we hit the suburbs of Zadar. For some reason, I have a hint of misgivings and depression’s dark fluttering threatens my mood. I am never totally at ease when entering any large town. We dawdle around the town centre, asking directions for the hostel and are treated, especially by the youth, with hostility and aggression. We cannot explain it. We finally find the hostel and are treated like lepers by the warden. The place is a sorry-looking hovel, as is the supermarket, where we purchase our most nauseous meal to date.

The electricity is off in the hostel, so we go and find a deserted bandstand overlooking boats being tossed about on the choppy sea and attempt to banish negative thoughts with cheap Dubrovnika gut-rot. A leisurely stroll to the Yugoplastics factory, presumably the town’s raison d’être, does little to lighten our mood. Neither does the stench that assails us from the raw sewage in the bay.

The next eight hours are not pleasant. When I finally lay my tired bones down to rest, I am set upon by a host of hostile little bedbugs with ferocious bites. The bugs have also called up air cover in the form of whining, stinging mosquitoes. It would seem that my bodily fluids are suddenly the talk of the insect world. Eventually, we decide to lie on top of the sheets, on our backs, fully clothed, like two androids whose batteries have run out. This lessens the agony somewhat but not entirely.

“My, what fun we’re having,” Chog mumbles in delirium.

“Discipline or the abyss!” I reply with clenched teeth and stiff upper lip as I narrowly miss swatting a mosquito and slap myself in the chops instead.

At one time, I suggest that we leave and sleep in the bandstand. I can’t say the night is intolerable because we do somehow manage to tolerate it and wake groggily to face another day.

“Zadar could quite possibly be the most unwelcoming and least interesting town on the surface of the fuckin’ earth,” I say as I lash my bag onto the back of the C90.

“How about a new Swagman badge: ‘I survived Zadar’!” suggests Chog.

“For Christ’s sake, let’s get out of this shithole!” I reply.

It’s raining again. The low sky is the colour of an oily rag with dark storm clouds like a fleet of warships above. I can’t complain really because Europe has just enjoyed its best summer since the record breaker of 76. Personally though, I’d have preferred the precipitation to have been spread out a bit more evenly over the year rather than have the lot dumped on us in the course of a week! At times, the water must be an inch-deep on the road. It’s rather like ploughing our way through a small stream. Visibility is almost zilch as my glasses steam up. Consequently, I don’t take a great deal of interest in our surroundings. The only time I am aware of Chog ahead is when his brake light comes on. Down the road about fifty miles, the brake lights pull over and I follow Chog into a small café where we make two distinct puddles and drink cups of nasty strong Greek coffee.

Back in the saddle, I try to affect a lofty disregard for my discomfort but with only partial success. These open-face helmets are excellent for peripheral vision but a tad painful when the rain is lashing down, rather like somebody chucking handfuls of gravel into my face. Trying to put a positive slant on proceedings, I am partly consoled by the fact that any remaining Zadarian bugs would surely have been drowned by now, but the little bastards are probably amphibious!

We stop by the road sign to Split.

“What d’you reckon?” asks Chog, nodding at the sign. We had planned on giving Split the once-over, but the effort required in this weather would far outweigh any relative delights of the visit.

“Nah,” I reply as cold water streams down my neck and I shudder involuntarily.

We pull over shortly after, however, at a sign advertising a Tourist Buro, for we need petrol coupons. It is shut as things usually are when you’re most in need. We stand outside, munching on Super Choc bars, our noses pressed to the glass, dreaming of the dryness inside.

“Ah well,” I sigh, “back into it.” The rain continues to bucket down as two pathetic-looking figures squelch back to their bikes.

About ten miles from our proposed stop, my up-until-now trusty steed suddenly dies on me. Luckily, we are in a town, the name of which we never discover. We are too cold and waterlogged to think coherently about my bike but there is a café in sight and the thought of a short black coffee with a roof over our heads is impossible to resist. We pull our bikes over the kerb onto the rain-soaked pavement and enter the café, which is


















































EPUB/media/9781037118739.jpg
JRAVELS

FTH CHOG

e i
N






