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Route Links 

 

If you would like to ride the route ridden in this book you can down-

load the gpx files here: 

 

https://sites.google.com/site/landsendtojohnogroatsgbbo00/gpx-

files---side-to-side 

 

If you would like to view the route in more detail than shown on the 

maps in the book you can follow the links to Google Maps below (or 

type them into your device browser if you are reading the paper edi-

tion).  The route follows Sustrans National Cycle Network: Regional 

Route 30 for a few miles to join National Route 1 to London and then 

National Route 4 all the way to St David’s (and then Google's route to 

home).  Some days have more than one map because Google Maps 

could not deal with all the twists and turns the Sustrans route made 

away from its own proposed route within one file.   

 

Day 1 – Lowestoft to Colchester 
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z5WW9BzgUETE.kYLijK7sPzHk  

 

Day 2a – Colchester to Greenwich 
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z4ktojXUDKfA.kuojn04IhD7c  

 

Day 2b – Greenwich to Oakley Hotel 
 https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z4ktojXUDKfA.k-KqRRU5OhOw  

 

Day 3a – Oakley Hotel to Hampton Court 
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z4ktojXUDKfA.kyKWmmbd0cYw  

 

Day 3b – Hampton Court to Newbury 
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z4ktojXUDKfA.kTAOGbC-jw-c  

 

Day 4a – Newbury to Bath 
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z4ktojXUDKfA.knpdYNsnW5wY  

https://sites.google.com/site/landsendtojohnogroatsgbbo00/gpx-files---side-to-side
https://sites.google.com/site/landsendtojohnogroatsgbbo00/gpx-files---side-to-side
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z5WW9BzgUETE.kYLijK7sPzHk
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z4ktojXUDKfA.kuojn04IhD7c
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z4ktojXUDKfA.k-KqRRU5OhOw
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z4ktojXUDKfA.kyKWmmbd0cYw
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z4ktojXUDKfA.kTAOGbC-jw-c
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z4ktojXUDKfA.knpdYNsnW5wY
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Day 4b – Bath to Caerphilly 
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z4ktojXUDKfA.kD8La1CosaoI  

 

Day 5a – Caerphilly to Kenfig Hill 
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z4ktojXUDKfA.kLjOLv1xaSR4  

 

Day 5b – Kenfig Hill to Solva 
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z4ktojXUDKfA.kLhL6KyeXONE  

 

Day 6 – Solva to Swansea via St David’s 
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z4ktojXUDKfA.kh3mt9oDtH44  

 

Day 7 – Swansea to Cheddar Home 
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z4ktojXUDKfA.k-sMFz-0qU6g  

 

https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z4ktojXUDKfA.kD8La1CosaoI
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z4ktojXUDKfA.kLjOLv1xaSR4
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z4ktojXUDKfA.kLhL6KyeXONE
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z4ktojXUDKfA.kh3mt9oDtH44
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z4ktojXUDKfA.k-sMFz-0qU6g
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Chapter One 

Preventative Prevarication

Of all the cycles I have undertaken, this was the longest in the 

planning and yet the one I was least prepared for. 

Perhaps that is a little unfair.  The truth is, I was planning for a cy-

cle ride, not this particular one.  After riding from one end of the coun-

try to the other for the third time I decided it was time to turn my hand 

to something else, or at least turn my pedals down a different track. 

Why, you might ask, had I ridden the length of the country on three 

occasions?  Believe me, I have asked myself the same question many 

times, most notably during the rides themselves, in particular on any 

long uphill drags (and towards the end of each day any uphill drag is 

long).  But I have a justifiable answer that should keep the men in the 

white coats at arm’s length a while longer. 

You see, when I first cycled end-to-end, as it is known, from John 

O’Groats to Land’s End, it was a ‘once in a lifetime’ challenge.  I set 

about the planning and it became surprisingly tricky, with much more 

to think about than I had at first envisaged.  Eventually I found every-

thing I needed but it was a bit of a struggle to piece it all together to my 

satisfaction (I’m not a chuck some bits in a bag and follow my nose 

type, quite the opposite).  After the ride I decided to collate all of the 

information I had discovered whilst planning and put it in one place to 

make life a little easier for future end-to-enders and created the website: 

www.landsend-to-johnogroats.co.uk. 

I thought that was the end of my end-to-end experience but no.  I 

started to receive emails from people thanking me for the site, which was 

great, but I was alarmed to find that some were considering following the 

route I had ridden.  This frightened me because it was a dangerous route, 

using busy main roads, some of them dual carriageways.  It was also bor-

ing for huge stretches and was not the best way to enjoy cycling the 

length of the country.  I had only selected it because I needed to complete 

the ride in six days. 

To overcome the problem I decided to find a safer route for people 

to follow.  It started by riding the route that Google Maps spat out 

http://www.landsend-to-johnogroats.co.uk/
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English Counties Rough Route 

when I entered Land’s 

End as the start point 

and John O’Groats as the 

finish, with routing set 

for cycling.  That route 

was good, much better 

than my previous route, 

but it still had some very 

hairy sections.  Hence the 

third trek across the 

country, to iron out the 

wrinkles in the route and 

test ride it. 

So, with all of that 

behind me, I was keen to 

try something different.  

But what?  There were so many rides that I could try. 

Needing some way to whittled down the options I thought back to 

my end-to-ends and decided that the most annoying part of each was 

the travel to the start and from the finish.  I’m not the world’s best trav-

eller and find it stressful.  I am always anxious until I get to my destina-

tion.  I guess it is being out of control or at least not in control.  On a 

bike it is pretty much up to me if I get to my destination on time or not 

but it seems just about anything can delay a train or a plane.  Anyway, 

time cooped up travelling to the start or from the finish is time not 

spent on the bike: wasted. 

So, I concentrated on rides I could tackle door to door and soon re-

duced it down to two main contenders: All English Counties (a route 

cycling through every county in England) or Roscoff - Santander (via 

the ferry in Plymouth which sailed to both destinations, the former in 

northern France and the latter in northern Spain).  

The UK cycle had the advantage that I was fairly conversant with 

the language whilst I was decidedly not au fait with French.  This had 

been proven time and time again on our family trip to France shortly 

after completing the third end-to-end.   However, the continental ex-

ploit was only about half the distance of the All English Counties and 

would therefore offer the opportunity of nipping into the Pyrenees and 

tackling a couple of the icon climbs.  This was something I have always 
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been keen to experience so that I can fully appreciate the efforts of the 

grand tour riders as they battle on the unforgiving slopes. 

Being unable to make a choice I decided to put it to the vote.  My web-

site provided the platform and I set up a poll.  It was a close run thing, with 

the lead swapping from week to week as the votes came in. 

In the meantime I began researching.  I read up on the counties of 

England and started thinking about how I could celebrate each as I cy-

cled through; pasties in Cornwall, hotpot in Lancashire, scrumpy in Som-

erset etc.  I perused other writers’ scribblings about cycling through 

France and started looking at the relative costs of the two ventures.  I 

dabbled with routes and discovered that neither would be easy to plan.  

The All English Counties route would be very complex, needing to enter 

every county whilst minimising the overall distance and keeping to safe 

roads, lanes and tracks.  Similarly, the route through France and Spain 

would be tricky to plan because my preferred routing tool, Google Maps, 

did not provide the same level of coverage as it does in the UK. 

I dithered and prevaricated, something inside not allowing me to 

choose.  My final end-to-end was now months behind me and, in hind-

sight, it was probably my body telling me I wasn’t fit enough for either 

ride, trying to prevent me from punishing it because, other than com-

muting to work three times a week (about a 20 miles round trip), I had 

not set a tyre to tarmac since. 

Before I knew it, the time had slipped away and my booked week 

of leave from work was 

on the horizon.  There 

was no time to complete 

the planning for either 

route and certainly no 

time to train my body to 

the required level of fit-

ness to ride them com-

fortably.  At the last mi-

nute I was going to have 

to try something else. 

Whilst planning for 

the All English Counties 

route I had obtained a 

map showing Sustrans 
Roscoff to Santander 
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National Cycle Network, a network of cycle routes throughout the UK 

that utilises quiet roads and lanes, cycle paths, canal towpaths and 

footpaths.  I studied it for some time and discovered that it was possible 

to cycle from Lowestoft, the most easterly part of England, to St Da-

vid’s, the most westerly tip of Wales, using just three of the routes; Re-

gional Route 30 and National Routes 1 and 4.   Instead of riding from 

end-to-end I could ride from side-to-side [which is where the title to 

this book comes from, not weaving drunkenly home from the pub - 

that’s a different story entirely]. 

Starting in Lowestoft meant that I couldn’t cycle door to door but if 

I cycled home from St David’s then at least I would only have to travel 

to the start.  Planning would be easy because the route was already 

there.  All I had to do was map it out and convert it to a gpx route so 

that I could follow it on my Garmin 800 [cycling specific satellite navi-

gation device].  In theory there should have been signs all along the 

route but I knew from experience that I would soon miss one of those 

and be lost without a map; and I would have no room in my bag for a 

wodge of maps. 

Other than that, all I had to do was book a B&B for the end of each 

day’s ride and a train to the start. 

So, after the best part of a year wasted in planning the wrong routes 

I only had a week left to get myself ready.  Perhaps it was not so sur-

prising that I was under prepared. 

Loaded Bike with Train Reservation Tickets Tied to Top Tube 
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Chapter Two 

Travel Tribulations

It was with some trepidation that I hugged my wife goodbye and 

set off from home.  To be clear, it wasn’t the hug that was causing me 

the anxiety, it was the cycle to the railway station. 

Cycling through the alternating patches of light and dark created 

by the streetlamps as I rolled along the residential streets out of town, I 

reasoned with myself that there was nothing to worry about.  After all, I 

cycled this route, or at least the first 90% of it, three times a week, it was 

my commute to work.  But the unreasonable tiny travel troll perched on 

my shoulder whispered of punctures. 

“I have bullet proof tyres,” I argued. 

“Nothing will stop a nail or a large thorn,” hissed the troll, “and 

you won’t see them in the dark!” 

Damned troll had a point, the hedges had just been cut. 

Leaving the street lights behind I turned onto a cycle path running 

alongside the A38, peering into the pool of unnatural white light from 

my front LED light, trying to spot any rogue thorns.  Fortunately I was 

moving at a snail’s pace, not wanting to break a sweat on the ride be-

fore crawling into bed on the train. 

That was another source of anxiety.  I had never slept on a train be-

fore and I wasn’t sure what to expect. 

“Not sleep, that’s for sure,” giggled my tiny travel troll with gleeful 

malice. 

To maximise my cycling time I had booked a compartment on the 

night sleeper train from Plymouth to London Paddington on a Friday 

night.  That meant I could go to work and come home to have a full 

evening with my family before riding the 12 miles to the railway station 

in time for the midnight departure.  I would get five hours of sleep on 

the train then, whilst the streets were still quiet, cycle across London to 

Liverpool Street Station.  From there I would catch the first of two trains 

that would whisk me to Lowestoft by 09:30.  All for £79, with minimal 

cycling time wasted on travel.  The only down side was that I might feel 

a little tired at the start due to shortened sleep. 
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“Bloody knackered from no sleep at all!” translated the troll. 

“I never sleep very well the night before a big ride anyway,” I 

snarled at it.  Luckily it was dark and I was in the countryside so the 

only ones likely to hear me were the sheep huddled together in the cor-

ner of a field, sheltering from the penetrating headwind I was strug-

gling against. 

Despite the wind, before long I was entering the outskirts of Plym-

outh, back to the streetlight.  Easing back in the saddle I relaxed my 

shoulders, which had become tight as I hunched over the bars trying to 

spot thorns.  The hedge cut lanes were behind me and the threat of 

punctures diminished. 

“Yes, but there’s still that tick,” grumbled the troll spitefully, re-

senting my safe passage. 

That was true.  It seems inevitable that before any event my bike 

starts to develop ticks and squeaks, the gears suddenly don't click 

through properly and the saddle gets uncomfortable.  The reality is I am 

just getting worried and looking for problems.  That inaudible tick be-

comes a hammer blow, the slight delay in shifting becomes an insuffer-

able gear problem and the saddle is tiny so of course it is uncomforta-

ble, it always is. 

That hadn’t stopped me from panicking about a couple of ticks two 

days before the ride and frantically switching to my back-up bike.  This 

had involved swapping over the wheels, having to change over the cas-

settes [rear gear cogs] because they had worn to the chain, changing 

saddles, swapping over pedals for the ones that worked with my new 

shoes, changing the tyres to make sure I had the best puncture protec-

tion and moving my saddle bag mount.  When I had run through the 

gears I found adjustment impossible because the chain on the back up 

bike was worn so I also had to fit a new chain. 

The next day (yesterday) I had ridden the back-up bike to work to 

test it and discovered that it not only ticked but squeaked as well.  It 

was also sluggish and the set up was all wrong.   Last night I swapped 

everything back.  Thankfully my number one bike now seemed fine, 

apart from that minor tick, the slight imperfection in gear shifts and the 

mild discomfort of the saddle. 

I tried to put the tick out of my mind but, like Chinese water tor-

ture, it was slowly wearing me down.  I knew it was probably just 

something loose but the troll kept nagging that something was about to 
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fail in a cataclysmic, ride ending manner. 

There was no time to stop now so I promised myself I would dig 

out my multi tool and tighten everything up once I was safely at the 

railway station.  In the meantime I tried to isolate the source by seeing if 

it ticked whilst pedalling/not pedalling, in the saddle/out of the saddle, 

weight on the front of the bike/back of the bike but it seemed to be 

completely random. 

On the plus side, the phaffing around was making the time fly and 

soon I was turning from my normal commute and heading to the rail-

way station.  The easiest, most traffic free route was through the univer-

sity campus.  Despite having worked in Plymouth since studying at the 

university, over half a lifetime ago, I had not been onto the campus for 

many years.  I hardly recognised it.  Old buildings had been refaced or 

demolished and new, state of the art edifices had grown in every open 

space.  The odd building I recognised looked incongruously old amidst 

the modern architecture.  Clearly there was a lot of money to be made 

in educating the next generation of dissatisfied professionals. 

One thing hadn’t changed, there were a lot of drunk students 

stumbling around the place.  I avoided them, remembering what they 

are like, and tip-tyred out of the campus and into the neighbouring 

railway station, which was full of drunken women instead.  Well, two 

drunken women but it was still full of them: they were large characters, 

made infinitely more voluminous in presence and voice by alcohol. 

I knew that when the train pulled in, the bike van would be at the 

end of the platform so I gratefully sidled away, out of range as the sot-

ted duo staggered from person to person demanding cigarettes.  I bus-

ied myself fiddling with my nuts, hoping they wouldn’t wander over 

and offer to help.  I think everyone was happy when the police turned 

up and escorted them away, except the police maybe. 

It was chilly waiting for the train to arrive.  I was kitted out in my 

cycling Lycra, not wanting to carry the extra bulk and weight of ‘nor-

mal’ clothes merely for this train journey.   In fact I had tried to cut the 

amount of kit down to a minimum.  For those interested in such things I 

have listed everything in the table overleaf. 

This is pretty much the same list of equipment I used on my first 

end-to-end from John O’Groats to Land’s End.  On my last two trips I 

stripped the bulk down by not taking any spare cycling clothes.  The 

only problems was that, once I had showered in the B&B each evening,  
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Things to Take 

1. Me 

2. Things to go on me: 

 Top 

 Leg warmers 

 Arm Warmers 

 Shorts  

 Socks 

 Cycling shoes 

 Cycling mitts 

 Helmet 

 Chest strap for heart rate 

monitor 

 2-3 hour supply of food in 

pockets  

3. Bike 

 Monoc TR2 Team road bike (aluminium frame with carbon 

forks and stays equipped with 30 speed Shimano 105 groupset) 

4. Things to go on the bike: 

 Garmin 800 Sat Nav and 

back up battery 

 Lights 

 Pump 

 Bags 

 Bottles 

5. Things to go in bags: 

 Tyre levers 

 Multi tool 

 Inner tubes x2 

 Zip ties  

 Chain lube 

 Plastic bags 

 First aid kit 

 Antiseptic wipes 

 Butt cream 

 Toiletries 

 Mobile phone 

 Camera 

 Various chargers 

 Lock 

 Book 

 Wallet 

 Spare shorts 

 Spare top 

 Spare socks 

 Wind/rain top 

 Waterproof Rainlegs 

 Sunglasses 

 Tablet for Blogging 

 Silk rucksack 

 

 

 

I had nothing to wear because I washed the kit each night by stomping 

around on it in the shower.  It had been useful having the extra space in 

the bag though because I could carry food for a short while after buying 

it.  That meant I could find a scenic spot to stop and eat rather than 

stuffing it down outside the shop where I bought it [I am not a café per-

son, they take too long].  To counter this I added a silk rucksack.  I am 

no advocate of rucksacks for cycling.  They can cause back and neck 
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problems and make you sweat (or at least do not allow your sweat to 

wick away) but for a short distance the silk rucksack is great.  It weighs 

nothing and is surprisingly comfortable to wear.  I have even used it 

commuting.  It is especially useful if I have to carry something only one 

way because on the return I can roll it up and put it in my back pocket; 

it squishes down to something you can fit in the palm of your hand. 

The train was supposed to arrive ten minutes before its departure 

time, to allow sleeping passengers time to settle in their cabins before the 

train pulled away.  That time came and went so I carried on tightening 

my nuts, hoping the activity would take my mind off the chill.  It didn’t 

and I was thankful when the train rolled in just a few minutes late. 

The sleeping carriages were right at the front of the train and I 

watched them glide by and then slowly disappear out of sight down the 

slightly curving platform as the train inched to a stop.  The bike van 

was at the very back.  Glancing at the station clock I judged I had two 

minutes to secure my bike and run the length of the platform to my car-

riage before the train pulled away.  The train may not have been punc-

tual in arriving but I knew the conductor would be keen to leave bang 

on time. 

On my last venture onto a train with a bike, the entire bike area had 

been piled high with suitcases from a Saga holiday group.  By the time I 

had excavated a large enough hole to wedge my bike in I had been left 

with seconds to do the same run down the platform that I would have 

to perform tonight.  Mercifully the guards van was empty and it took 

mere seconds to chain my bike to the stand, unhitch my saddlebag and 

exit back onto the platform. 

A trick I had learnt from my past trips was to wear cycling shoes 

with a recessed cleat*.  It made jogging down the platform much easier 

and I managed to clamber into my carriage just before the guard waved 

his flag and the train pulled away.  

 

* For none cyclists, a cleat is a piece of plastic or metal that screws to the bottom 

of your shoe that then clips into your pedal.  Cycling with your feet clipped to 

your pedals is much more efficient, allowing you to pull up on the pedals in addi-

tional to pushing down (although, ideally it is best to pedal with a circular mo-

tion - who would have guessed?). Cleats also ensure that your feet are always in 

the correct position, providing you have positioned the cleats properly.  Their 

downside is that, unless recessed, they make walking awkward and slippery. 
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Bumping shoulders against the walls I stumbled down the narrow 

passage with my saddlebag held before me like a shield.  It had been a 

long time since I had been on a train with a side passage.  These days all 

the carriages have a central aisle.  My childhood flashed back with 

memories of sneaking off down the train from cattle class, with its cen-

tral aisles, to first class with its side passages and separate enclosed 

compartments.  Peering through the glass at the posh looking people I 

would hope to find an empty compartment where I could sit for five 

minutes, pretending to be important before being chased off by the 

guard. 

This time I had a ticket though and was muttering, “13L, 13L…” 

repeatedly under my breath looking for my cabin and berth.  With the 

train picking up speed I was keen to get into bed and asleep as soon as 

possible but didn’t want to blunder into the wrong cabin.  Fortunately 

when I found it the door was open so there was no chance of bursting 

in on anything unsavoury. 

I had wondered about the nautical terminology of cabin and berth 

but it certainly suited it better than room and bed.  Not that there was 

anything wrong with it, provided you like all your surfaces covered in 

Formica.   It met all my expectations anyway.  They weren’t very high.  

It was just somewhere to try and get a little sleep whilst being whizzed 

towards my destination.  Or rather, my start line.  I am glad that I paid 

a little extra to use the cabin as a 

single though. It would have 

been very cramped with a sec-

ond body and the ‘upper’ berth 

dropped from the wall for ac-

tion. 

Stowing my bag under the 

bed I stripped off, hung my kit 

on a hanger and clambered into 

bed.  Switching the light off I 

closed my eyes, determined to 

prove my tiny travel troll 

wrong and get a decent night’s 

sleep. 

The train passes through 

the town I had set off from an 
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hour and a half before and I was just wondering if I had made any net 

gain on my journey when there was a knock at the door.  It was a bit 

surprising, I wasn’t expecting visitors.  It was also a little awkward be-

ing half asleep and naked.  I mumbled something, fumbled in the dark 

for my cycling kit and dragged it back on.  Flicking the light switch I 

opened the door a crack and squinted out. “Yes?” I queried, wondering 

if I was going to end up in an argument over a double booking. 

“Mr Wood?”  

“Yes.”  Well, another passenger wouldn’t know my name so it 

couldn’t be someone muscling in on my berth.  I pulled the door open 

wider. 

“You didn’t check in,” stated a slight, middle aged lady wearing a 

Great Western uniform and holding a clipboard and pen.  Unbidden, 

she took a step into the cabin, both stabilising herself and taking control 

of the door by pinning it to the wall with her leg. 

Her tone was only slightly accusatory but it left me stammering si-

lently in my head in confusion as I sat back on the bed, ‘Check in?  It’s 

not a bloody hotel.  There were no instructions to check in!’ 

“I was in carriage E,” the lady continued, ticking something off on 

her clip board. 

‘Well I was in carriage F trying to get to sleep and I don’t much appreciate 

being interrupted thank you very much.  Don’t you know I have a long way to 

cycle tomorrow?’ I thought.  Being typically English I said, “Sorry.” 

“Well, I’ve found you now.  What time would you like to be wok-

en?” 

‘I couldn’t have been hard to track down, I was in my cabin!  And, for 

your information, I didn’t want to be woken at all,’ went through my head.  

“Sorry?” came out of my mouth. 

The lady gave me a look that might generously have been called 

patient but was actually closer to, ‘Why do I seem to have to explain this to 

every dumb passenger that infests my working place?  Just smile and think of 

the pay cheque.’  “The train arrives at Paddington at 05:13 but you do not 

have to vacate until 7:00.  What time would you like to be woken?” 

“I don’t need to be woken thanks.  I’ve set my watch to wake me,” I 

said, wishing I was in control of the door so I could gently and politely 

close it in her officious face. 

“Yes, I am sure you have.  But we need to make sure the train is va-

cated by 7:00.” 
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In other words, passengers are not to be trusted and should be 

poked awake and herded off the train as soon as possible.  “How about 

6:30 then?” I asked, knowing that I would be long gone before they had 

a chance to poke at me. 

“And what would you like for breakfast?” 

“Nothing, thank you.”  I knew what the prices would be like on the 

train.  I would try and pick something up as I cycled from Paddington 

to Liverpool Street. 

“It is all part of the service.” 

“Oh!  What are the options?” 

She started listing things but I stopped her at bacon butty. 

“Tea or coffee?” 

“Coffee please,” I said, offering the lovely lady a smile. 

“Thank you Mr Wood.  Bacon Butty and coffee at 06:30.” 

“Yes, thank you.” 

With a radiant smile she retreated from door and as it clicked 

closed I felt quite happy.  I was going to get more of a lie in than I had 

thought and would be woken with a bacon butty and coffee.  I had the 

zip to my cycling top undone before I realised that I actually did need 

to be long gone from the train before 06:30.   

Ripping the door back open I manage to accost the lady at the cor-

ner of the carriage and amend my wake up time to 5:30.  I knew it was 

going to be much more time than I would probably need. My onward 

train to Norwich [and then change for Lowestoft] was not until 07:00 

and it was only a 4-5 mile cycle but I know London like the back of my 

hand; not very well at all.  I wanted to leave myself enough time to get 

lost.  Or rather enough time to allow myself to become unlost if I got 

lost.  And hopefully the roads would be fairly abandoned that early. 

Finally, climbing back into bed (berth?) I turned the light out and 

attempted to drift off to sleep but it wasn’t long before the train was 

slowing on the approach to Newton Abbot.  I struggled to relax whilst 

passengers thumped up and down the passage, expecting another 

knock on the door at any moment.  But eventually the noise quietened 

down again and the train pulled away. 



 

20 

Chapter Three 

Day 1 – London to Lowestoft

I know I must have slept because I kept waking up.  Whilst the 

constant background drone coming from either the engine or the air 

conditioning (or both) filled my head I eventually became accustomed 

to that.  What woke me might have been the change in lighting when-

ever we passed through stations.  Or perhaps it was when the steady 

percussion of the wheels speeding over the regularly spaced expansion 

gaps in the tracks changed a beat at a junction.  Or perhaps my tiny 

travel troll was sticking his talons into my ear lobe every five minutes.  

Needless to say, sleep happened but it was not very restful, best sum-

marised by my first text of the day to my wife, “Slept like a log – going 

over Niagara Falls”. 

Typically, when the alarm went off I had just managed to fall into a 

deep sleep, probably because the train had stopped.  Despite booking a 

wake up knock for 5:30 I had left my alarm set for 05:20 to give myself a 

snooze option.  Snooze was not an option because adrenaline kicked in, 

keen to get my cycle across London out of the way and another leg of 

the ‘journey to the start’ over with. 

When the knock came I had already washed in the sink, dressed, 

repacked and was ready to go.  Usually my body doesn’t want to eat 

food for hours after waking but today the bacon butty went down with 

some relish (or at least tomato ketchup) and the coffee was just what I 

needed to turbo charge the adrenaline. 

Hoisting the saddle bag I bumped shoulders back along the pas-

sage and emerged onto the platform.  I was surprised how clean the 

station looked.  Perhaps it was just the bright clear light of the early 

morning, as yet unsullied by too much human traffic.  I wished my 

head was as clear.  I was suffering from the slightly dizzy and headachy 

feelings that normally follow attempts to sleep on a plane.  I had always 

thought that was due to pressurisation but maybe it is just motion and a 

constant background droning noise. 

Having collected my bike from the rear of the train I pushed it 

along the platform towards the exit, contemplating the ride across Lon-
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don.  It was something I had never done so I was feeling a little nervous 

and distracted.  That is why I almost missed the bear sat on a suitcase 

under the station clock. 

He pst at me, attracting my attention and perhaps, attempting to 

claim me for his own. “Do ya wanna look after me mate?” 

“Not really,” I admitted, keen to be on my way. 

“It’s just I’ve been stuck here since 1958,” said the bear, a tinge of 

complaint in his voice. 

“That’s a shame,” I mumbled, looking at my watch, trying to avoid 

eye contact. 

“Only went to the bog for a dump, there being no woods, like.  

When I came back me older brother had buggered off,” grumbled the 

bear.  “We’d travelled together all the way from Romania looking for 

the better life and he goes and dumps me the moment we gets here.” 

“Don’t you mean darkest Peru?” I asked.  It was a foolish move; I 

shouldn’t have engaged with him. 

“Don’t be daft!  Peru’s spectacled bears.  Do I look like a spectacled 

bear?  Nah, I don’t think so!  Nor am I a puma, a jaguar or one of those 

ridiculous looking lla-

mas. Nah!  I am a mi-

grant from Romania.  

And let me tell you I’ve 

been here a lot longer 

than all these come 

lately types, I ‘ave.  I 

was a trail blazer me. 

But no one cares.” The 

bear paused in his ti-

rade, pursed his lips 

and said, “So, you go-

ing to take me home or 

wot?” 

“I’d love to,” I lied, 

“but I’ve no room on 

my bike, see.” 

“I could wait 

whilst you gets a taxi,” 

suggested the bear.  
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“Been waiting for over half a century, five more minutes won’t hurt.” 

“Er…but my home is hundreds of miles away,” I said, starting to 

edge away. 

“Least you got an ‘ome ,” muttered the bear. 

I started walking.  “Sorry, I’ve got another train to catch the other 

end of town.  I’ll be late…” 

“Yeh, yeh.  Of course,” growled the bear.  I can tell from the cold 

look in his eye that he has heard this sort of thing a lot in the last few 

decades.  “At least leave me something to eat, mate.  I’m starving!” 

“Sorry, I haven’t got any marmalade sandwiches with me.  Must 

dash,” I said, trying to sound cheerful as I increased my pace and the 

distance between us. 

“Marmalade sandwich?” he hurled at my retreating back.  “I’m a 

bear!  Wot use is a bleedin’ marmalade sandwich?  How about a nice bit 

of road kill?  You’re a cyclist, you must bump over the stuff all the time!  

Is that a badger’s paw stickin’ out of that bag?” 

By then I was at the end of the platform.  I risked one look back but 

the bear hadn’t tried to follow me.  He was still sat on his suitcase under 

the clock looking brassed off. 

Shaking my head at the scene that had just taken place I wondered 

if I was still half asleep.  If not, I wondered what they put in the coffee.  

I’d have to try and find the recipe. 

Still pushing the bike towards the exit I turned on the Garmin to 

give it a few seconds to fire up.  I then loaded the route from Padding-

ton to Liverpool Street. 

Exiting the station I was a little perturbed to find that the streets 

were busier than I had expected.  Not busy, just busier than I thought 

they would be. 

By now the Garmin had located some satellites and the start of the 

route so was ready to go.  Flinging my leg over the bike I adjusted the 

mirror in the end of my drop handlebar, double checked over my 

shoulder and pulled out onto the road. 

There weren’t many cars but sometimes that is worse than gridlock.  

I knew from experience that fast moving urban traffic is far more dan-

gerous to the pedal powered. 

The first few hundred metres were fine until I had to move into the 

right hand lane to turn right onto the Edgware Road.  Whilst there were 

only few cars around they seemed to have switched to dodgem control, 
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veering between lanes and obstacles without warning.  They were ob-

viously used to nipping into small gaps and cut in inches in front of me 

even when it was totally unnecessary. 

The Edgeware Road itself was very broad and I was happy there 

was little traffic around.  I imagine it could be lethal at peak times.  If I 

had turned left at the end I would have entered Oxford Street but my 

route turned a couple of blocks earlier and followed a parallel road, 

Seymour Street.  Or at least I think it did.  The pink line I was supposed 

to be following seemed to be jumping around.  Or perhaps it was my 

location jumping.  The tall buildings were messing with the satellite re-

ception. 

I knew the route was roughly a straight line eastward, zig zagging 

first north-east and then south east through the city blocks, so I just fol-

lowed roughly were the line was as best I could.  This took me the 

wrong way up a couple of one way back roads but there was no traffic 

to offend and I could have always jumped onto the pavement if neces-

sary. 

Overall the ride across the city took longer than I expected.  Per-

haps it was just that in my mind it was a tiny hop between stations.  

Compared to the 100 miles a day or so I was going to ride, 5 miles was a 

small matter.  But even 1 mile of tense urban cycling can seem a long 

way.  Despite passing some recognisable sights, such as the British Mu-

seum, I did not enjoy the experience and was happy to roll up to the 

station.  Probably the biggest impression left on me was that everyone 

in the city must live on coffee and natural snacks, otherwise I couldn’t 

account for the Costa Coffee and Pret A Manger on every street; in fact, 

sometime more than one. 

I had far too long to wait on the platform and entertained myself by 

fretting nervously that the train to Norwich wouldn’t arrive.  To distract 

myself I started chain eating cereal bars from my saddlebag: I had 

brought a day’s supply of pocket food to keep me going on the ride and 

the calories were no good sat in the packet. 

The fretting was a wasted effort for the train arrived and left on 

time and I was soon relaxing on the train, speeding along the tracks to-

wards Norwich.  I experimented with the tablet I had bought for the 

ride and made a blog post.  On previous trips this had been my wife’s 

role.  I would send texts and make phone calls and she would piece it 

all together each evening.  Well, that was fine for a once in a life time 



Cycling from Side to Side 

24 

trip.  It was more of a burden on the second trip and by the end of the 

last had become one too many things to cope with.  Handling three 

boys, two dogs, two guinea pigs, two rabbits and a cat on her own was 

enough. 

Between paragraphs I peered out of the window and noted that we 

were not speeding along quite as fast as we had been but put that down 

to being on a rural route. Until an announcement interrupted me as I 

was about to finish my blog post: the train was running late and any 

passengers for Lowestoft would need to transfer at Ipswich to take a 

slower but direct train. 

I was impressed with the announcement and the clear instruction 

given.  I was not so impressed that it was given just as the train pulled 

into Ipswich station. 

Cramming the tablet in my saddlebag and wedging my feet back 

into my shoes I scrambled out of the carriage and charged down the 

platform to retrieve my bike.  The guard held the train for a minute to 

let me heave the bike to the platform and then waved the train on its 

way.  As I was trying to mount my saddlebag on the bike the guard 

leaned out of the window of the rapidly disappearing train and shout-

ed, “No time for that!  The train to Lowestoft is just leaving.”  He ges-

tured across the station to a train straining at the leash two platforms 

away. 

Great!  I suddenly felt completely exposed.  If I missed the Lowes-

toft train I would be stuck in Ipswich waiting for another train to 

Lowestoft.  For all I knew they only went twice a day.  If I had stayed 

on the Norwich train I knew there would have been another connecting 

train to Lowestoft an hour later, I had checked.  Alternatively I could 

have cycled the extra distance – I had even created a gpx route file just 

in case. True it was an extra 33 miles but not insurmountable.  I had no 

idea how far it was from Ipswich to Lowestoft.  It must have been a lot 

further because we had not long since passed through Colchester and I 

knew that was 96 miles, because it was my goal for the end of the day’s 

cycle. 

Snarling at the injustice of all my thoughtful planning going out of 

the window, I hoiked the bike onto my right shoulder and, with my 

saddle bag dangling from my left hand, ran.  I charged along the length 

of platform 3, up the steps, over the bridge, down the steps on the other 

side and hurtled all the way back down platform 1.  When I arrived, 
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panting from exertion, the guard on the Lowestoft train smiled and 

said, “No need to run mate, we don’t go out for another 5 minutes.” 

Imagining the smirking guard on the Norwich train, I unshoul-

dered the bike and pushed it on the train.  I call it a train although I am 

not sure whether the term should technically apply, for it was just one 

carriage, with the engine built in.  There was no designated space for 

the bike so I placed it in the luggage area and chained it to a rail so it 

wouldn’t fall over. 

Despite the drama of the moment, at least now I could properly re-

lax.  True, the ‘train’ was not due to arrive until 10:00, more than half an 

hour later than planned, but at least I didn’t have to make any more 

changes.  The final stop was the start!  
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Chapter Four 

Still Day 1 – Lowestoft to Colchester

Perhaps the final stop was not the start.  Not quite the start any-

way; I had to get to Ness Point, where there is a plaque commemorating 

the fact that Lowestoft is Britain’s most easterly point.  Like the sign 

posts at Land’s End and John O’Groats it seemed the most appropriate 

starting point, although not quite actually at the furthest point. 

I had no idea where Ness point was but I knew my gpx route start-

ed there, so if I switched on my Garmin and loaded the route, it would 

ask me if I wanted to navigate to the start. 

Ah!  The map seemed to be frozen at the start.  It would not allow 

me to zoom in or out or move the map around at all.  It was also not 

allowing me to navigate to the start.  The tiny travel troll pinched my 

earlobe and cackled, “You’re buggered now!” 

“No I’m not.  I can find the start easily enough.  It can’t be far.” 

“But Colchester is 96 miles away,” the troll pointed out.  “How are 

you going to get there?” 

“I’ll just follow the road signs,” I reasoned. 

“All the signs will be for main roads.  Very busy, dangerous main 

roads, with screaming death hurtling along them in both directions.” 

The troll grinned with malicious pleasure. 

My mind momentarily filled with panic.  Since being knocked from 

my bike by a lorry a couple of years previously I was no longer comfort-

able on busy roads.  Nearly 100 miles of busy roads might be too much to 

handle.  My trip might be scuppered before I even got to the start. 

Frowning, I decided that no problem was insurmountable if I put 

my mind to it.  This was just a minor setback.  The worst case scenario 

was to follow small roads and lanes that headed in a general south 

westerly direction.  I turned my head to look the troll in the malignant 

eye.  “Piss off, troll!” I eloquently commanded. 

Feeling a little brighter I determined that the route might load proper-

ly once I was at the start, so, asking a local for directions, I headed off. 

Ness Point was well signed and just a few minutes cycle away.  I 

stopped to take the obligatory photos and then set about reloading my route.  
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I shut the Garmin down and re-

booted it.  Loaded the route 

and…frozen!  The file must have 

corrupted!! 

“He he he!” giggled the un-

repentant troll. 

Refusing to listen I thought 

the problem through.  What 

about the routes for the other 

days!  Were they all corrupted 

too?  I loaded Day 2 and was relieved to be asked if I wanted to navi-

gate to the start.  That meant it was ok.  Then it struck me that it also 

meant I had a fall back for today: I could click yes and the Garmin 

would guide me to the start of tomorrow’s ride, i.e. the end of today’s. 

“Yes,” interrupted the troll, “but only by the most direct route, 

which will still mean busy roads.” 

The troll had a point but at least it was something. 

My thoughts were distracted by the antics of a group of curious 

photographers who had appear on the scene of my drama.  They were 

not curious about something, they were about something curious:  they 

were taking photographs of the ground and the nearby walls with their 

lenses a scant inch from their targets.  Maybe they didn’t read the direc-

tions for their cameras? 

Directions!  Of course!  Obvious!  I was meant to be following Sus-

trans routes and surely those routes would be signposted.  All I had to 

do was follow the signposts!  Genius. 

“Genius?  Took you long enough,” grumbled the troll, looking a lit-

tle petulant. You’ll 

probably miss one 

somewhere and end 

up in the middle of 

nowhere,” he added, 

the glint of hope 

lighting his eyes. 

“Excuse me,” in-

terrupted one of the 

photographers.  “Do 

you mind if I take a 
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picture of your bike?” 

“Not at all,” I said.  Maybe he had spotted my titanium seat post 

and stem customisations. 

He crouched down near my back wheel and, with his lens hovering 

an inch away, took a few shots of my cassette [the cogs for the chain on 

the back wheel].  Strange. 

“Can I take one of your face?” 

“Why not?” I uttered, never one to stand in the way of a man with 

good taste. 

Almost shoving the lens in my eye he took an oblique shot of my 

eyeball. 

A little perturbed I asked, “What are you lot up to then.” 

 “We’re part of the Lowestoft Photographic Club,” he said, taking a 

few shots of my nose hair.  “Today we are learning about taking macro 

shots – real close ups.” 

I should have known really.  I’ve a macro fetish myself.  I do it in 

private though.  And certainly not as part of a group. I like to take shots 

of fungi and creepy crawlies.  

The photographer wandered off to capture come grains of sand on a 

flagstone and I put my own camera away and prepared to make a start.  

Looking at the frozen map I suddenly wondered if the map would 

work without the navigation on.  A couple of years previously I had 

abandoned the London Edinburgh London Audax ride and needed to 
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follow part of the route in reverse, to get back to the beginning.  The 

Garmin had driven me crazy, constantly telling me to U turn, until 

someone had shown me how to turn the navigation off and just show 

the route on the map.  Then it was just a case of following the line.  

Well, the line of my route was still showing, the map was just stuck at 

the start.  If I could just remember… 

A few minutes later I was flicking the troll on the nose and setting off, 

following the pink line of my route.  The only downside was that it didn’t 

show the route profile, so I couldn’t see the ups and downs to come but 

that hardly mattered because I knew today was pretty much flat. 

The route retraced my tyre tracks almost back to the railway station 

and then picked up the A12, over the harbour bridge and onwards, out of 

town.   I was disappointed by the bridge.  I had seen it described some-

where as, “…a bascule bridge, like Tower Bridge across the Thames in 

London.”   This was nothing like Tower Bridge.  Not a tower in sight.  I 

suppose the reference had been to the design of the bridge element, not 

the Victorian elaboration adorning it.  A bascule bridge is one that swings 

up, like a drawbridge, rather than sideways.  My expectation had been 

too high although I was caught between regret at not seeing it in action 

and thankfulness that I hadn’t been delayed.  I was already feeling under 

time pressure; it was after 10:00 and I had nearly 100 miles to ride.  If I 

cycled at the average pace I managed on my last two trips (10 mph in-

cluding all stops) I was unlikely to reach Colchester before 20:00. 

The A12 was fairly busy for a Saturday morning but there was a 

good cycle path along the pavement, which was slow, due to numerous 

obstacles requiring slowing or stopping, but safe.  The route soon cut 

across the A12 at a crossing and followed cycle paths and quiet residen-

tial streets out of town on Route 30. 

Leaving the houses behind I hit the lanes of Suffolk.  Unfortunately 

my initial impressions were marred by also hitting the full force of the 

wind.  There were no hedges to blunt it.  In fact there was nothing to 

soften its power.  Apart from the odd tree here and there, the landscape 

consisted of pan flat cornfields.  Even the sky was fairly devoid of fea-

tures, hardly a cloud in sight.  It was proper ‘big sky’ country. 

Despite it being flat I was already finding it hard going, struggling 

to get into any rhythm.  Looking back, I should have been enjoying my-

self immensely.  I was free of responsibility, the sun was shining and 

the road beckoned before me.  At that moment though, I did not have 
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the right head on.  That head was feeling very sorry for itself.  Perhaps 

as a result of: 

 Not getting enough sleep (maybe the troll was right). 

 Setting out on a 96 mile ride quite late, having already been 

up for 5 hours so feeling I should be halfway through. 

 The strong headwind pushing me backwards. 

 Thinking I should be going faster than I was because it was flat. 

Riding in Devon I dreamt of flat. In fact I often thought that the 

Supreme Being should take a mighty sword and slice the tops 

off all the hills and invert them to plug all the valleys, making 

everything nice and flat. Now I wasn’t so sure it was a good 

plan: there were no downhills where I could stop pedalling! 

 Not being fit enough. 

Blowing a stream of snot from my left nostril I settled on ‘not being 

fit enough’.  I had prevaricated over training, never feeling I had the 

time when it was really the inclination I lacked.  Then, when I finally 

decided I really had to do something, I was hit by wave after wave of 

viruses and chest infections.  I was still in the final throes of one. 

Despite the sun I was feeling the gloom and made the mistake of try-

ing to get some miles in before relaxing into the ride.  A silly thing to do.  

I should have relaxed from the start, or at least after the initial adrenaline 

rush to get out of town.  Perhaps that was another part of the problem - 

the ‘rush to get out of town’ was the 5th adrenaline rush of the day: 

1. Waking and vacating the train. 

2. Cycling across London. 

3. Charging about at Ipswich railway station. 

4. Panicking about the route not working. 

5. Rush to get out of town. 

As a result I have little recollection of the first 20 miles of the ride 

other than it was a relentless grind into the headwind with weary legs 

and a tired head.  The landscape was flat with very straight roads, 

meaning there was little variety.  It was boring.  And despite being flat, 

the constant force of the wind made it feel like I was cycling uphill the 

whole time.  Admittedly, not a steep hill but one that went on for mile 

after mile without rest. 

The other side effect of the wind was the continuous noise.  It was 

mentally draining.  Add to that the return of the water torture ‘tick’ and 

I was beginning to curse the day I had ever thought of doing this ride.  
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Then, at roughly 20 miles, I 

had to stop and get off the bike 

to cross a railway line.  This 

may be quite normal in some 

parts of the country but some-

thing I am unused to so I 

stopped to take a picture of an 

angle of the track I rarely see.  

It crossed my mind that these 

must have been the tracks I 

had clattered over on the train 

that morning.  Whether it was 

the relief I felt that I didn’t 

have to worry about trains 

again on this trip or simply the 

brief rest from pedalling I do 

not know but I started to feel a 

little better about the trip.  Yes, there was a headwind but the day was 

warm, hot even at 23oc, and uncharacteristically sunny.  Sure, I was 

tired but this ride would chase off my cold and I would get fitter over 

the next day or two.  Ok, the bike was ticking but I would work out 

what that was and cure it, in the meantime I could ignore it.  So there 

were no hedgerows to blunt the wind’s assault but the cow parsley and 

the poppies on the borders of the field were a natural tapestry of won-

der.  The good was all there, I just had to see it. 

Despite my head down approach to the first 20 miles, it was now 

nearly midday so I had only managed to average about 10 mph and I 

still had a long way to go.  I climbed back in the saddle but resisted the 

urge to ‘push on’ again.  I determined to relax and ease up a little.  If I 

pushed too hard on the pedals I would tire myself quickly and I had 8 

days of cycling ahead of me. 

A mile down the lane I passed Bernard Matthews.  Any British 

reader will know that Bernard Matthews is a turkey farmer.  A major 

turkey farmer, with 56 farms throughout Norfolk, Suffolk and Lincoln-

shire, farming nearly 7 million turkeys each year.  That’s a lot of 

Christmas dinners, sandwiches and leftover turkey pasta dishes.  This 

must have been one of the processing plants (slaughter houses?).  They 

seemed very proud of the fact that they were a nut free site.  I was still 



Cycling from Side to Side 

32 

wondering whether or not I was on a 

nut free ride. 

I continued on along endless miles 

of narrow lanes flanked by pale green 

cow parsley and vibrant red poppies 

against a back drop of dark green 

wheat.  It was a beautiful scene but 

very samey.  The human brain has a 

built in mechanism that dismisses 

beauty and wonder very quickly, 

without variety.  No doubt it stems 

from our days swinging in the trees, 

needing to stay alert to danger and not 

losing ourselves in the lovely… what-

ever.  That is why, when we visit a wonder like the Grand Canyon, we 

stand in awe for two minutes and then wander off for a cup of tea. 

The only break in the monotony was looking forward to turning 

left.  That may seem slightly abstract but the route, whilst heading gen-

erally south westerly, was actually zig zigging through a network of 

lanes, first west and then south.  So, after each slog in a westerly direc-

tion, directly into the teeth of the wind, I would look forward to turning 

left and heading south for a few hundred metres, with a mere cross 

wind to contend with. 

Aside from the occasional small, shopless [lunch was beginning to 

press on my mind and I was running out of water] village, and a few 

farm buildings, the only things to mar the landscape were water towers.  

These were quite a 

feature of the area, 

presumably because 

of the lack of hills 

(you certainly never 

see water towers in 

Devon). They weren’t 

unsightly but per-

haps not ascetically 

enhanced by the 

communications an-

tennae bolted on top.  
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Again, with no hills 

they must be the high-

est points around. In 

fact, the highest point 

in the whole county is 

at only 128 metres.  

That’s a relatively mi-

nor climb in the hillier 

parts of the country. 

It was with some 

relief that I spotted a 

shop in Peasenhall.  I 

grabbed the last ba-

guette, a pack of ham, 

a large bag of salt and 

vinegar crisps (to stave 

off cramp – it’s a good excuse anyway) and a 2 litre bottle of water and 

repaired to the bench on the village green outside.  OK ‘green’ is push-

ing the imagery but it was on some grass. 

For me, food on a cycle is a matter of getting the calories in to make 

sure I have a steady supply of energy.  Of course I will pick the tastiest 

food available but I will not go out of my way to track down the tasti-

est.  But I have to make a special mention of the baguette.  Our local co-

op bakes some excellent baguettes but they weren’t a patch on this.  It 

was crisp, light and had an excellent flavour, although perhaps hunger 

is the best relish. 

I tried hard to have a leisurely lunch but the troll was making his 

presence known.  Having been flicked on the nose he wasn’t bold 

enough to sit on my shoulder but he started up a whispering campaign.  

“That looks like a nice lunch.  Do you have time to eat it?  It’s 13:00 you 

know.  How far have you cycled?  Less than 30 miles!  That’s not even a 

third of the way!  Surely lunchtime is halfway through the day.  You’re 

miles behind where you should be.  You should stuff that baguette in 

your pocket and eat it on the move.  Get some distance under your tyres 

as you eat.  You don’t see the pros stopping for a laid-back lunch on the 

side of the road.  Every five minutes sat here is a mile on the road.” 

Eventually I cracked, stuffed half the baguette in my back pocket 

and hit the tarmac again. 
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When I had turned the corner into Peasenhall and spotted the shop 

I had stopped without changing down gears.  The gear I had been rid-

ing had not felt particularly high whilst I was pedalling but trying to 

get going again I felt like a track sprinter, trying to muscle around a 

massive over gear.  It didn’t help that I had been stopped for a few 

minutes and had begun to stiffen and seize up.  Before they could 

scream into cramp I rapidly shifted down a few gears and spun my legs 

back into submission. 

I was soon back into open country, tacking through the wheat 

fields, first west, ploughing into the wind, then south, being buffeted 

towards the edge of the road by the cross wind.  It was like sailing 

across a green sea, the wheat rippling with the wind squalls as if giant 

invisible hands were brushing this way and that across their feathery 

tops.  Any individual stalk of wheat would have been flattened by the 

treatment but united they were resilient, each stem supporting the next, 

the strength of the whole much more than the sum of the parts.  It left 

me wishing for some cycling companions.  I normally prefer to cycle 

alone but right then I could have done with some help battling the re-

lentless wind. 

With thoughts of battle rampaging through my head, I turned south 

once more and found myself cycling alongside a freshwater lake with a 

formidable looking castle staring across the water at me. I stopped to take 

a picture [13:56 and 57km] and then cycled on to find a sign that might 

tell me which castle it was.  It turned out to be Framlingham Castle and 

had a long history.  The first wooden fort was built not long after the 

doomsday book in 1086 and was rebuilt in stone in 1136.  That castle was 
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dismantled by King John (not him personally, I am sure) during a su-

pressed rebellion following Magna Carta but was rebuilt by 1213 with the 

massive stone curtain walls that still stand today, over 800 years later.  In 

its pomp the castle has entertained the likes of King John (after it was re-

built following his own demolition of it – fickle), was the place that Hen-

ry IV’s son was educated and was where Mary Tudor rallied her troops 

to fight for the throne.  This illustrious history took a nosedive in the 16th 

and 17th centuries when the castle was used as a poor house.  It is now 

managed by English Heritage. 

Five miles of tiny lanes brought me to the village of Easton and an-

other notable wall.  It was not quite so dominating but it was weird.  It 

was a red brick affair, perhaps 9 feet high and hundreds of metres long*.  

It went on and on and on and then turned a right angle and disappeared 

out of sight.  Presumably it was the boundary wall of some large estate, 

erected long ago, when labour was cheap, or forced.  What was weird 

was the fact that it was not straight.  It was sinuous; like a snake.  I could 

not fathom why anyone would build a wall in such a way.  Building a 

straight wall of such proportions would have taken tens of thousands of 

bricks and goodness knows how many man hours but S bending it must 

have almost doubled the quantities.  Perhaps it was merely a statement. 

* Please excuse my mixing of imperial and metric measurements.  I have been 

educated in metric but brought up imperial, being born shortly before decimalisa-

tion.  I think miles in terms of distance but metres in terms of elevation.  Howev-

er, I think in feet and inches in terms of height but metres in length.  I weight bak-

ing ingredients in ounces and my own weight in kilograms!  I do not think I am 

alone.  I go to the timber merchant and buy 2”x4” in 2.4 metre lengths. 
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I later discovered 

that such walls are 

known as ‘crinkle 

crankle’ walls and are 

especially associated 

with Suffolk.  The sin-

uous design adds 

strength, removing the 

need for buttressing.  

The wall at Easton is 

apparently the longest 

example of its kind, left behind when Easton Hall, the seat of the Duke 

and Duchess of Hamilton was demolished and transported to the USA 

in the 1920s, to be re-assembled as a ranch! 

But it was time for me to slither onwards.  I was only just over 40 

miles into the day and was determined not to stop again until I reached 

at least the 50 mile mark. 

The lanes began to change nature a little, with low hedges becoming 

more prevalent.  Whilst the wind still buffeted my head, my body got 

some respite and more of my effort seemed to be transferring into speed.  

To counter this, the road was starting to go up and down a little.  It wasn’t 

much but after mile upon mile of flat it was a bit of a shock to the legs.  The 

troll wasn’t helping, whispering of the sharp nasty climbs to come in 

Wales. 

My 50 mile target arrived at the same time as a glimpsed sign for 

Buttrum’s Mill.  Looking for an excuse I turned down a dirt track for a 

100 metres to see if the mill would be a good place to stop. 

The mill itself was closed but I managed to glean that it was the 

tallest mill in Suffolk; six storeys standing at 61 feet (18.6m).  The sails, 

whilst not in operation, were formidable with a span of 70 feet (21.3m). 

With no opportunity to have a look inside I stopped outside for a 

few minutes to stretch my legs and shove some food down then cycled 

back up the track to the road and headed into Woodbridge.  It was 

downhill into the town centre and on the map of my Garmin I could see 

the route heading back in a sharp V, almost parallel.  I was wondering 

whether to cut across on one of the side roads but by the time I had 

dithered it was too late and I was at the point of the V, turning to head 

back up the hill on a different road.  It wasn’t much of a hill, probably 
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only about 7-8% but 

it felt like more on 

tired legs and know-

ing I could have 

avoided half of it. 

At the top I was 

rewarded with the 

sight of Seckford 

Alms Houses.  I think 

they only caught my 

eye because they were 

the largest building I had seen all day.   In my driven state, having only just 

stopped for the mill and having wasted energy on the hill, I didn’t stop but 

remembered to make a note the next time I stopped: ‘big brick place @ 

sekkleham’, which is  perhaps a reflection of how tired I was getting and it 

was only day 1. 

From Woodford it was a short ride to the outskirts of Ipswich.  

Route 1 took a very safe but convoluted route towards the town centre 

and then veered away out of town again.  It was long and torturous for 

someone who was hoping to pick up a bit of speed towards the end of 

the day.  The route followed footpaths and pavements and back streets 

and crossings and continuously twisted and turned, never allowing any 

speed to be gained, constantly forcing me on the brakes for the next 

blind bend. It seemed to take forever to reach the countryside again. 
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Just before I did, I met my first stretch of dirt track, through a park 

just on the furthest outskirts of the town.  The surface was good, prov-

ing no problem for my bullet proof Vittoria Randonneur tyres and min-

imal discomfort for my, as yet, minimally battered butt.  But it showed I 

could expect non-tarmacked sections on the route in the days to come. 

No, urban cycling on a Sustrans route was not proving to be my fa-

vourite.  It had taken well over an hour to navigate 10 miles.  The main 

roads would have been more direct and faster and I probably could 

have been through the town in half the time.  Outweighing all of that 

though was the fact that the Sustrans route was extremely safe.   

The dirt track through the park proved to be a prelude, for shortly 

after escaping the urban sprawl I hit the most rural lane so far; narrow 

with nettles and brambles encroaching on both sides and a middle 

ridge of mud and rocks.  Luckily it was dry and my tyres were tough! 

From there it wasn’t long before I was crossing into Essex.  It had 

taken me 76 miles of mostly flat lanes to cycle across the 8th biggest 

county and it appeared that Essex was at the top of a hill, Gun Hill to be 

precise.  The moment I crossed the county line [sounds like something 

out of a Western] the road tilted upwards.  It was the biggest hill so far 

at about 8% for several hundred metres. 

It soon flattened out again and within a few miles I was pedalling 

though the outskirts of Colchester, repeating my Ipswich experience.  It 

was frustrating to be crawling along so slowly, stop-starting when tired 

legs just wanted to set a steady rhythm.  The town seemed to be much 

more up and down than Ipswich and I was soon wishing the last few 

miles of urban streets away.  But after a particularly long drag, up a 

pavement alongside the busy A134, I was compensated with the sight 

of part of the original Roman gate to the city. 

According to the sign it is the largest surviving Roman gateway in 

Britain.  Following the sacking of the Roman town of Colchester by 

Boudicca in AD60, the Romans constructed a wall around the town, the 

gate forming the entrance for the main road from Londinium [London]. 

It is amazing that any of the gate survives, being nearly 2,000 years 

old.  That more doesn’t survive is not a reflection on the Roman build-

ers’ skills but more the action of history.  Over the centuries the wall 

and gate have been a supply of premade building materials, ready to be 

plundered, and large parts of the walls were dismantled following the 

siege of the city in the 17th Century during the English Civil War. 
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In its day, the gate must have been formidably impressive judging 

from the picture of a reconstructed model above.  The remaining arch 

shown in my photo is the foot gate on the right hand side of the model. 

Shortly before arriving at my pre-booked B&B I stopped at the local 

convenience store and bought myself some sandwiches, a pot noodle 

and a bag of crisps.  I also stocked up on cereals bars for pocket food the 

next day and purchased a large bottle of chocolate milkshake, as an af-

ter ride recovery drink.  The silk rucksack I had purchased for the ride 

came into its own, swallowing the load and allowing me to cycle with-

out the encumbrance of a carrier bag in my hand for the last half mile. 

Above, I called my stop for the night a B&B.  That was an exaggera-

tion.  It was just a B, not providing Breakfast to go with the Bed.  When 

I rolled to a stop outside the property I was not overly impressed.  Ad-

mittedly, I was not expecting to be: it was only £12 a night! 

The landlady was very pleasant though.  She was of foreign origin, 

I think Italian, but it transpired that she could speak several languages 

fluently.  She led me to the house next door and showed me to my 

room.  It was basic but had everything I needed – a bed and some elec-

trical sockets to charge stuff up.  The bathroom was clean and tidy and 

just two doors down the corridor. 

I hit the shower as soon as I was free from the show around.  It felt 

great to wash all the hassles of the day down the plughole along with 

the sweat and dust.  I hoped the troll would get flushed away with 

them.  I washed my kit by scrubbing it with soap and then grape tread-

ing it in the bottom of the shower as I washed.  I then rinsed it and 

wrung out as much water as possible. 
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I felt much relieved after my shower and retreated to my room to get 

my kit in order, ready for the next day, before allowing myself to relax. 

First I rolled my washed cycling shorts, top and socks up in my tow-

el as tightly as possible and then wrung it, to get as much moisture out as 

I could.  I then hung the kit in an open window to dry. 

Next I emptied my saddlebag and laid the contents out ready for 

neat re-packing in the morning.  Any electrical items, such as the Gar-

min, my phone, the tablet and my back-up battery, were put on charge.  

I was alarmed to discover that I had forgotten to bring the charger for 

my camera.  I was going to have to be economical with it and hope that 

the battery would last for the trip. 

Annoyed with myself for not double checking my kit list I washed 

my water bottles and refilled them, ready for the next day.  Similarly I 

laid out a number of cereal bars as pocket food for the first session of 

the day. 

Finally I ate, Skyped home and then wrote a blog post on the tablet 

before crashing: 

Well, I've made it to the end of day 1. Whilst I didn't think I would-

n't make it to the end of the day there were a few moments when I doubt-

ed the wisdom of the whole venture. 

It was an incredibly windy day. Sadly it was a westerly wind and I 

was cycling in a generally south westerly direction :-(  The route was in-

credibly flat but the wind made it feel like I was climbing all day. Progress 

seemed to be very slow and my legs were protesting.  It didn't help that I 

was feeling tired due to lack of sleep. By the time I had covered 30 miles I 

was starting to feel I had had enough. 

The day was pleasant apart from the wind. Out of the wind it was 

quite hot, up to 23 degrees. But the wind was cold. At times I was tempt-

ed to put my arm and leg warmers on. 

The route was very quiet and apart from one section of hard packed 

dirt track, tarmac throughout. There was one dodgy lane; narrow with 

nettles overgrowing each side and rocks and mud in the middle. But on 

the whole the Lanes were excellent. They were straight and flat with lots 

of wild flowers like poppies along the edges. There were many traditional 

looking house and quaint green triangle junction. The only problem was 

it never varied. 96 miles of the same views grinding into the wind. I am 

convinced I passed exactly the same quaint Saxon church 15 times and I 

am sure I wasn't going in a circle. Maybe I was, the day did drag. 

I need to get my mental sorted for tomorrow. I need to put my tour-
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ing head and legs on in the morning rather than the commuting ones. I 

can't cycle 100 miles in a couple of hours so I shouldn't be concerning 

myself with how long it is taking. 

But I am tired and not feeling fit. The wind didn't help nor the batch 

or viruses and infections I have been afflicted with for the past 6 weeks. I 

felt a bit better today but I was still leaving a trail of snot in my wake, like 

the slime trail of a giant slug. In fact that is how I felt all day: sluggish. 

Tomorrow is another day... 

 

Day 1 Statistics 

Distance: 96 miles  Av speed: 12.4 mph 

Time cycling: 7:40  Time overall: 8:48 

Av heart rate: 137 bpm  Calories burnt: 4,602 

Total ascent: 1,097 m  Max speed: 41.5 mph 

 
Note: The average speed is actual pedalling speed and does 

not include time stopped. 

Note: The above elevation profile looks jagged, like a day of constantly rid-

ing up and down short sharp hills.  This was not the case.  The effect is cre-

ated by the scale of the x axis in relation to the y axis.  A total of only 20 me-

tres was gained in the first 20 km, an average gradient of 0.1%. 

Day 1 Elevation Profile 
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Chapter Five 

Day 2 – Colchester to London

Despite being in a room fronting onto a main road, I slept the sleep 

of the exhausted and woke with the alarm at 07:00. 

Peering out of the net curtained windows I could see the weather 

forecast was living up to expectations; the sky was clear and there was a 

brisk westerly wind ruffling the leaves of the trees on the opposite side 

of the road. 

Putting on the kettle for a wake up coffee I sat back on the bed and 

glanced around the room.  The decorative style was eclectic.  There 

were pictures of foreign streets and religious buildings hanging from 

the walls in cheap frames and numerous knickknacks dotted around 

that had a definite continental European feel about them. 

The room was warm, mainly because I had turned the radiator on 

the night before to dry out my cycling clothes after washing them.  

Plucking my shorts from the radiator I hauled them on whilst waiting 

for the kettle to do its job. 

I was feeling groggy and not appreciating being awake but after 

playing catch up for most of the previous day I was hoping to be on the 

bike by 08:00.  If I managed to maintain 10 mph I would be at the next 

B&B by 18:00.  Getting close to the summer equinox it would still be 

perfectly light at 21:00 so I could go slower if necessary without getting 

too stressed. 

The kettle was still grumbling away, trying to persuade the water 

to get hotter so I dragged on my other cycling clothes and decided to 

pack my saddle bag.  To save time I had sorted it all out the night be-

fore into clear plastic bags for waterproofing, should it rain heavily and 

my saddlebag leak.  With a little thought I managed the puzzle of fitting 

everything in with the most needed items in the most accessible areas. 

By now the kettle was growling at the water and it was finally get-

ting the message. 

Spotting my reading book on the bedside table I cursed.  Wrapping 

it in its waterproof plastic bag I emptied the saddle bag and shoved the 

book, which was not needed during the day, at the back and re-packed. 
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Eventually the water was roared to boiling point and I made myself 

a long awaited mug of coffee. 

Whilst I waited for it to cool I realised all my devices were still 

charging.  Starting to get hot under the collar I retrieved them and set 

them to one side, ready to take downstairs to be attached to the bike.  I 

shoved all the chargers and leads into their plastic bag and once more 

emptied the saddlebag and re-packed it with the leads at the back, with 

the book.  The puzzle was a little more difficult this time and the bag 

rather more bulging. 

By now the coffee had cooled sufficiently to sip.  The whole boiling 

and cooling process had taken an age and my 08:00 starting time was 

fast approaching.  Feeling hot and bothered I swigged a mouthful and 

reached for my shoes, only to discover my tablet, charging on the floor 

near the bed, from where I had blogged the night before. 

In a boiling rage I ripped open the saddle bag and unceremonious-

ly dumped the contents onto the bed.  I then shoved the tablet and its 

charger in a bag and repacked the whole bloody lot.  Coffee now 

eclipsed from my mind by the vibrating bulk of the troll, as he snig-

gered on my shoulder, I bustled out of the door.  Juggling the saddle-

bag, my helmet and two water bottles I stomped down the stairs and 

loaded everything onto my bike.  Glancing at my watch I cooled to a 

simmer realising that it was still a couple of minutes before 08:00.  I 

would just have time to say goodbye to my hosts. 

Not being British my hosts invited me into their kitchen and want-

ed to chat.  Feeling it would be rude to refuse I thought I could perhaps 

allow 5 minutes or so without ruining my plans too much. 

The kitchen was like a European conference.  There were eight 

people in the room of varying nationalities.  There were two Italians, a 

German, an Austrian, two Spaniards a Pole and a Brit (me).  And my 

host was talking to all of us in our own languages. I have to admit it 

made me feel rather inadequate, although it was clearly not intended to. 

I was plied with coffee and home-made muffins which were an unex-

pected bonus but I became increasingly anxious as the caffeine toxicity 

levels in my blood rose and the hands on the clock ticked around.  Far 

from having been washed down the plug hole the night before, the troll 

seemed to have had a good night’s sleep and was reminding me that 

each five minutes spent chatting was a mile on the road.  I resolved to 

excuse myself but the troll advised against it.  For once I had to agree; 
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how would it affect diplomatic relations if Britain was the first nation to 

leave the conference? 

Eventually the two Spaniards made a move and I quickly followed 

in their wake with a final muffin, handed to me by my host, sticking out 

of my back pocket.  By way of thanks I promised to ‘accidentally’ leave 

her business cards at each of my stops along the route. 

Pushing away from the kerb I couldn’t help thinking that the 

night’s stay had been one of my strangest.  The hosts were warm, 

friendly and generous but it hadn’t felt like a traditional B&B.  It was 

very much a tiny European enclave in the middle of ancient Britain.  

Although I suppose Colchester is Italian at its root, even though those 

roots are nearly 2,000 years old.  Of course, it might seem strange talk-

ing about Europeans as if Britain is not part of Europe.  We are all Eu-

ropean.  The non-Brits just happen to be foreign. 

A mile of residential back streets brought me to Oliver’s Lane, a 

single track strip of tarmac between wheat fields.  The wind was strong 

and cold but, despite my delayed start, my mental attitude was better 

today and I refused to be cowed by it.  Fighting the instinctive urge to 

push too hard against the pedals too early in the day, I eased off.  Sav-

ing 10% of effort would have little effect on my speed but I would ap-

preciate the conserved energy later in the day. 

As if to reward me, hedges began to appear, shielding me from the 

wind.  I started to feel upbeat.  The sun was shining and I was free of 

responsibility, king of the road before me.  With the wind mostly de-

flected I felt like the fresh green wheat in the field alongside, standing 

tall and proud with its collective heads held high, not bowed down like 

the wheat of yesterday. 

I was even philosophical when the lovely lane seemed to end in a 

deeply gravelled parking area behind some modern but isolated hous-

es.  There was no indication that the route turned so I had no choice but 

to go on, climbing off and pushing through the gravel on my thin tyres. 

The lane continued beyond the gravel but started to narrow and go 

downhill through a wooded area.  As it did so the tarmac started to de-

cay and soon disappeared under mud and grit.  The further I rolled the 

steeper and muddier the path became.  The nettles and brambles on 

each side of the path were reaching out to each other, making a concert-

ed effort to join forces.  It was now early June and I was convinced that 

by July they would have succeeded. 
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I’m not sure how 

far back in history Oli-

ver’s Lane stretches 

but at the bottom of 

the hill it crossed the 

Roman River, before 

climbing back up the 

other side of the V val-

ley.  The climb was not 

massive but was steep 

and slippery and can 

clearly be seen on the 

route profile at the end 

of the chapter as the 

sharp down and up 

after about 4km. 

The lane soon lev-

elled out again and 

continued as a mud 

track for a few hun-

dred metres until it re-

joined a tarmacked lane.  A short distance along the lane I spotted an 

impressive looking building in the distance.  A couple of turns later I 

glimpsed it again, so when I came to a sign to Layer Marney Tower I 

decided to meander off the route to have a look. 

The building was well worth the extra effort, particularly the gate-

house, which is the tallest Tudor gatehouse in the country.  When I first 

saw it, I thought it had eight floors but later discovered that it only has 

four.  It has been cunningly designed with double windows on each 

floor to make it appear bigger than it already is.  Clearly Lord Marney 

was seeking to make a major impression when he commissioned the 

tower in the 1520’s.  

Back on my route I rolled along the lanes contemplating how much 

history there was in the area.  I had stumbled upon a mediaeval castle, a 

Georgian windmill, a roman gateway and now a Tudor tower, not to 

mention the numerous Saxon and Norman churches along the roadside, 

and all that without really looking for it.  There were also lots of straight 

roads and I wondered whether those dated all the way back to Roman 
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times.  I know the 

countries surround-

ing the Mediterra-

nean and the Mid-

dle East have a visi-

ble seam of history 

even deeper but 

there is plenty in England to make you feel the fleeting insignificance of 

your own time on the planet. 

Whilst contemplating my personal unimportance in the greater or-

der of things I slowed to a stop beside a sign to Poyston Fruit Farm.  

The simple addition of a small black line and the sign would read 

Royston Fruit Farm.  Who’s insignificant now?  (I should stress I did not 

add the small black line on the actual sign, just on the picture I took!) 

There were a surprising number of cyclists around.  I suppose I 

should have expected such on a national cycle route but I have been on 

routes before and met next to nobody all day.  Still, it was a sunny Sun-

day morning, the most likely time to find people on their bikes. 

At one point a group of riders came barrelling towards me, going 

fast in the opposite direction.  They looked young, lean and stern of face 

and made no reaction to my cheery, “Good morning!” 

Over the next 20 minutes or so various other groups scuttled by 

and I realised that it was a local cycling club out on their Sunday morn-

ing run.  The main group must have split, forming clusters of equally fit 

riders in smaller groups.  The composition of each group became steadi-

ly older and chubbier but their faces showed more joy at cycling and 

their responses to my greetings were ever more genial. 

Right at the back came the true MAMILs [Middle Aged Men In Ly-

cra], a group to which I consider myself a part.  Sporting brand new 

World Tour team kit, astride their sparkling £3-8K steads, they were 

several minutes behind the rest, sat up chatting to each other about 

their latest piece of super lightweight cycling kit that would save them 

that extra 5% of effort. 

I must have been in prime cycling country for only a few miles fur-

ther down the road I started coming across marshals at the road junc-

tions.  They looked at me a little bemused but halted the traffic and 

waved me on my way.  To be honest I don’t think they were there for 

my benefit, I guess there must have been a local cycling event in the ar-
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ea and I was ahead of the pack.  They weren’t expecting anybody yet, 

especially someone ambling along at a snail’s pace. Although, thankful-

ly, I was not leaving quite so much of a snail trail behind me today. 

Aside from the short descent and climb on the mud track at the be-

ginning of the day and a welcome stretch of downhill at about 12 miles, 

the day had been pretty much flat until 25 miles in.  Then the road 

started to turn upwards.  Not steeply, but steadily.  It dragged on and 

on and I grew slower and slower, the effect of gravity on my laden bike 

out doing the minimal power in my unfit legs.  The two miles of climb, 

after so much flat over the last two days, felt like a lot further and I was 

thankful to drop down the other side. 

At the bottom of the hill my Garmin tried to direct me through a 

farm building.  I could see that if I stayed on the road I would be joining 

the A12, which looked menacingly busy.  I wanted to avoid that so I 

scooted further down the road looking for another way.  Fortunately, 

just before the A12, I was signed onto a dirt track that led alongside the 

main road.  The track was rough, having been used by farm vehicles, 

and headed north for 400 metres before turning under the A12, as the 

road crossed the River Chelmer.  It then backtracked 400 metres on the 

other side of the road to a point opposite its start.  If I had jumped off 

the bike and pushed across the road it would have saved me half a mile 

of rough track.  Then again, it could have gotten me killed. 

The track turned away from the A12 and climbed a gentle slope 

through a vast field of cabbages.  It soon joined a tarmacked lane lead-

ing into Chelmer Village, now subsumed by Chelmsford. 

I felt uncomfortable on Chelmer Village Way, which was one of the 

busier roads I had been on.  By the standards of the roads I commute to 

work on, it was not particularly hectic and I took it as a good sign that 

my mind was beginning to get into long distance mode, shunning busy 
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and fast in favour of quiet and leisurely.  

I was soon turning off the road onto a succession of excellent cycle 

paths that guided me along the banks of the River Chelmer, crossing it 

several times, to pass through Chelmsford without really noticing it.  It 

reminded me of passing through the urban sprawl of the Midlands via 

canal paths on my Land’s End to John O’Groats adventures.  There was 

a whole world of manic not far away but the path I was following was 

calm and tranquil, bedecked with poppies and being enjoyed by other 

like-minded cyclists. 

The paths and lanes may have been quiet but the troll was keen to 

point out that I was starting to fall behind schedule. “It’s midday al-

ready and you’ve only covered 30 miles!” 

“Yes, but I did lose half an hour at the conference,” I retorted. 

“So!  That’s still only 30 miles in 3½ hours - 8½ mph!  If you keep 

that sort of speed up you’ll be lucky to get in before dark.” 

I couldn’t fault him; the troll was annoyingly good at maths.  I tried 

to ignore him instead and pressed on. 

If you contemplate the screenshot from Google Maps above you 

will perhaps understand how my mind wandered between Chelmsford 

and the next reference point in my notes, roughly 15 miles later.  The 

whole was a constant succession of quiet narrow roads with barely any 

traffic, aside from the odd cyclist.  The only things I passed to distract 

me were ‘PUBLIC FOOTPATH’ signs.  These appeared with alarming 

frequency and none of them gave any indication of where they led or 

how far away ‘where’ was.  It was a network of paths for the adven-

turous, those more concerned with traveling than their destination.  

As more and more signs were passed my mind began to warp the 

wording on the signs. I don’t know why.  Maybe I glimpsed a sign with 
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the ‘L’ obscured 

from PUBLIC or 

a twig adding a 

bottom curve to 

the ‘P’ in FOOT-

PATH but soon I was reading ‘PUBIC FOOTBATH’.  Perhaps I was start-

ing to get very tired.  Or maybe I am just weird.  Whatever the cause I 

stopped to take a photo of one of the signs, just to remind me of how my 

mind was dealing with the endless miles of sameness.  Of course, a net-

work of signs to the pubic footbaths would be for the really adventurous. 

My mind must have been desperately looking for something to do 

by that stage because the next two notes I have are for more plays on 

names from road signs.  One wondering what happened up Faggotters 

Lane and another at ‘Matching Tye’ wondering if there was a nearby 

village called Shirt.  Clearly there was nothing much happening but I 

was making better time because I had travelled 15 miles in 1 hour and 7 

minutes, an average speed of 13½ mph.  In your face, troll. 

Despite being good for my overall moving speed the time spent in 

the country lanes meant that I hadn’t passed a shop for a long time.  My 

water bottles were empty and my supply of pocket food was rapidly 

diminishing.  On previous trips I had planned to the extent of sending 

‘red cross’ parcels containing energy drink powder and cereal bars for 

pocket food to each B&B along my route so that I would always have a 

supply of food.  On this trip I had decided to try without and was now 

starting to regret the decision.  

Fortunately, not long after crossing over the M11, I entered Old 

Harlow and the route directed me up the pedestrianised High Street.  
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Purchasing water, orange juice and food I packed it into my silk ruck-

sack and set off to hunt out a comfortable place to eat.  I rejected a few 

benches as being too close to the busy road into Harlow but tracked 

down St John’s Church and sat in the sun amongst the gravestones. I 

wasn’t the only one; there were plenty of birds flitting in and out of the 

trees and an optimistic cat slinking between the graves.  

Lunch was welcome and refreshing but ate up time.  I think I re-

laxed for too long in the sheltered heat, reflecting off the stone walls of 

the church onto my little bench.  It was 14:05 and I was at 50 miles.  My 

average speed had improved to 9 mph but that was still less than I had 

been managing on my Land’s End to John O’Groats ventures, which I 

had thought were slow themselves.   I had put my 10 mph speed on 

those trips down to the stop-start nature of the route.  It frequently uti-

lised canal paths and cycle paths with obstacles that required you to 

stop or slow down to almost a stop and then accelerate away again.  

The route so far today had suffered from little of that.  I could only put 

it down to the continuing headwind and my poorer fitness level this 

time around. 

On the positive side, I was just over halfway so another 5½ hours 

(the time so far) would get me in at my B&B by around 19:30.  Also the 

wind was forecast to swing northerly and I was about to turn south. 

Reluctantly returning to the bike I followed a network of excellent 

cycle paths through Harlow and then a lane to Roydon where, just before 

the railway crossing, I 

turned left onto a lane 

alongside the River 

Stort.  Unfortunately the 

lane turned north and 

my route continued by 

the river as a dirt path.  

It was very narrow and 

rough and there were a 

lot of walkers using it.  It 

made for very slow go-

ing, constantly stopping 

to let people amble by. 

The condition of the 

path improved when it 
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became the towpath of the River Lea Navigation and the number of 

walkers dwindled as I cycled further from Roydon.  There was a real 

maze of paths and I was glad I was following a route on my Garmin.  I 

think I would have quickly become lost without it. 

The paths were variable, at times wide and smooth and sometimes 

narrow and pitted but overall the atmosphere was tranquil and relaxed, 

not entirely what I had expected this close to London.  One section was 

playing on my mind though.  Prior to riding this part of the route 

through the Lea Valley I had taken a little time to view it on Google 

Earth and had noted that the track took me across some open fields, zig 

zagging erratically at one point.  I was please to find that when I got 

there a brand new tarmacked path had been constructed, although the 

zig zag was a hairpin bend path up a fairly stiff climb (steeper than it 

looks in the picture anyway).  

I caught my first sight of a Boris Bike* just before passing under the M25 

near Waltham Abbey.  It was a long way from the City!  I’m not sure it was 

exactly the use they were planned for but it seemed like an excellent idea. 

South of the M25 the path continued alongside the King George’s 

Reservoir and then the William Girling Reservoir.  These were not 

noteworthy in themselves but I had been anticipating them.  When we 

visit my brother-in-law and his family we cross between the two reser-

voirs by road and they were a sign I was getting close to the end.  I 

knew it could not be much further into London now because my broth-

* A Boris Bike is a hire bike available from various and numerous public stands 

around London for a small fee. Officially they are Santander Cycles but are 

nicknamed after the Mayor of London at the time of inception, Boris Johnson. 



Cycling from Side to Side 

52 

er-in-law often commutes by bike 

into the City of London.  I was 

looking forward to covering 

some of the same route. 

That enjoyment was marred 

somewhat by the ever present 

tick.  Despite several attempts to 

locate the cause I had still not 

found it.  No matter how I tried 

to ignore it the troll whispered 

about major problems, like a 

broken bottom bracket [bit at-

taching the pedal crank arms to 

the frame].   Eventually I suc-

cumbed and stopped on a long 

straight section of canal path, 

where I was unlikely to cause an 

obstruction, and tested the bot-

tom bracket.  There seemed to be 

no give in it so I told the troll to shut up and carried on. 

Passing under the North Circular Road, signalled that I was now 

approaching the main heat of the city.  But things continued much the 

same along the River Lea Navigation, except that it started to get busier 

and there was more graffiti.  

A low bridge under a railway line had me off the bike. Not out of 

necessity, it was possible to limbo under, but to take a shot.  It is not an 
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ideal obstacle on a cycle path but no worse than the bridges with ridges 

of bricks across that I had come over, forcing me to walk.  

Before long I was picking my way through the walkers on the path 

through the Olympic Park at Stratford, bringing back memories of our 

visit to the Games in 2012. 

I cycled close to the velodrome, weaving through the walkers at a 

stately 8 mph.  At that very moment Sir Bradley Wiggins was inside, 

preparing for his attempt at the hour record - basically covering as 

much distance as possible in 1 hour.  He set off at six thirty and by sev-

en thirty had covered 54.526 km or nearly 34 miles.  That was nearly 

four times faster than I had been moving today.  He would have cov-

ered my trip in less than 3 hours. His bike wouldn’t have been very 

comfortable on the canal paths though. 

Having brought me most of the way into the city, I left the Lea Riv-

er Navigation and cut south west between the Hertford Union Canal 

and Victoria Park.  The park was hosting an annual Field Day music 

festival and as a result the crowds were particularly thick [lots of peo-

ple, not stupid people] and the cycling extremely slow despite the path 

being as wide as a road. 

Breaking free of the crowd I joined a road for a few hundred metres 

then cut onto the tow path of Regents Canal, which led me south to the 

banks of the River Thames.  Alongside Canary Wharf the route kept to 

the river path before moving to the road for the last mile, past Millwall 

Docks to the southern point of the Isle of Dogs and the entrance to the 

Greenwich Foot Tunnel. 

The tunnel was opened in 1902 to replace an expensive and some-

times unreliable ferry service and was intended to allow workers living 

on the south side of the Thames to reach their workplaces in the London 

docks and shipyards, then 

situated in or near the Isle of 

Dogs.  I was going to use it 

to take me to the south bank 

of the Thames where I 

would leave Route 1 and 

pick up Route 4, which 

would lead me all the way 

to my goal of St David’s on 

the western tip of Wales. 
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I joined another heaving mass of humanity at the domed entrance 

to the foot tunnel, all waiting to descend to the tunnel itself.  Fortunate-

ly the lift arrived at the same time I did and I squeezed my bike into a 

corner, trying to take up as little space as possible.  The space became 

more and more crushed and I was soon pushed up against the bike, 

wishing I had stood the other side of it so that I could use it as a shield.  

Eventually the doors closed and the lift descended quickly to the tunnel 

under the Thames. 

I waited for the press to ease and then swiftly followed before the 

up going crowd swamped me.  I pushed my bike through the tunnel 

though many coming the other way seemed to ignore the no cycling 

rule.  To be honest I was quite happy to be walking, stretching out my 

tight hamstrings.  I might have felt differently without the benefit of the 

recessed cleats on my shoes though. 

At the end of the tunnel all the people I had let off of the down lift 

first were massed to take the lift up to ground level.  Not wishing to try 

and squash in with my bike I decided to ascend the spiralling stairs.  

The lift had taken mere seconds to descend so I reasoned that we 

couldn’t be that far down. 

It was a mistake.  The weight of the laden bike was soon grinding 

into my shoulder and my legs were protesting against this sort of 

weight training exercise after nearly 90 miles in the saddle.  Thankfully, 

100 steps later, I emerged into the sunlight with the bow of the Cutty 

Sark* looming above me. 

Perching on the concrete edge of one of the raised flower beds, I 

stopped to eat, drink and soak in a bit of the atmosphere.   And to let 

my legs recover from the hike up the stairs. 

London is nothing if not cosmopolitan.  I’m sure it must have the 

broadest range of ethnic groups of any city in the world.  Certainly, as I 

sat munching my way through a pasty I had bought back in Old Har-

low, I could overhear a multitude of languages.  My ride down the, at 

times, rough canal paths had broken the pasty into handy bite sized 

*  Cutty Sark is one of the last tea clippers to be built (1869) and one of the 

fastest.  She once held the record for the fastest voyage from Australia to Eng-

land.  Listed by National Historic Ships as part of the National Historic Fleet 

(the nautical equivalent of a Grade 1 Listed Building), she is one of only three 

composite construction (wooden hull on an iron frame) clipper ships from the 

nineteenth century remaining in the world. 
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chunks and as I fished another from the pack I tried to identify some of 

the dialects.  Sadly my language skills are poor but what was notable by 

its absence was English.  I had noticed this heading south from Roydon.  

The snippets of conversation picked up as I cycled by chatting groups 

had become frequently less English the closer I came to the city.  It 

seemed our great capital city was considerably more ethnic than it was 

English.  That is in no way supposed to be a judgment; it was just a very 

noticeable observation from someone who lives in a backwater county 

that has a population that is 95% white British and a town where less 

than 1% are not white British. Strangely I felt a bit like a foreign visitor. 

Shaking myself from contemplation I loaded the next stage of my 

ride onto the map of my Garmin.  It would take me from the Cutty Sark 

to my hotel in Chelsea, 10 miles away on the north bank of the Thames. 

By this stage I was very tired and I found it difficult to follow the 

twisting, turning route as it writhed and fought its way through the 

back streets towards the centre of London.  This was not helped by the 

Garmin starting to freeze intermittently, the tall buildings and the pre-

dominance of stonework all around seeming to play havoc with its sat-

ellite reception.  I kept going off route and soon had to rely upon signs 

for Route 4, rather than the Garmin. 

It was a good plan.  At least it would have been if my mind wasn’t 

so fatigued.  Either I kept missing signs or they didn’t exist at every 

junction.  It didn’t help that some were painted on the ground, others 

were on sign posts and some were tiny stickers on lampposts the other 

side of the street, several metres from the turn.  I suppose Sustrans had 
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to put them wherever they could fit them but with traffic and pedestri-

ans to negotiate and other bikes that knew where they were going 

speeding by in both directions it made them easy to miss.  So I did.  

Frequently. 

It was also stupidly busy on the roads and concentrating to the max 

was draining.  Things were made all the more difficult by the fact that I 

was contending with some crazy pedestrians as well as cars and buses.  

It appears that Londoners are like sheep on Dartmoor.  If I lived in a 

place with screaming death barging along the streets the whole time I 

would look twice before stepping into the road.  Looking even once 

would have helped! To be fair, those with a seeming death wish were 

probably tourists, not expecting the traffic to be approaching from the 

opposite way they were used to, but it still added to the obstacles. 

From studying the map I knew that in the last ten miles I passed 

within a mile of a cornucopia of world famous sights: the Tower of 

London, the Globe Theatre, St Paul’s Cathedral, the London Eye, Cov-

ent Garden, Big Ben, the Palace of Westminster, 10 Downing Street, 

Buckingham Palace, Westminster Abbey, Tate Britain and Battersea 

Power Station to name but a few.  I passed Tower Bridge (that famous 

bascule bridge), London Bridge, Southwark Bridge, Millennium Bridge, 

Blackfriars Bridge, Waterloo Bridge, Hungerford Bridge and Westmin-

ster Bridge, eventually crossing the Thames on Lambeth Bridge.  A few 

back streets later I was cycling along the Chelsea Embankment and 

turning right at the Albert Bridge to my hotel. 

My Garmin decided that was the time to freeze up completely.  

Nothing would work.  Pressing buttons did nothing.  It wouldn’t even 

switch off. Fortunately I had reached the right street but, despite having 

looked at the hotel using street view on Google Maps, I was finding it 

difficult to locate.  Every building looked the same and none of them 
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had hotel signs.  Stupidly I hadn’t made a note of the street number. 

In a half drunken state of tiredness I scooted up and down the 

street until I eventually spotted a very small sign, hiding in the corner 

of one of the windows as if embarrassed to state that it was the required 

hotel.  I mounted the steps, rang the doorbell and waited, my bike 

down on the pavement, leaning against the railings.   

It took some time for the door to be answered because the reception 

room was down in the basement.  I introduced myself and the young 

Australian receptionist said she was expecting me and ushered me in.  I 

asked where the best place to leave my bike was and she pointed across 

the road to a Boris Bike stand and suggested that I chained it there.  I 

patiently explained that I had booked with a bike and there was no way 

I was going to chain my £2k bike to a bloody rail in a backstreet of Lon-

don overnight.  Not that I had a chain with me, aside from a flimsy 

thing designed as a minor deterrent when parked for a minute or two 

outside of shops. 

Perhaps I wasn’t as patient as I thought I was being because I was 

met with a stony face and told there was no room in the hotel for the 

bike, the corridors were quite narrow and a bike would cause an obstruc-

tion.  Trotting down to street level and shouldering my bike I re-mounted 

the steps and confidently told the young antipodean that I would carry it 

to my room, leaving the corridors free.  She looked dubious but 

shrugged. 

The corridors were narrow.  The stairs even more so.  The turns were 

particularly tight, necessitating me to tip the bike vertically to edge 

around without scraping tyre rubber across the walls under the watchful 

eye of the receptionist.  I was soon wishing I had taken the bag off of the 

bike before starting up the stairs.  Three flights later I was sweaty and my 

arms were beginning to tremble with the effort of keeping the bike in the 

air.  Lucky I had got in that training earlier at Greenwich! 

With the trace of a smug smile the receptionist opened the door to 

my room.  Except that it wasn’t the door to my room, it was a door to a 

pointless short corridor.  The door to my room was opposite the open 

door and there was a door to another room to the right with about a 3 

foot length of corridor leading to it.  Clearly the hotel owner had tried to 

cram as many rooms as possible into an old building.  And he had em-

ployed O'Reilly's, the builders from Fawlty Towers, to do the job because 

the door to the ‘corridor’ and the door to my room opened into each oth-
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er!  The only way into the room was to open the outer door, step in and 

to the side, close the outer door and then open the door to my room.  This 

would have been inconvenient under normal circumstances but with a 

bike in tow it was a conundrum. I had to shuffle the bike in on its back 

wheel, squeeze in next to it, close the outer door, open the door to my 

room and reverse in.  During the operation I was just praying that the 

door to the other room didn’t open, because that would have probably 

opened outwards too.  With a bit of swearing and cursing I was in and 

just managed to squeeze the bike in at the end of the bed. 

The receptionist seemed satisfied, either that I had managed to get 

the bike in without damaging anything or that I had struggled heartily 

in doing so, I’m not sure which, and left letting me know that breakfast 

was served in the dining room, next to reception in the basement, be-

tween 8 and 9am.  This was later than I had hoped but I didn’t rate my 

chances of pushing for an earlier start so smiled sweetly and bid her 

goodnight. 

I’m not sure why the receptionist was so concerned with me mak-

ing a mess with my bike, the hotel wasn’t exactly salubrious.  But then it 

was listed as budget and cost very little for a Chelsea address.  Slump-

ing on the bed I relaxed my shoulders, letting the tension out.  I had 

made it.  The bed seemed comfortable enough, which was the main 

consideration.  And it had an ensuite so I needn’t worry about waiting 

for a shower. 

Before getting too comfortable I went through my evening routine 

of unpacking my bag and re-sorting the contents, washing my bottles 

and re-filling them, then showering and washing my kit. 

Feeling refreshed I then remembered that the Garmin had frozen.  I 

tried it again and found it the same.  I tried plugging it in with all my 

other kit that was charging, thinking that a power boost might work.  

No.  I tried a forced shut down by holding the power button for several 

seconds and this finally shut it down.  I left it for a couple of minutes 

and turned it back on, hoping it would have sorted the problem.  No.  

Still frozen.  That left me with one final option, which was a factory re-

set. This would wipe out all my customised data pages, which would be 

a pain because I would have to spend half an hour setting them up 

again, but with no other choice I held down the power button and the 

reset button together for a few seconds until the unit blipped off.  When 

I powered up it was unfrozen!  Hooray! 
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I struggled to set the data screens up.  Despite having stared at 

them hundreds of times I couldn’t remember exactly where I had put 

everything but eventually I had it looking sort of right.  Then I went to 

load the route for the next day to see what I was up against.  Ah!  No 

routes.  The factory reset had wiped out all my routes, something I 

didn’t think it was supposed to do. 

My mind froze in panic at the thought of not having a route to fol-

low for the next few days.  On top of feeling wretchedly tired and unfit 

and the constant irritating tick on the bike, this was too much to handle.  

The tiny travel troll yanked my earlobe and hissed into my ear, “You 

should just give up and go home.”  

I was strangely relieved.  This was just the excuse I needed to 

abandon the ride.  I was struggling anyway and not enjoying it as much 

as I should have been.  I could get a bit fitter and try again later. 

Frowning I realised what the troll was up to. He was playing a 

blinder.  He hadn’t said a word since entering London, despite several 

opportunities of spreading the gloom, and now hit me with a quite rea-

sonable remark.  Cunning!  But I wasn’t falling for it. 

I had found myself in a similar situation on my first end to end ride 

from John O ‘Groats to Land’s End.  When I reached my B&B for the 

night before the start I discovered that I had completely forgotten to 

load my routes onto the Garmin.  At the time I was new to satellite nav-

igation and it was more of a backup to my paper route so the loss 

wasn’t too much of a problem.  Nevertheless I had borrow a computer 

from the B&B owner and had managed to download the routes.  I could 

do the same now. 

Calling the 24 hour emergency rescue service (wife) I gave her 

some instructions as to where to find the gpx files and asked her to 

email them to me.  Checking my email on the tablet a few minutes later 

I could see that they were there but unfortunately I had no way to 

transfer them to the Garmin because the tablet had no USB port.  This 

meant I would have to go and chat up my new antipodean friend down 

in the basement. 

Grabbing my Garmin and a USB cable I exited through the double 

airlock and descended the numerous stairs, which was a lot easier 

without the bike. 

To cut a long story short, Laura turned out to be very friendly and 

pleasant.  Also very helpful, letting me borrow her laptop to transfer the 
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files to my Garmin.  She had to help a fair bit because her laptop was a 

Mac and I was unfamiliar with the operating system but we got there in 

the end; with one small exception and that was the gpx for the first few 

miles of the next day, from the hotel to Hampton Court.  After failing to 

load it for the third time I decided that it didn’t matter.  I could get the 

Garmin to navigate me to the beginning of the following route, from 

Hampton Court to my B&B for the end of the third day. 

Much relieved I headed back to my room, stuffed down some food 

and then phoned home, there being no Wi-Fi connection for Skype.  Fi-

nally I typed a few thoughts onto the blog and crashed. 
 

Today was a much better day for the mental.  I set off much more 

positively and had a much better day.  The lanes and paths were extreme-

ly quiet with barely a car to be seen.  There were a lot of bikes though.  I 

guess you should expect that on a national cycle route but I have been on 

others with very few. 

 A large club run went by in several batches.  The first group 

whizzed by, full of young, lean riders, stern of face with no response to 

my cheery hello.  The composition of the groups became steadily older and 

chubbier and slower but their responses more joyful as each went by.  The 

true MAMILS were at the back, several minutes behind, having a good 

chat about their latest super light kit. 

There was more off road today but nothing too bad.  The paths along 

the river Lee into London were great.  It was hard to believe I was moving 

through London at all.  The only problem was the mass of humanity us-

ing it.  The last 20 miles took FOREVER. 

I have discovered that humans in London are like sheep on Dart-

moor: bloody stupid.  If I lived in a place full of lethal dangers I would 

look before stepping out into the road. 

I had trouble navigating in London.  I kept losing the r4 signs and 

the sat nav kept losing satellites because of the tall buildings and all the 

interference.  With 500 m to go it froze completely.  The only way to un-

freeze it proved to be a factory reset.  The downside was I lost all my 

routes!  I had to get my wife to email me the routes and then beg comput-

er access from the B&B hosts to download them to the sat nav.  It seems to 

have worked.  The only one I do not have is the first 10 miles tomorrow to 

Hampton Court.  If I cannot pick up r4 I will have to use the sat nav to 

route direct to Hampton Court. 

No Wi-Fi access tonight so this will have to be posted tomorrow:-) 
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Distance: 97 miles  Av speed: ? mph 

Time cycling: ?  Time overall: ? 

Av heart rate: ? bpm  Calories burnt: ? 

Total ascent: ? m  Max speed: ? mph 
 

Note: Sadly, the factory reset of the Garmin wiped out all the data for the 

day. 

 

 

 

 

 

Day 2 Statistics 

Day 2 Elevation Profile 

Note:  The elevation profile is from Colchester to Greenwich and does not 

include the last 10 miles to the hotel, which was pan flat.  Also, the major 

spike on the elevation profile was actually a steady 3% hills for a couple of 

miles up and then down.  Just goes to show how flat the day was as a whole. 
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Chapter Six 

Day 3 – London to Newbury

I didn’t sleep brilliantly.  There is a lot of noise in Londinium.  In an 

attempt to mute it I had shut the windows, so it was also too hot.  The 

heat and noise, combined with an underlying anxiety about getting to 

Hampton Court had me up and out of bed by 6:00am.  Ordinarily the 

positive spin would have been that I could get a correspondingly early 

start on the road but with the earliest possible breakfast being 8:00 that 

wasn’t going to happen. 

To pass the time I phaffed around with packing and re-packing 

everything, making sure this time that I had all the equipment lined up.  

I then made a half-hearted attempt at locating the tick on the bike but 

couldn’t think of anything I hadn’t already checked that I had the tools 

with me to tighten. 

I tried to distract myself with early morning TV but getting to 

Hampton Court was playing on my mind.  I just wanted to get on with 

it and was tempted to fight the bike out of the hotel and do just that.  

The only thing holding me back was the thought that I wouldn’t pass 

anywhere to buy anything for breakfast on the move.  I hadn’t passed a 

single food shop since Harlow!  Besides, I had already waited out most 

of the time.  It would be better to set off a little later but full than risk 

running out of energy before finding a shop. 

I reassured myself that my Garmin could get me to Hampton 

Court, either by searching for it as a destination or by loading in the 

next part of the route that started there and getting directions to the be-

ginning.  The problem was that, despite being a cycling specific satellite 

navigation device, it tended to route along the most direct route even if 

that included major roads. 

It would help to be able to see the route and try to memorise some 

of it before setting off.  I had created the route using Google Maps so 

there was a copy out there in the cloud somewhere.  I just needed Wi-Fi 

connection.  Perhaps I would get some Wi-Fi connection in the dining 

room, next to the reception where the hub was most likely to be.  I dug 

the tablet back out of my bag and finally headed out, through the dou-
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ble airlock doors and down the stairs to the basement. 

Placing my order, Full English of course, I helped myself to a huge 

bowl of muesli and sat at the table nearest the reception.  Flipping open 

the case to the tablet I tried the internet and - tah dah! – I had a connec-

tion.  Spooning muesli in with one hand I tapped away with the other 

and called up the Google Map I had created for the route to Hampton 

Court.  I spent some time studying it and making notes of the key 

points on the way.  In particular I had to cross the Thames twice, once 

at Putney Bridge, where after I had to traverse Richmond Park, and 

again in Kingston upon Thames.  From there it was easy; I just had to 

follow the path along the Thames to Hampton Court. 

When the cooked breakfast arrived I put the tablet away and 

tucked in, but not before making a quick pencil sketch of the rough 

route to check against the map on the Garmin as I went along.  Feeling 

less anxious I attacked the Full English with gusto, pleased with myself 

that I hadn’t snuck away earlier just to gain an extra 20 minutes on the 

road.  Fully fortified I would be able to survive for at least a couple of 

hours before needing to find a shop. 

Wrestling the bike out of my room, down the stairs and out onto 

the pavement, I was careful not to mark the walls or carpets, not wish-

ing to get Laura into trouble with the owner for letting me bring the 

bike in.  I scooted down the pavement towards Battersea Bridge, know-

ing that the route ran along the main road by the Thames. 

The main road was busy, very busy, so I kept to the pavement.  It 

was also uncomfortably noisy and I tried to blot the cacophony out as I 

switched on my Garmin, hoping that with less buildings around by the 

river the bloody thing wouldn’t freeze again.  Thankfully it sparked into 

life and I loaded up my route from Hampton Court to Newbury.  Ping, 

there was the line.  Great!  But it looked a little strange.  The background 

was just white with a few lines networked on it.  It would also not let me 

navigate to the start, stating it had no navigable map!  That would ex-

plain the funny looking screen: the factory reset had wiped out my map 

and left me with the completely useless base map.  How could it do that?  

The map was on an SD card and not even part of the Garmin software! 

Frantically I removed the SD card and re-inserted it, hoping it 

would ask me to choose between the map on the card and the base 

map, like it had when I first loaded it.  It did not recognise the SD card!  

Somehow the factory reset had corrupted the card!! 
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The background noise of beeping traffic faded away and my mind 

temporarily whited out as panic took hold.  The troll was delighted.  

“Ha! I knew this trip was doomed.  Doomed!  You should never have 

started.  It was bad enough losing the routes but how are you going to 

get to St David’s without a map!  Ha ha!” 

Anger at the troll’s tone brought the world back into focus.  “I’ll fol-

low the signs for Route 4,” I declared. 

“Good for you,” commended a total stranger walking by.  I flushed, 

not realising I had spoken aloud. 

“Pah!” exclaimed the troll.  “You tried that last night trying to get 

to the hotel and kept getting lost.  Just give up and go home.” 

I have to admit that it was a very tempting prospect.  It seemed that 

the trip was destined to be problematic and I really didn’t feel fit enough 

for it.  This was my last ‘flat’ day and also the last one of only about 100 

miles.  Due to a cock up in planning, the days in Wales were not only go-

ing to be hillier but also longer.  After today I had to contend with 115, 

then 137 miles, followed by 3 more days of about 110 miles on the way 

home.  Perhaps I should just cycle home instead?  I could get to tonight’s 

B&B then head to Cheddar where I had booked the B&B for the final 

night; if I phoned ahead perhaps I could re-arrange the date.  I could be 

home in three days; three relatively easy days. 

It was tempting but not possible.  Without a map on the Garmin I 

couldn’t navigate. 

Wait!  The line had appeared on the base map, it just wasn’t navi-

gable.  Wasn’t that the same as the problem with day 1?  True, then I 

had a map but essentially I was just following the line.  If I zoomed in 

enough and used the real world as the map it could still work, I could 

still get to St David’s.  All I had to do was get to Hampton Court to pick 

up the line.  For that I could follow Route 4 signs.  If I became lost I still 

had the start of the next route at Hampton Court on the screen and I 

could just head in that general direction. 

Feeling that at least I had a plan, I set off along the pavement in the 

vague direction of Hampton Court. 

I was not at all happy cycling through London.  In theory the Sus-

trans route was taking me the quietest way possible.  If that was true I 

would have hated to have been on the busiest route.  It probably didn’t 

help that I lost the route several times only to pick it up later. 

I was reassured to cross Putney Bridge; I was on course.  Now all I 
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had to do was find Richmond Park, cut almost straight across it and 

then cycle on until I hit the Thames.  If I followed that south and took 

the crossing in Kingston upon Thames I was as good as there. 

It seemed simple but I lost the route again and, without knowing it, 

ended up entering Richmond Park from the north rather than the east.  

The knock on was that when I traversed the park I came out on the 

south not the west and was pointing in entirely the wrong direction. 

The park itself was magnificent, made all the more impressive by 

its complete contrast to the hustle and bustle all around it.  I escaped 

from car clogged streets seemingly straight into the countryside.  After 

nearly an hour of stress, battling the traffic and the troll, the sight of a 

herd of deer was a weird but wonderful juxtaposition.  

But the deer couldn’t help me when I exited the park at the wrong 

gate.  All unsuspecting I crossed the very busy road and headed straight 

on, along a cycle path towards the Thames.  Except that I wasn’t heading 

towards the Thames.  If I had carried on straight, the first major body of 

water I would have hit would have been the English Channel at Bright-

on.  Fortunately I realised something was wrong quite soon.  It was clear 

I was not heading toward the start point of the next route anymore. 

Backtracking I was aghast to see that the road that appeared to be 

heading in the right direction was the very busy A3 dual carriageway.  I 

doubted that Sustrans would have routed along the A3 but it did have a 

very rough cycle path on the pavement.  None of the signs were for 

Kingston upon Thames though. 

After a short distance the road turned south.  I pedalled on, waiting 

to see if it would veer back westward but it was determined to continue 
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south.  Giving up on it 

I decided to just take 

any road heading west 

so continued until I 

came to a pedestrian 

bridge over the road 

and crossed to the op-

posite side.  Taking 

the first available 

westerly road I head-

ed off towards my 

destination. 

A good idea, ex-

cept that the residen-

tial street I headed 

down was a dead end.  

I backed up and tried 

another which led me 

in a horseshoe back 

around to the A3.  In 

desperation I got the 

tablet out and scooted 

about trying to find a 

Wi-Fi hotspot to con-

sult Google Maps 

again, to no avail.  Fi-

nally I backtracked to 

Richmond Park and 

took the A308.  It was 

crazy busy but was at 

least heading in the 

right direction. 

After a tense few minutes I arrived in Kingston upon Thames and 

was thankful to quickly locate the crossing to the far bank of the 

Thames and its quiet and broad path. 

When I got home I compared the planned route with my actual track 

and decided that I hadn’t done too badly after all, my off route elements 

marked with a dotted line on the map above.  However, whilst it was 
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simple to see where I had gone wrong with the map, on the ground, in 

the heat of the moment, it was easy to convince myself that I was hope-

lessly lost, especially with a troll whispering in my ear. 

Whilst quiet and broad, the path along the Thames, skirting Hamp-

ton Court Park, was rough and bumpy, necessitating rising out of the 

saddle frequently to relieve my growing saddle sores.  It dragged on for 

some time, shaking my bones and rattling everything on the bike.  It 

rattled so hard that shortly before the entrance to Hampton Court my 

saddlebag came loose and swung around into the back of my thigh, the 

weight shift causing me to veer to the right.  Frowning, I cruised to a 

stop and propped the bike against a bench.  Whipping the bag off the 

bike, I dug out my multi tool and tightened the bolts that held the 

mounting bracket to the seat post. 

Having stopped I took the opportunity to transfer a few cereal bars 

to my jersey’s back pockets and then set off to follow the pink line of the 

route from Hampton Court, that I had now reached, on my Garmin 

screen.  This proved disconcerting at first, having no visual clues other 

than the line but I soon became used to it.  After a while I even decided 

that it was better than having a map because there were no distractions.  

In fact, the most annoying thing was that the base map did show some 

roads but only the most major ones and it showed them in completely 

the wrong places, which was off putting. 

Crossing the Hampton Court Bridge I immediately turned right on-

to a path besides the river.  To begin with this was pleasant, especially 

after the trial of getting to Hampton Court, but the path was rough and 

busy with other cyclists and walkers, many with uncontrolled dogs.  It 

wasn’t too long before my backside was crying out for tarmac. 

When I found tarmac it was either on narrow footpaths with obsta-

cles or fast, busy roads with large roundabouts.  I was soon wishing for 

the river path.  But when that reappeared it was slow and painful.  

Tarmac please! 

The pattern continued for 15 miles as I passed through West Mo-

lesey, Walton-on-Thames, Weybridge, Chertsey, Egham Hythe and 

Staines-upon-Thames until I hit the busiest road yet, the dual carriage 

way A30 Egham Bypass.  There was a cycle path on the side but as I 

followed it I could see that the route would reach a very large rounda-

bout ahead and then came back down on the opposite carriage way to 

disappear up a small lane.  I did not wish to negotiate the roundabout 
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so dismounted and, waiting for a suitable gap in the traffic, walked 

across first one and then the other carriage way. 

At last, I was on a paved lane, not a manic road or a rough and 

bumpy dirt track.  Heaven.  

Mmmm? Maybe not.  The lane turned into a dirt track almost im-

mediately.  A very, very steep dirt track.  Going up.  It might have been 

pointing in the right direction but it was not heavenly.  In fact it was so 

bad that I took the first excuse to stop and got off to take a picture of 

some rampant tree roots.  From there I decided that it was too steep to 

get going again so walked to the top.  

On the way up the saddlebag swung into my backside and slid 

down onto the back wheel: it had come loose again.  I plodded on to the 

top where the track broadened to a tarmacked lane and stopped to dig 

out my multi tool once more to tighten the bracket.  Parked at the top was 

a battered caravan with a large sign stuck to it with the words, ‘Stop and 

talk to us!’  on it.  I was not tempted.  It had all the welcoming qualities of 

a, ‘I’d love to have you for dinner!’ sign outside a bear’s cave. 

Just as I was stowing the multi tool back in the bag a police woman 

appeared at the top of the climb, pushing like me.  Climbing back into 

my saddle I nodded a greeting whilst she headed towards the caravan 

looking grim faced and determined.  Pushing away I heard her knock-

ing on the door saying, “I’d like to talk to you!”  If there was anyone in, 

they didn’t answer.  Probably not the sort of person they were hoping 

to entice in. 

As I moved away the tick took up its irregular accompaniment.  It was 

really starting to get to me now.  If anything all my fiddling over the last 

couple of days had made it worse.  The bike now had more ticks than an 
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A* student’s maths paper.  It wasn’t being helped by all the rough dirt 

tracks I was cycling along and the troll had almost managed to convince 

me that something was about to fail.  

Fortunately, from the top of the hill the route improved, with tar-

macked lanes and roads leading me through a sleepy residential area 

with some very expensive properties set in their own mini estates.  It 

was an area for the super-rich, attested by my soon turning into Great 

Windsor Great Park. 

It was.  Great that is.  Vast areas of open meadows, filled with wild 

flowers.  It made for excellent cycling with its wide but empty roads, 

rolling gently through the park.  At one point I glanced right and could 

see Windsor Castle way in the distance.  I thought it was several miles 

away but later discovered it was less than 3.  I’m sort of glad I didn’t 

know that at the time because it would have given me a very visual 

idea of just how far 100 miles is.  

One curiosity I couldn’t work out was the speed limit in the park – 38 

mph.  I wondered whether it was one of those metric/imperial things and 

the speed limit was actually 60 km/h but that would have worked out as 37 

mph (37.2823).  I 

googled it when I got 

home and discovered 

that it was indeed the 

case.  In 1973, in antici-

pation of metrification, 

the park changed its 

limit to 60 km/ph.  

However, it then fell 

foul of UK legislation 

that states that all road 

signage must be stated 

in miles and mph to 

avoid confusion (apart 

from those that are in 

metres obviously).  If it 

was me I would have 

put up signs stating 

37.2823 mph just to 

make a point but I sup-



Cycling from Side to Side 

70 

pose, being a Royal Park, they 

had to show some reserve. 

My reserve snapped as I 

descended a hill out of the 

park.  There was a loud ping 

and the saddle bag slid 

down onto my back wheel, 

slowing me to a stop.  

Wheeling the bike to a flat 

area I leant it against a fence 

and removed the bag.  The 

mount was hanging loosely 

away from the seat post. 

“Well, you’re buggered 

now!” sniggered the troll.  “You can’t fit the bag to the bike without the 

mount and without the bag you’ve no way of carrying everything.” 

“I could get another mount,” I retorted. 

“Where from?  You haven’t passed a shop all day, let alone a cy-

cling shop.  Without a map on your sat nav you’ll never find one.  Look 

around, you’re in the middle of the countryside, miles from anywhere.” 

“Not really,” I muttered defiantly.  “I’m at Windsor Great Park so 

Windsor can’t be far away.  They must have a bike shop.” 

The troll wrinkled its nose in disappointment.  Then he brightened 

and threw at me, “They won’t have a compatible mount.  You had to 

order that one online.  You’ll have to pay for a whole new bag system.  

It will cost a fortune!”  

Refusing to rise to the troll I removed the seat post from the frame 

and slid the mount off.  The top one of the two metal bands that clamped 

the mount to the seat post had sheared through where the bolt tightened 

it.  Perhaps if I could bash the twisted piece back into shape I could get it 

to work again.  If I swapped the two bands over and had the unbroken 

one at the top, taking most of the strain, it would hold together. 

What followed was half an hour of swearing and cursing as I 

hammered at the band with a rock, using the fence post as an anvil, fol-

lowed by countless attempts to catch the bolt in the newly (mis)shaped 

band so that it would tighten.    Eventually I felt the thread catch and 

gingerly tightened the band.  I refrain from using too much torque in 

case the thing pinged again. 
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Remounting the saddle bag I 

held my breath as I gave it a few 

experimental twists.  I cast a trium-

phant look at the troll.  He grimaced 

and grumbled, “We’ll see what a 

few miles of dirt track do to it.” 

Climbing back on the bike I was 

feeling so pleased with myself that I 

even wondered if the mount might 

have been the cause of the tick and 

that would also be cured.  The an-

swer to that came soon enough: no. 

   The dirt track test came im-

mediately and the mount held out 

for the mile to the next road.  There 

followed residential roads north to-

wards the Thames where I turned 

back eastward through Alexandra 

Park in Windsor to cross the river on 

a road bridge into Eton.  I then cy-

cled along lanes westward before 

joining some excellent quality grit track along the Thames and past 

Eton College’s Dorney Rowing Lake.   The whole area was beautifully 

landscapes with avenues of perfectly shaped and identically sized trees, 

displaying an abundance of wealth.  I was more than happy to enjoy it 

along with the fast track, needing to make up for lost time.  

The track had to come to an end eventually and I was back to resi-

dential back streets and footpaths to cut through the outskirts of Maid-

enhead.  This urban excursion was brightened by meeting a very rare 

sight; a Corgi with a tail.  It reminded me so much of our sadly depart-

ed Bronwyn, who also sported a full bushy, fox-like tail. 

Shortly after Maidenhead I hit the second steep dirt track climb of 

the day.  This seemed to be becoming a habit.  Miles and miles of flat 

and then when the steep hill comes let’s make it a dirt track.  You can 

see the two climbs very clearly on the otherwise flat elevation profile for 

the section from Hampton Court to the B&B at the end of the chapter 

(ok, overall the day seems to go uphill but if you look at the scales you 

will see that it is a 100 metre rise in 130 km or 80 miles – not too taxing). 



Cycling from Side to Side 

72 

I enjoyed the descent though, which was on a quiet tarmacked 

road.  At the bottom was the small town of Wargrave, which was awash 

with a flood of school children escaping from the local school.  That 

meant it must have been about 15:30 and I still had 40 miles to go.  Still, 

if I could manage 10 mph I would get in at 19:30. 

Outside the town I joined the A321.  It had an excellently surfaced 

cycle path/pavement counter flowing the carriageway.  Actually, the 

surface might have been merely good but it felt excellent; silky smooth 

after all those dirt tracks.  I knew the final chunk of the day was along 

the Kennet and Avon canal and I was hoping that its towpaths would 

be tarmacked, or at least of good level grit/cinder.  That would be very 

well received for the last stretch. 

There were a lot of students streaming along the path in their very 

smart, private school looking uniform and I soon passed their source, 

the Piggott CE School.  They were all very well behaved, sticking to 

their side of the path and refraining from swearing at the cyclist like 

most school children do. Very civilised.  I carried on passing them for a 

long way down the path before joining the A4 and continuing onward 

into the outskirts of Reading. 

My wish came true, 

for a little while: when I 

joined the Kennet and 

Avon Canal in Reading 

the path was tarmacked.  

It lead me through Read-

ing easily and quickly but 

then changed to a dirt 

track.  And that was pret-

ty much the story for the 

next 30 miles.  

The condition of the 

dirt track varied, from 

good to terrible.  In places 

it was a strip about 3 

tyres wide, needing more 

concentration than I 

could muster and in the 

odd place there was no 
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track at all, I seemed to be 

merely cycling through 

tufty fields next to the ca-

nal.  I questioned whether I 

was on the route at all sev-

eral times but would al-

ways come to a sign con-

firming I was. 

To keep things interest-

ing the canal authority had 

put in the odd gate which 

required me to not only 

stop but to dismount and 

lift the bike over it. It was 

not just an obstacle to me but also to anyone with a pushchair.  There 

was also some variety when the route passed through civilisation at 

Thatcham and Newbury where I was treated to a little tarmac and some 

cobbles but overall the paths were rough, tough and tiring.  I alternated 

between enjoying myself immensely and wishing I was finished as my 

energy levels wavered up and down close to the exhaustion line, de-

pending on when I had last stuffed down a cereal bar.  It always amazes 

me how you can almost feel the energy flowing from your stomach to 

your muscles when you are right on the limit and shows how important 

it is to maintain a steady flow of food intake. 

Despite the condition of the path I always enjoy being on a canal 

towpath but I think the real highlight was meeting a shire horse coming 

the other way, using the tow path for the job it was originally intended.  

I have been on many canals, both as narrow boating holidays and as 

routes on my cycle rides but this was the first time I had seen a barge 

being towed in the traditional manner. 

With 10 miles to go the track deteriorated and I was spending a lot 

of time out of the saddle because it was far too rough for my battered 

butt.  It was very tiring on the legs and I was being forced to set a 

rhythm of pump, pump, cruise just to keep moving.  So, when the route 

took me onto roads for the last five miles I was ecstatic.  I have to admit 

that if it had been another 5 miles of appalling track I may have been 

reduced to walking, which would have taken a couple of hours rather 

than the 20 minutes it did.  My text home at the end is a succinct sum-
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mary of the day: 20:03 - I’ve made it! Bloody hard day. 

My reward for all of that was the best B&B of the trip.  In fact prob-

ably the best I have stayed in on any trip.  It was a shame to mar the 

room with all my kit but I needed to go through my now familiar rou-

tines, setting out everything for the next day and washing both myself 

and my clothes in the shower.  

I Skyped home, laying all my worries about the extra miles the next 

day and all the hills to come on my wife’s shoulders and then posted 

my blog for the day: 

The day did not start brilliantly. After losing the routes I managed to 

download them all, apart from the first few miles to Hampton Court. No 

problem, I could just get the sat nav to route me. Good plan.  Except the 

factory reset seemed to have wiped out the map!  Even though it was on a 

micro SD so should not have been reset the sat nav would not recognise 

it.  With no map, no routing  

I tried to follow the signs for Route 4, which in theory should take me 

all the way to St David’s, but either I kept missing signs or they were just 

not there.  I loaded up the next bit of the route, from Hampton Court to 

Newbury, which gave me a triangle to show where I was and the start of 

the pink line with a lot of white space in between.  I took roads that headed 

in the right general direction and followed Route 4 every time I found it.  

Needless to say I got there.  I then had to just follow the line, literally, just 

a pink line on a white screen.  Weird but it worked really well. Maybe bet-

ter than with the map - less distractions. 

There was a lot of non-tarmac today.  Some of the paths were rough 

and would have been very tough in the wet.  In particular the canal paths 

along the Kennet and Avon were hard work on a road bike.  By the end 

the bike’s ticks had escalated.   
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One of the brackets holding the mount for the saddlebag to the seat 

post broke after 35 miles.  The bag started swinging around and dropping 

down onto the back wheel.  After 45 minutes with a stone as a hammer 

and a fence post as an anvil I somehow managed to fix it and it has stood 

up to the many miles of rattling on the canal paths.  On the positive side 

it went in Windsor Great Park, so the scenery was excellent. 

The day was virtually pan flat apart from two long, steep climbs.  In 

typical Sustrans fashion they were both dirt tracks!  I thought it would be 

an easy day - 97 miles of flat.  Turns out it was incredibly tough.  So much 

stopping and starting and rough terrain.  My average speed was right 

down to 9 mph, although 45 minutes fixing the saddlebag didn't help. 

Tomorrow is 116 miles, which means an hour and a half longer.  To-

night's hosts have kindly offered to make breakfast for 7am, so that should 

give me one hour over today.  Hopefully there will be more tarmac to 

make up the rest.  I was certainly cycling 2-3 mph faster on the tarmac 

than the dirt track (the good dirt track). 

So, early start tomorrow - better get some sleep... 

Distance: 100 miles  Av speed: 11.4 mph 

Time cycling: 8:46  Time overall: 11:11 

Av heart rate: 128 bpm  Calories burnt: 4892 

Total ascent: 695 m  Max speed: 35 mph 
 

Note: Very little climbing today with less than 700 metres.  In fact if you take 

out the two obvious hills it is more like 500 metres.

Day 3 Statistics 

Note:  The elevation profile is from Hampton Court to my B&B near New-

bury and does not include the first 10 miles of the day. 

Day 3 Elevation Profile 
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Chapter Seven 

Day 4 – Newbury to Caerphilly 

I spent the night cycling up steep hills, fighting against the flow of 

rivers of treacle with legs made out of sponge and woke to the incessant 

beep of my alarm and the sonorous drone of the troll’s snores.  He was 

flat out on his back on the pillow by the side of my head, arms flung 

loosely to either side and tongue lolling out the side of his gaping 

mouth.  His head was resting in a widening stain of drool. 

Poking him in the stomach I told him to get up. 

“Leave it out!  I’m knackered!” 

“That will be because you were up all night whispering despair 

and failure in my ear!” I accused. 

“Rubbish!” he snapped, looking furtive enough for me to know I 

was right.  “It was all those bumpy canal paths yesterday.  There will be 

even more of them today, not to mention all those hills.  It’s been tough 

enough on the flat; how are you going to deal with hills?  And it’s fur-

ther!  I reckon it would be better to go home.  After I’ve had a nice nap.”  

He rolled over and was soon snoring again. 

Gritting my teeth I went through my morning routine as quietly as 

possible, thinking that perhaps I could sneak off and leave the troll behind. 

As I eased out of the door to my room I couldn’t help but think that 

the bloody troll was right though.  Today was going to be nearly 20 

miles longer than my daily average so far.  Even at the pace I had been 

managing on the flat (10 mph) it was going to be nearly a 12 hour day 

and I might be slower yet with hills.  Hanging on the walls going down 

the open staircase were two commemorative rowing oars from Oxford 

University accompanied by pictures of the rowers in action, helping to 

remind me just how unfit I felt on this particular trip. 

Frowning I glanced at my shoulder to see the troll grinning at me.  

“What?  I didn’t want to miss breakfast did I?” 

He had good judgement.  It was a fine breakfast and I did not partic-

ularly want to move from the table.  It was far easier on the legs to sit on 

a chair than on a saddle, not to mention the backside.  But the sun was 

shining and, by the looks of the tops of the trees in the garden, it ap-
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peared that the wind had shifted to the east.  I might be in for a tailwind. 

I finally dragged myself up and out, onto my bike by 07:45, nearly 

an hour after I had tried to sneak off and ditch the troll.  But I was an 

hour ahead of the day before. 

The main confusing thing about having no map on the Garmin was 

that when you stopped the ‘map’ didn’t necessarily stay pointing in the 

right direction.  Therefore, when I started I headed off the wrong way.  

Tick it took a hundred metres or so for me to realise I was moving away 

from the pink line at which point I promptly U turned and rode back 

past the B&B.  Thankfully no one was watching. 

It was with some trepidation that I approached a bridge over the 

canal, willing the route to continue along the lane rather than steer onto 

the towpath.  Thankfully it did and I happily traded the rough dirt 

track the previous day for the first small Tick climb of the day.  Having 

said that, at the top of the first rise I gave myself an excuse to stop by 

taking a picture of an enormous haystack.  It truly was massive: for 

scale, my bike can just be made out, leaning at the base on the left hand 

side.  On my Land’s End to John O’Groats trips I had moaned about the 

modern trend of plastic coating hay bales, ruining the landscape, and 

was pleased to see a more traditional stack. But I also needed to get 

some good mileage in early and standing around taking pictures of 

haystacks after the first mile wasn’t going to help that. 

The next few miles settled into a steady rhythm of Tick rolling up 

and down some fairly gentle hills, which I hoped would get my legs 

used to the idea of 

slopes before the 

main hills hit later 

in the day.   I was 

given a helping 

hand by the strong 

tailwind every Tick 
time the hedgerows 

dipped down.  It 

was a shame that I 

wasn’t back in Suf-

folk.  I would be 

flying! 

About 8 miles 
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into the day I cycled through Clench and spent the next few miles des-

perately hoping to come across a sign to Tick Clench Bottom, but it was 

not to be. 

I stopped at a shop in Pewsey to top Tick up my cereal bar supply 

which had dropped considerably after having to eat a whole wodge of 

them for dinner the night Tick before, not having found a shop before 

stopping.  My average speed was up to 13 mph for the first 11 miles so 

the tarmac and the tailwind were definitely helping, despite the Tick roll-

ing hills. 

Trying to keep my early advantage going I pressed on. As I did I 

began to notice that I had a habit of changing Tick down gears every 

time I rounded a corner, even when my speed and the turn did not 

warrant it.  When I thought about it I realised I had been doing it all trip 

and decided it must be because I am so used to turning corners and 

finding a Tick steep hill before me in my native Devon that changing 

down has become an instinctive reaction.  It was funny that I have nev-

er noticed it before.  Maybe my brain was just frazzled and wandering 

Tick aimlessly. 

I finally re-joined the Kennet and Avon Canal at 23 Tick miles, just 

before Devizes.  Until that point I had maintained an average over Tick 
13 mph and just hoped that the canal path was good and didn’t eat into 

my advantage Tick much. 

[By now that tick is probably becoming irri-Tick-ating.  Almost con-

stant but irregular, making it impossible to get used to its rhythm and 

block tick out.  Fortunately it has only been going on since page 76.  For 

me it had persisted since page 12.] 

The canal path was good quality and my hopes rose.  The canal led 

all the way into Bath and if the quality held I would make good Tick time. 

“Pah!  It will be like all the other canal paths: it will start well and 

then disappear.  You’ll be bumping across a field within a mile!” grum-

bled the troll.  He’d been uncharacteristically quiet for the first 23 miles. 

“You’re just sulking because things are going so well,” I pointed out. 

“For now.  That tick is getting worse.  Something is going to seize 

and we’ll have to get the train home,” replied the troll.  “There’s bound 

to be a station in Bath,” he added, syrup dripping from his tongue. 

The troll was wrong about the path.  After a mile it was still looking 

good and even hit a massive downhill.  That’s right, a downhill on a 

canal.  That of course meant a lot of locks; 29 to be precise.  They came 
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in three groups and were known as the Caen Hill Locks.  The first 6 

from Devizes were fairly well spread with a gentle slope.  The last 7 

were similar but the middle 16 formed an awesome straight flight with 

very little space between locks.  The word ‘awesome’ is very much 

overused these days but this really did leave me in awe, so is appropri-

ate.  The amount of work involved must have been phenomenal.  It’s 

not just the digging of the locks themselves but also the sideways ex-

tended pounds, used to store the water needed to operate them.  These 

can clearly be seen on the aerial satellite shot from Google Maps.  A vast 

amount of work, and all done by hand, it being completed in 1819. 

But, the troll was right about the tick: it was getting worse.  When I 

stopped to gawk at the flight of locks I tested the bottom bracket and 

the wheels again.  The bottom bracket was fine but there seemed to be a 

large amount of sideways play in the back wheel.  I had bought some 

cheap light-ish weight wheel not long before the trip.  The reason they 

were cheap is that the weight had been saved in the hubs. They were 

crap and certainly not designed for use on dirt tracks.  I had wrecked 

the back hub.  I had tested it about the same time the day before and 

there had been very little give.  To have deteriorated so rapidly was a 

worry.   It could go at any moment and the next chance of finding a 

bike shop was probably in Bath, which was still… 

“26 miles away!” cackled the troll.  “You’ll never make it.  That 

wheel is shot!  It’s a good thing you made such good time, coz it’s going 
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to take the rest of the day to walk to Bath!” 

Setting off again I prayed that the track 

would remain good and the wheel would hold 

Tick out. 

A dodgy hub would certainly explain the 

randomness of the Tick.  All sorts of things 

could set it off and in any combination.  No 

wonder I had been finding Tick it difficult to 

track it down, especially with the play in the 

wheel only now being obvious. 

Thankfully, the path remained good for 

the most part although the troll constantly Tick 
whispered in my ear that the wheel was get-

ting worse.  In facTick he became more and 

more insistent the closer we came to Bath but I 

was counting off the miles knowing that each 

one covered meant 15 minutes less walking Tick 
if the hub went.   

[I’m sure that is quite enough of the tick 

by now.  It might even be grating enough to 

spoil the book.  It is certainly annoying, de-

stroying the flow of tick things.  I’ll stop it now 

and allow the adventure to contickue.] 

I couldn’t believe my luck when the route 

crossed a bridge over the canal in Bradford on 

Avon and right before my eyes was a bike 

shop.  Not only a bike shop but one that had a 

large sign outside boasting of, ‘Spares and Re-

pairs’. 

Entering the shop I approached the bloke 

behind the counter, who was slouched over 

the counter flicking through a cycling maga-

zine.  I told him my tale of riding across the 

country, where I had been and where I had to 

go, and pointed out the problem with my hub, 

asking if he could fit a new back wheel. 

“Yeh, no problem, I can fit a new back 

wheel.” 
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“Great!  I don’t suppose you can do it right now can you, only I’ve 

got another 80 miles to cycle today.” 

“I can’t do it today.” 

Glancing around the empty shop and eyeing the magazine he was 

still flicking through I bit my lip and said, “Could I borrow a chain 

whip then?  I could do the job myself if you just want to sell me the 

wheel, I can see you’re busy.” 

“I don’t have a wheel.  I’ll have to order one.  But they deliver fast.  

It will only be a couple of days.  Might even get here tomorrow.” 

“!”  I wondered if he had been listening at all.  “I’ve got to be in Caer-

philly tonight and by the end of tomorrow I have to be at St David’s.” 

“Oh.  You should have said.  Go on to Bath.  Loads of bike shops 

there.  Try John’s, that’s the best.” 

Ignoring the cackling of the troll I grumbled some thanks and 

headed back to the canal path hoping the wheel would hold out for an-

other 10 miles. 

A couple of Tick [sorry, that was just habit] miles later the track felt 

like it had entered a washing machine, plunging down and twisting one 

way and then rising and twisting the other as it went under the Avon 

Cliff viaduct to cross to the opposite bank before crossing the viaduct 

itself over the River Avon.  The note I stopped to make at the time 

simply said, ‘Whirly, whirly round and round.’  There was no mention 

of the impressiveness of the viaduct or the work that must have been 

involved in constructing it.  Not a word about the strange sensation of 

being on a bridge carrying water over a river and how weird that felt.  

No.  My note was short because there was little time for contemplation: 

the troll was hammering on my helmet and pointing to the sign for the 

Avon Cliff Railway Station. 



Cycling from Side to Side 

82 

“Look!  Railway!  Right there!!  All you have to do is stroll in and 

buy a ticket and you could be home this afternoon.  That wheel’s going 

to go any moment and if it doesn’t then the bag will; I’m sure it has 

dropped an inch.  Anyway, let’s face it, you’re knackered: totally unfit 

and not up to this trip.  It’s been easy so far.  When it starts to go up and 

down a lot you’re legs are going to turn to jelly.  Just get on a train.  

Forget the saddle.  Sit in a nice comfy seat and watch the miles whizz 

by.” My eyes were fixed on the station sign.  It was tempting.  “And I 

could have a nap.” 

Scowling I dragged my gaze from the sign and glowered at the 

troll.  “It’s all about you isn’t it!  If you would just shut up and leave me 

alone for 5 minutes you could have a bloody nap!  Bugger off!” 

I pushed unduly hard on the pedals for the next couple of miles but 

eased off thinking that the extra stress on the wheel hub might cause it 

to collapse.  Maybe that was the troll’s plan?  Cunning. 

The path remained good all the way into Bath, where it ejected me 

at Sydney Gardens.  I stopped and dug out the tablet in the hopes of 

finding a Wi-Fi hotspot so I could search for a bike shop.  I scooted 

about a bit but had no joy so decided to follow the route into the town 

centre where I was more likely to find a signal. 

Cycling along Great Pulteney Street I crossed the Pulteney Bridge, 

famous for having shops on the bridge itself, much like the original Lon-

don Bridge.  In fact, it is very easy not to realise you are on a bridge at all 

until you look at it from the side as you can see in the two photographs. 

Whilst I was stopped to take the pictures I tried to get a Wi-Fi sig-

nal again but failed. I 

tried asking several dif-

ferent pedestrians but 

they were all tourists, 

standing around gawp-

ing and taking photos; 

no use at all.  The route 

headed off in the direc-

tion of the river but I 

decided to leave it and 

head further into the 

town centre.  I tried 

asking for directions a 
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couple more times with no luck so went into a sports shop and asked 

there.  They recommended John’s Bike Shop and gave me directions.  

With two recommendations it had to be the right choice.  

So it proved.  They had a new wheel fitted within 40 minutes and 

gave me a 10% discount, which was appreciated.  I had a look at their bag 

systems whilst I was waiting but the repair I had made was holding well 

so figured I shouldn’t shell out another £100 or so.  They directed me 

back towards Route 4 and I headed off.  I had lost all the time I had made 

with my good start but there was a big weight lifted from my shoulders: 

no more stress that I was going to become stranded – and no tick! 

The trouble was I seemed to have lost satellite signal because I 

wasn’t moving along my pink line, although it wasn’t immediately ob-

vious with no map.  I couldn’t find any signs for Route 4 so followed 

the path by the river, which seemed the most likely.  The moment I hit 

the rougher track the tick returned.  Clearly it wasn’t the rear wheel hub 

causing it after all.  It definitely needed changing anyway but it would 

have been nice to be rid of the tick as a bonus. 

At one point I became completely lost and ended up bumping over 

the river frontage of a local pub. I’m not sure the wedding reception 

guests were that impressed.  On reaching a dead end I clambered over a 

fence into the carpark rather than cycle back through them. 

When I found the river ‘path’ again I was pretty sure that I was no 

longer on Route 4 because there was no path and the field I was traversing 

was perhaps the roughest I had encountered.  I’m not sure I would have 

fancied it on a mountain bike let alone my road bike but at least it was dry; 

it would have been a nightmare in the wet.  It carried on for miles, or it felt 

like miles, and there were numerous fences that I had to stop at and lift the 

bike over.  There was no way this could have been a bike path.  The path 

between Bath and Bristol was reputed to be excellent. 

Suddenly the route on my screen jumped.  The Garmin must have 

sorted out its satellite link.  It confirmed what I had feared: I wasn’t on 

the route, it was off to my right, the other side of the river and then a bit.  

Much later, at home, I loaded my actual track and discovered I hadn’t 

been following the Bristol and Bath Railway Path that I was supposed to 

be on for several miles.  In fact the side of the river I was cycling along 

didn’t even have a footpath.  Little wonder it was rough. 

Eventually I came to another pub and exited through their carpark 

to a narrow country lane.  I followed the lane, which seemed to be on a 
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converging course with 

the route.  Within a cou-

ple of hundred metres 

the lane crossed over the 

route on a bridge.  Be-

low me was an excellent, 

wide, brilliantly surface 

cycle path that I could 

have been following all 

the way from Bath.  For-

tunately I could see that 

the lane turned along-

side the path and soon I 

was able to join.  Bliss! 

About 100 m later I 

met a barrier.  The path 

was closed!  Worse, there 

was no diversion.  With-

out a map I wasn’t sure 

what to do. 

“You’re cursed on 

this ride.  You should have spent the money for that wheel on a train 

ticket home.  You could be sat on a comfy seat watching the miles be-

tween ‘God knows where we are now’ and home whizzing by the win-

dow.  He he!” 

I had little choice but to backtrack and continue along the lane I had 

just joined the path from.  It seemed to be heading in the same direction 

as the path so hopefully it would re-join beyond the closure. 

Unfortunately, the lane turned away from the pink line indicating 

the cycle path quite soon.  And then it ended.  There was, however, a 

footpath continuing onward.  With little option I decided to continue in 

the hopes of hitting another lane soon, it couldn’t be any worse than the 

paths I had been following along the river.  The kissing gate at the start 

was tight and I was forced to lift the bike over my head and shuffle 

through, then continued on across a field.   A couple of kissing gates 

later I hit the river.  On the other side I could see a road with traffic 

heading in the right direction but there was no way over the river.  The 

path continued along the bank but was now looping back completely 
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the wrong way.  I continued on in the hopes of finding a pedestrian 

bridge or some way to cross the river.  The path was becoming over-

grown and soon I was forced to walk, hoisting my bike over the various 

kissing gates on the way.  Not only was it slow but my arms and shoul-

ders were starting to feel the strain. 

Of course this was all a pure delight to the troll.  He kept telling me 

to go back.  “You’re not even on the bike now.  You’re on a ramble in 

the wrong direction!  He he!  Go back now: every minute you go on will 

be another minute you have to spend again when you finally listen to 

me and give up.  In fact, why not back up all the way to Bath and get 

the train.  Choo choo!” 

He made some good points but the path was curving round in a 

circle: I could see the pink line getting closer again.  Sure enough, a few 

minutes and a couple more kissing gates later I returned to the lane, 

back near the bridge over the cycle path.  I had walked 2 miles and lift-

ed my bike over 11 kissing gates to make no progress at all. 

Clearly I was in a dead end here so I followed the lane in the oppo-

site direction, which appeared to take me even further from the pink line.  

Half a mile up a steep hill later I came to the A4, which was heading in 

the same general direction as the pink line.  It was busy but had a cycle 

path on the pavement.  It was fairly slow going because there were nu-

merous junctions that I had to negotiate on the cycle path but after a mile, 

just before the road became a dual carriageway, I picked up a diversion 

sign and decided to follow that.  I’m not sure why.  It didn’t say what the 

diversion was for but I guess I had had enough of the busy road.  I con-

tinued to follow the diversions because they were heading in the right 

direction and 2½ miles later I was turning back onto the cycle path, just 

beyond the closure.  It appeared I had been following the diversions for 

the closure but I couldn’t understand why there had been no signs from 

the beginning.  It was just crazy to only start signing halfway through the 

diversion.  Of course that was because my head was tired and not think-

ing things through.  Had I remembered that I had only joined the proper 

path just before it was closed I might have realised that cyclists were 

probably diverted off the path some time before the actual barrier.  I just 

happened upon the diversion halfway through. 

At home I checked my actual track against the proper route.  The 

proper route is shown as a black dotted line on the map, my actual 

track as a solid line. 
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The path, now that I 

had located it, was excel-

lent and worthy of its rep-

utation. 

“Hah, troll!  We’re on-

ly 9 miles from Bristol and 

on this sort of path we’ll 

be there in no time.  Then 

it’s just a hop across on the 

Severn Bridge and some 

stuff in Wales.”  I was a bit 

vague on the route once I 

reached Wales. 

The troll scowled at 

me and huffed.  I grinned 

at its disgruntlement, 

worrying a couple of pe-

destrians as they hurried 

by on the opposite side of 

the path, giving me as 

wide a berth as possible. 

I pedalled away much lighter of heart.  I had got through another 

adversity and I would soon have completed my trek across England.  

Only Wales to go! 

“You do know you have only covered 3 miles of your actual route 

in the last hour don’t you,” pointed out the troll. 

“So?” 

“So, you have only travelled 57 miles since the start.  It’s now 14:10 

so you have been 6 hours and 20 minutes.  Your average speed has 

dropped to 9 mph.”  The troll is annoyingly good at mental arithmetic. 

“And?” I dared to ask. 

“With another 60 miles to go it is going to take you nearly 7 more 

hours.  You won’t be finished until after 9 pm.”  His grin was ridicu-

lously broad. 

“Ah, but I lost loads of time having the new wheel fitted and walk-

ing along that footpath.  My average speed without those incidents 

would be much higher.  I can easily make up some time.” 

His grin narrowed and puckered to a scowl, “Yeah, well, perhaps 
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you’ll lose a lot more time.  You could get lost or get a puncture.  Maybe 

two.  And that bag is bound to go again some when.”  He sneered at me 

and added, “And don’t forget all those hills to come, chum!” 

He might have had a point about the hills.  I had been climbing for 

about a mile, since crossing the River Avon on the diversion, and the 

route continued upwards.  It wasn’t too steep, being an old railway line 

but continued for a total of 5 miles as it picked its way around the south 

eastern outskirts of Bristol.  It can be seen as the first main uphill on el-

evation profile b at the end of the chapter.  You can also see the reward: 

a continuous 4½ mile descent on a traffic free path right into the heart 

of Bristol.  All the way down I couldn’t help thinking how glad I was 

that I wasn’t going the other way. 

At the bottom I was routed through Castle Park, across Queen 

Square and then via a cycle path to exit on St Augustine’s Parade.  Op-

posite me was the Bristol Hippodrome, which I had last visited a few 

years ago when my eldest two boys had been in their Thomas the Tank 

Engine phase, to see the stage show of the same name. 

The happy memories were soon washed from my mind with the 

pain of clawing my way up some very steep streets, through Bristol 

University and onward, up and down steep hills through Clifton and 

Henbury, eventually escaping to flatter land at Easter Compton, the 

other side of Bristol, close to the River Severn.  Aside from the busy 

roads near the Hippodrome and the University, the route through Bris-

tol was relatively quiet, utilising traffic free where possible, but it was 

gruelling: 8 miles of very steep hills that had my legs screaming.  

Things were not helped by finding that my bottom few gears were 



Cycling from Side to Side 

88 

slipping.  It was the first time I had been forced to use them since the 

wheel change in Bath and it seemed that the gears had not been adjust-

ed properly.  I had to stop several times to tweak them but still couldn’t 

get them perfect.  This precipitated an argument with the troll, involv-

ing trains and where to stick them, and made for tense cycling in the 

bottom two gears, which continued to slip occasionally, especially un-

der heavy load.  [For those of a technical bent, I later discovered that 

this was because a spacer ring had not been inserted behind the cas-

sette.  Once I inserted one, back at home, all was well.] 

As I had discovered on my Land’s End to John O’Groats cycles, there 

are many cycle paths through the industrial sprawl that lies on the banks 

of the Severn between Avonmouth and the old Severn Bridge at Aust.  

These are much safer than the roads which carry a high proportion of 

heavy lorries.  They are also flat, which was a huge relief to my legs, 

which were really beginning to feel the effect of 350 miles of cycling.   

As the pain began to ease from my muscles, my mind started doing 

its normal job of erasing it from my memory.  Within a couple of miles I 

was left feeling that the day had been like a cheeky child: irksome but 

generally good.  BUT I KNOW that I had been swearing out loud at 

times whilst my gears slipped up those steep Bristol streets.  I suppose 

every regular cyclist must possess this ability of the mind, to smooth 

over the jagged memories, otherwise we wouldn’t do it. 

I greeted the Severn Bridge like an old friend, having cycled over it 

three times before, once on my first end to end from John O’Groats 

down to Land’s End and twice on an organised event run by Audax [a 

long distance cycling organisation].  On my first crossing I had faced a 

massive headwind.  Today the wind was in the same direction but I 

was heading the other way.  The experience was much more exhilarat-

ing with the tailwind.  

Crossing a suspension bridge in a car gives you no real impression 

of how steep they can be.  They actually represent a fair hill, as shown 

on elevation profile b at the end of the chapter.  The bridge is the small 

spike about halfway, just before the really big spike. 

That really big spike was the climb from the bridge up the broad 

cycle path counter flowing the A466 past Chepstow.  Wales was hilly 

and showing its form right from the bridge but fortunately, after a few 

more, much shorter but steeper hills, the route levelled out again. 

Before it did I cruised gently downhill with the wind behind me 
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past a vast field with russet brown cows standing up to their knees in 

buttercups.  The whole field was aglow with golden yellow, made all 

the more radiant by the late afternoon sun.  I should have stopped for a 

photo but with the clock ticking and with the troll’s warning of a late 

arrival ringing in my ears I found myself unwilling to apply the brakes 

and lose all my momentum.  By the time I had convinced myself it was 

worth the stop the field was gone, now a mere memory of brightness, 

highlighting my fatigue. 

The flat, when I came to it, was the A48.  It wasn’t particularly busy 

but my concentration was not of the highest order so I stuck to the cycle 

path on the pavement.  Within a mile the route turned onto a residential 

road through Caerwent and then continued along miles of small lanes, 

zig zagging generally westward towards Newport.  Most of the lanes 

were tiny, and there was nothing warranting a line down the middle un-

til I started the approach to Newport, some 12 miles later.  Here things 

became more industrialised but the roads were still very quiet, possibly 

because it was now 19:00 and everyone had gone home for the day. 

Crossing the River Usk I spotted a strange Meccano like construction 

further down the river.  There was a tall grid work tower on either bank 

and a similar grid work span 

stretching between the two, but 

very high up.  From a distance 

I could not see any bridge low-

er down, where cars or trains 

would be able to cross.  I won-

dered whether it predated the 

road bridge I was on and was 

meant for pedestrians, giving 

workers access to the docks 

and other industrial areas but 

being high enough to allow 

shipping to pass underneath. 

Fortunately the route 

headed in the right direction 

and I soon found out.  It was 

the Newport Transporter 

Bridge, which I later learnt 

was very rare.  Depending on 
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which source you trust there were only about 20/two dozen transporter 

bridges ever built worldwide and this was one of the last 8/12 that remain 

in use.  The concept of a transporter bridge is to keep the river clear for 

shipping by utilising a small section of moveable road.  Cars drive onto 

the road segment, which is suspended from the upper span by wires, and 

then the whole is moved to the other side.  

The signs indicated that my initial thoughts were partly right in 

that pedestrians could, and in fact still can, climb the towers to walk 

across the upper span.  Despite my fear of heights I wished I could have 

had a go, probably induced by the fact that it wasn’t open. 

Not that I would have been able to afford the time anyway: it was 

now 19:10 and I still had 17 miles to cycle. 

After about 3 more miles of flat, the road started to climb and then 

really pitched upwards for a steep climb through Bassaleg.  Although 

none of the others were so long, there followed a succession of short 

sharp hills, all on tiny quiet lanes, for the next 8 miles. 

Fighting the bike along those lanes, I had been counting down the 

miles to the end, knowing that I was nearly there.  When I reached 115 

miles, the expected total for the day, the troll started a whispering cam-

paign.  “You should be there by now.  It’s getting late.  How much fur-

ther is there.  Could be miles.  Up and down, up and down.  Your legs 

won’t make it.  You’re going to be completely drained for tomorrow.  

That’s even further!  And hillier.  Worse than these little pimples.  You 

should be there by now.  It’s getting late…” 

Before long I cracked and found the first excuse I could to stop.  It 

was a poor excuse, a quarry, which in my nagged and abused mind I 

decided was very Welsh.  
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Grabbing the troll by the scruff of his neck I shoved him deep into 

my saddlebag and pressed on through the jagged lanes. Whilst they were 

a delight to the eye they were a torment to the body, and I was grateful 

to reach a cycle path signed for Caerphilly.  I barely heard the muffled 

curses that it was still 4 miles away. The gradient was much more man-

ageable, being less severe and more constant and I really enjoyed those 

last 4 miles into Caerphilly.  Well, 3½ miles of them; the final ½ mile 

was a stiff climb to the B&B, which appeared to be halfway up Caer-

philly Mountain. The climb was probably not helped by my stopping at 

Caerphilly Castle just before it, allowing my muscles to cool down too 

much. 

Needless to say, I was grateful to reach the B&B.  My off route ex-

ploits between Bath and Bristol had added 11 miles to the day and I fin-

ished on 126 miles.  On the positive side, I had managed that in 12½ 

hours, so averaged 10 mph, even with time lost walking along a foot-

path and getting a new wheel.  Hopefully, if I could avoid similar inci-

dents the next day, the 137 miles might not be too bad.  

The room in the B&B was weird though.  It had the feel of a 

box/storage room about it but at the same time had an enormous en-

suite wet room.  I had never used one before.  It was very swanky, es-

pecially compared to the room adjoining it, but it just felt a little strange 

spraying water all over the floor. 

The box room feel didn’t bother me.  I was happy to collapse on the 

bed, Skype, blog and crash.  The indications from the blog post are that 

I was getting very tired.  I managed to confuse my exploits after Bath, 

along the non-existent river path, with the condition of the canal path 
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before Bath and only wrote one paragraph about the 60 miles between 

Bristol and the end, nearly half of the day: 

A day of contrasts.  The first 17 miles were fast on flat lanes with a 

strong tail wind.  The rest of the way to Bath was mainly on canal paths, 

which is normally good news but the path was very poor in places.  In fact 

in places there was no path, just field.  At times I thought I must have lost 

the cycle route but then signs would appear showing I was on route.  

My back wheel was developing a considerable sideways wobble.  The 

canal paths and rough track had completely trashed the cones.  I stopped 

at a bike shop but they had no suitable wheels but directed me to a shop in 

Bath.  It took a bit of effort to find it, not having a map on my sat nav and 

all the people in the city seeming to be tourists but when I did they were 

able to fit a new back wheel there and then. 

The whole exploit took about 45 minutes out of the day though so I 

pressed on towards Bristol.  Unfortunately the path was closed about 4 

miles out of bath.  With no diversion.  I tried to follow as close to the pink 

line as possible and ended up on a footpath.  I then hit a river which 

turned me around in a circle.  Two miles on a footpath with 11 kissing 

gates, involving having to lift the bike over head height, to get back to 

where I started. 

I eventually found the other end of the closed path but it had cost me 

in time and distance: an extra 6 miles and another hour lost. 

The path into Bristol was excellent.  The path through was hard to 

follow.  The path out had a couple of really stiff hills where I discovered 

my gears did not work after the wheel change.  More time lost trying to 

fix, still not quite right. 

The rest of the day was spent chasing the clock.  Highlights were 

crossing the Severn Bridge, fast lanes in Wales with tailwind and the 

Newport Transporter Bridge.  Lows were very steep hills and blown legs.  

Total distance was 11 miles more than expected at 126.  Not looking for-

ward to the hills and even longer distance tomorrow. 

 

Day 4 Statistics 

Distance: 126 miles  Av speed: 12.3 mph 

Time cycling: 9:24  Time overall: 12:34 

Av heart rate: 136 bpm  Calories burnt: 5,802 

Total ascent: 1404 m  Max speed: 33.5 mph 
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Note: This profile covers the distance from my B&B near Newbury to Bath.  

The big descent is at Caen Hill Locks. 

Day 4a Elevation Profile 

 

Note:  This profile covers the distance from Bath to my B&B at Caerphilly.  

The first big V is the descent into and subsequent climb out of Bristol.  The 

peak in the middle is the climb out of Chepstow and the next major spike is 

the climb after Newport.  

 

Day 4b Elevation Profile 
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Chapter Eight 

Day 5 – Caerphilly to Solva

I was keen to get going in the morning, knowing I had my longest 

day at 137 miles.  The night before I had wheedled and whined to per-

suade the owner to get up early enough to provide a cooked ‘so long as 

you don’t want sausages – they take a bloody age to cook!’ breakfast for 

07:00. 

Eating was becoming difficult.  Cramming down the calories was a 

chore.  As I ground my way through a huge bowl of muesli I consid-

ered that the day could have been a lot longer than 137 miles – over 20 

miles longer.  Something had gone wrong in the planning and I had 

ended up booking this and the next B&B about 160 miles apart.  It could 

have been a disaster but looking at the map I noticed that Route 4 stuck 

to the coast on the last stretch between Carmarthen and St David’s, 

passing through Saundersfoot and Pembroke Dock.  Instead I allowed 

Google to route me from Carmarthen, saving just over 20 miles.  Google 

had done a good job of routing me from Land’s End to John O’Groats 

and I was confident it wouldn’t let me down here.  To make sure I cy-

cled the whole Sustrans route from side to side I was going to follow 

Route 4 back from St David’s to Carmarthen on my return. 

Despite it being excellently cooked I almost had to force down the 

Welsh breakfast (which looked surprisingly like a Full English).  I was reach-

ing the point of fatigue where it is hard to stomach food at all but I had got 

the poor owner up to cook it and I needed the fuel, so down it went. 

Even with the lack of sausage it took a while to plough through 

breakfast and I was only on the road by 07:30.  Despite being gloriously 

sunny it was surprisingly cold with a brisk wind raising goose bumps 

on my arms and legs. 

“You’ll freeze in this wind,” the troll informed me.  “You’ll use up 

what little energy you have left trying to keep warm.” 

“Bog off troll.  I’ll warm up once I get going.” 

“True, true.  All those hills.  You’ll probably be sweating and 

swearing in a few minutes.  And then for the next 15 hours or so.” 

“It won’t take that long, not with this tailwind,” I insisted. 
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“That could change any minute.  It might be a headwind in an 

hour, then you’ll be buggered.” 

“Best I get as far as possible before it does then!” I said, swinging a 

leg over the bike. 

“Look,” wheedled the troll, “we passed Caerphilly Railway Station 

last night.  It’s literally at the end of the road, less than a ¼ mile away.  

It’s nice and warm on the train.  Comfy too…” 

Stoically I cycled off in the opposite direction and after a few hun-

dred metres joined a cycle path.  By the time I got there I was shivering 

so stopped to put on my arm and leg warmers.  For the uninitiated, 

these are essentially tubes of thick Lycra material that you pull on to 

cover skin exposed by shorts and short sleeves.  They are very useful to 

moderate temperature through a long day’s ride.  This was the first 

time on the whole trip that I had needed them, despite some early starts 

and late finishes. 

The extra warmth kept the troll at bay as the path gently descended 

for 6 miles into Pontypridd.  I was glad the troll wasn’t around because I 

managed to get a little lost in Pontypridd.  I had to back track several 

times before finding my way out, over the Rhondda River and then up 

the biggest hill of the tour so far.  In total I climbed 200 vertical metres in 

about 2 km.  That’s an average gradient of 10% but in places the slope 

touched 17%.  It was a tough test for legs that were shot after so many 

miles of dirt track in the previous two days, especially with the weight of 

my saddlebag dragging me backwards.  At the steepest point my gear 

slipped and I lost what little forward momentum I had, forcing me to a 

stop.  I walked the hill until it levelled out to a more manageable 10% and 

tried again.  But first I lifted the back wheel and turned over the crank to 

change up a couple of gears so there was no risk of slipping. 

“Ha!  Hills, hills, hills and now you can’t use your bottom two gears!  

Seriously, go home!” came a voice from below waist level.  The troll was 

clinging to my leg for some reason. Frowning I remounted the bike, 

throwing my encumbered leg over, hoping to fling the troll as far away 

from me as possible.  He clung on and sank his teeth deep into my calf. 

I swore through gritted teeth as the cramp took hold.  Sucking in 

deep breaths I tried to relax my muscles as they instinctively clenched 

in pain.  After an hour or so the pain subsided and I risked winching 

my leg back over the bike, lowering the bike to the ground as far as 

possible so I didn’t have to swing it too high.  Reaching down I yanked 
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the troll from my leg and hurled him across the road.  Ignoring his pro-

tests I started to hobble up the hill. 

The walk stretched out my calf and hamstring and by the time I 

reached the top the cramp was a dull ache.  Not having a troll chewing 

on it probably helped.  Gingerly I eased my leg back over the bike once 

more and set off, pushing harder with my undamaged left leg. 

 Even after the exertion of the climb I couldn’t get warm on the narrow 

road between Pontypridd and Tonyrefail.  I was tempted to put on my rain 

jacket as an extra layer but the road was bucking up and down and I didn’t 

want to get too sweaty, that would end up chilling me even more. 

Despite my discomfort the road was idyllic and virtually traffic free 

and by the time I pedalled into Tonyrefail I had covered 14 miles.  The 

route out of town was another steep climb and after several warning 

signs I decided to walk rather than risk my legs cramping up again. 

“You can’t keep walking up every hill you come to.  You’ve got an 

enormous distance to cover today.  You’re never going to make it!” 

piped the troll. 

“It isn’t much slower than the pace I was managing on the bike,” I 

pointed out.  “Anyway, it helps to stretch out my muscles.” 

“Well, I’ve been looking on the tablet and there’s a branch line 

nearby.   The route passes really close to Tondu Station and…”  

Fortunately the top of the hill arrived before he could tempt me further. 

Having pushed all the way up the hill I was confronted with a dirt 

track.  It was very rough but thankfully was heading back downhill, so 

I only had to concentrate on steering.  After a few hundred metres the 

dirt track transformed to a traffic free tarmac path through a beautiful 

valley.  It was a glorious descent that continued for 6 miles all the way 

to Brynmenyn, on the outskirts of Bridgend. 

Another stiff climb took me out of town.  I ignored the troll’s at-

tempts to draw my attention to the sign for Tondu Station and joined 

another cycle path, which led 4 miles into Kenfig Hill where I had to 

stop to load the next part of the route on my Garmin. 

Once out of town I rode over one more sharp tooth and joined the 

A48 for a mile.  Normally I am quite happy to leave busy main roads but 

this one had a good cycle path, separate from the traffic, and, more im-

portantly, had provided the flattest mile of cycling so far that day.   The 

route wanted to turn me up another steep incline.  I would have been 

tempted to stick on the A48 but the cycle path terminated there and I cer-
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tainly didn’t fancy the 

main carriageway. 

A mile of climbing 

brought me to a strange 

gate system.  Set in tall 

stone walls were two heavy 

iron gates that opened into 

each other, a bit like the 

doors in the B&B back in 

London.  You had to open 

one, step in and close it be-

fore opening the second to 

escape the other side.  The 

trouble was the gap be-

tween them was too small 

for the bike and the gates 

where too tall to lift it over.  

I struggled a bit and finally 

squeezed the bike through, 

tipped up on its back wheel with me crushed up against the wall, trying to 

swing the heavy gates.  A bizarre obstacle for a national cycle route. 

On the other side was a very pleasant cycle through Margam Castle 

Country Park, with its abandoned industrial buildings and flowering rho-

dodendrons running rampant through the grounds.  On the flat land be-

tween me and the sea there was a sprawl of industrial buildings with 

chimneys blasting clouds of water vapour into the otherwise clear blue 

sky.  By now I had warmed up and I removed my arm and leg warmers 

and enjoyed the sun on my skin as I descended for a mile and a half 

through the park to exit onto the A48 again via another set of double gates.  

Route 4 followed the A48 over the M4 and then for about a mile before 

heading off through a mix of residential streets and industrial areas to-

wards Port Talbot.  

Before reaching 

the town the route 

veered away to-

wards the coast, 

past the docks.  

Crossing the River 
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Afan on a closed road I fol-

lowed a path along the river, 

with views back over the indus-

trialised zone to the hills I had 

cycled through.  It had a defi-

nite feel of an area past its 

prime, falling into decay and 

disuse. 

The path was tarmacked 

but covered with patches of 

windblown sand.  In places it 

was quite deep and resulted in 

a fair bit of slipping and skid-

ding on narrow tyres and I had 

to keep my wits about me not 

to fall.  Fortunately the strong 

tailwind kept me moving with-

out having to put too much 

force through the pedals, which 

would have resulted in wheel 

spins due to poor traction.  

Rounding the corner I discovered where all the sand had come 

from. Before me stretched mile after mile of golden sandy beaches, all 

around Swansea Bay, as far as the eye could see.  It was a breath taking 

sight and one that filled me with hope for it was very flat.  There was a 

hip hop bird who seemed very happy too.  He was break dancing, 

spinning around on his back and his head in the sand.  Very bizarre. 

The cycle along the seafront was a little sketchy because the sand 

was even deeper here.  It was making a real effort to reclaim the path and 

in a couple of places I climbed off and pushed rather than risk an embar-

rassing, slow speed fall.  It was with mixed feelings therefore, that I 

turned away from the seafront as the route picked up roads leading back 

to the A48 and on to the A483. 

The roads were surprisingly quiet but I kept to the cycle path along-

side anyway.  They were good quality and I was getting too tired to con-

centrate 100%.  It was not exactly inspiring cycling but with a tailwind it 

was relatively easy going for my tired legs.  Right at that point I would 

have been happy if it had stayed like that for the next 90 miles to the end 
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of the day. 

My mind wandered 

into meaningless thought 

with the monotony but 

was brought back to alert-

ness by a sign pointing the 

direction to the Amazon.  I hadn’t realised the Amazon was between Port 

Talbot and Swansea.  Of course it wasn’t the jungly type of Amazon, it 

was the online shopping type.  Most businesses don’t warrant their own 

road directions.  Amazon even had their own road – Ffordd Amazon.  

But then the warehouse (or ‘Fulfilment Centre’, as they like to call it) is 

massive.  At 800,000 square feet it is the size of 11 football pitches.  

After 7 miles predominantly alongside the busy roads the route cut 

back to the sea front, just before entering Swansea. Avoiding the road 

crossing of the River Tawe, it followed the east bank for half a mile be-

fore crossing a footbridge to the west bank. Then, rounding the Mari-

time Quarter, on the corner between the river and the sea, I came upon 

my first Welsh flag, ripping and snapping in the stiff breeze. My heart 

lifted, not least because it indicated a continuing tailwind, perhaps the 

only thing that was keeping my legs going.  Despite a few miles of flat 

they were feeling extremely fatigued and I knew the flat would not last 

forever.  The profile was supposed to be pretty jagged for the last 60 

miles or so and I wasn’t looking forward to it. 

But that was later.  Right now I was being unexpectedly delighted by 

Swansea.  I had been expecting some grubby post-industrial seascape, a bit 

like the area around Port Talbot, but was surprised to find a bright, colour-

ful scene that struck me as more Scandinavian than Welsh.  [It might not 

look Scandinavian at all but that’s the impression it left on me with my, 

possibly entirely in-

correct, set of mental 

images.] 

The cycle path 

was broad and flat, 

running alongside 3 

miles of sandy beach.  

Dotted by the side of 

the path were vari-

ous items of outdoor 
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gym equipment, 

the type that re-

lies on your own 

body weight for 

resistance.  A 

few kids were 

having a go but I 

have to admit 

that I wasn’t 

tempted. 

The sun was 

still beaming 

down on me, as 

it had been since 

the beginning of 

the trip four days 

before.  I was 

developing a typ-

ical cyclist’s tan, 

brown from wrist 

to biceps and ankle to lower thigh and white everywhere else.  I even had 

a brown oval on the back of each hand where there was a gap in my cy-

cling mitts. 

Cycling constantly east to west the sun was always hanging in the 

sky to my left and I amused myself by wondering if I was going to end 

up with my left side tanned more than my right.  It would be quite fun-

ny but I guessed the tan would even out on the way back. 

All good things must come to an end (as must all bad things) and 

the route turned away from the seafront.  Before leaving I stopped to 

look back to see where I had come from.  I could see the whole curve of 

the bay I had been cycling around since dropping down out of the hills 

through the Margam Castle Country Park, 18 miles back, and wondered 

exactly where it was.  Not being familiar with the local landscape it was 

impossible to tell but it looked an awfully long way. 

“Yeah, and you’ve still got another 85 miles to cycle before you can 

stop for the night.  That’s, five times that distance.  Look at it.  Soak it in.  

Go and get on a train.” 

I didn’t get on a train but I did get on a railway line - an old one 
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that had been tarmacked and converted to a cycle path.  It was going 

uphill and, for a railway line, fairly steeply.  It rose steadily through a 

wooded landscape which, whilst pleasant, blocked most of the tailwind.  

After so many wind assisted, flat miles it was a rude shock to the legs 

and I started to give real credence to the troll’s cajolings.  But the gradi-

ent was constant and I soon found a new, slower rhythm.  Before long I 

was even considering that if the last 80 odd miles were all like this then 

I would take it over a series of nasty, sharp, jagged hills. 

That said, after 2½ miles of constant climb I was glad when the 

path first levelled out and then started descending at a similar gradient.  

The 2 ½ miles of down was considerably faster and exited me at Gower-

ton.  Had I a map, I would have known that the cycle path had brought 

me almost right across the neck of the Gower Peninsula.  A couple more 

miles of roads and paths and I had completed the job, crossing the River 

Loughor on the A484 road bridge. 

Leaving the A484 immediately after the bridge a path looped 

around and then plunged downhill over the road on a cycle bridge.  

The bridge bed was laid with loosely fitted railway sleepers that made 

an initially terrifying and then deeply satisfying rumbling BRRRRR! as I 

hammered across them and on down to the coast. 

My mind and body were pretty shot by then but if memory serves 

the path was all tarmacked (if not, the surface was good or it would 

have warranted a note).  It twisted and turned along the coast to Llan-

elli from where it picked up the Millennium Coastal Path to Burry Port, 

10 miles closer to my destination. 

In Burry Port the condition of the path nose-dived.  It went from 

truly excellent to decidedly dodgy in an instant.  For a mile or so the 

path became grass and mud, flooded in one place despite days without 

rain, before reaching tarmac once more: a farm track leading to gradual-

ly broadening roads into Kidwelly. 

The route started to go up and down along the tiny, single tack lane 

from Kidwelly, along the coast.   My legs began to protest and the troll 

was keen to point out that these bumps were a mere prelude for what 

was to come.  I was able to shrug off the suggestion of a train at Ferry-

side simply because it looked like a two trains a day type of station.  But 

shortly after, the road turned majorly upward, gaining 150 metres in 

altitude in just over a mile.  The bigger hills were upon me. 

Of course the good thing about going uphill is that there is invaria-
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bly a downhill to compensate. This was an ideal one being shallower 

but longer than the ascent, meaning I could appreciate watching the 

metres tick away for longer without much effort.  In fact I have always 

found it a good mental exercise on uphills to view the effort being put 

in as storing energy rather than using energy, for when you reach the 

top you can draw it all back out on the way down the other side.  

On the way down I passed Carmarthen Railway Station and the 

troll started nagging again. Fortunately I was going down so not swear-

ing at the time and, as I pointed out, it was too late in the day to get a 

train home.  I would be better off finishing the day and worrying about 

such things the next day. 

Joining the A484 once again the troll was grumbling so much I de-

cided to stop at McDonald’s and cheer him up with a Big Mac.  I think 

what cheered him up the most though was pointing out that it was 

16:40 and we still had nearly 50 miles to go.  That meant we had cov-

ered about 90 miles in roughly 9 hours so, at 10 mph, we still had 5 

hours more cycling.  It might be almost dark by the time we finished. 

From McDonald’s I was leaving Route 4 and starting the route 

Google had selected between Carmarthen and my finish point in Solva, 

a few miles short  of St David’s.  I was concerned that it seemed to be 

directing me straight towards a very busy roundabout.  Just before I 

entered it I spotted a path below me on my left and realised I must have 

missed a turn. I stopped and manoeuvred onto the verge, backtracked a 

little and then plunged down the bank to the path.  I felt relieved to be 

on a safe path rather than the busy dual carriageway and followed it 

under one of the arteries feeding the roundabout.  The path then 

climbed and re-joined the dual carriageway, which beyond the rounda-

bout was now the A40. 

There was no cycle path.  The best the road had to offer was a thin 

strip of tarmac on the side with the dubious protection of a solid white 

line.  The line was ridged so that it would cause straying car wheels to 

vibrate to warn drowsy drivers they were about to drive off the road.  It 

was not reassuring.  With no map and no option I pedalled onward, 

hoping that the route would steer me off of the A40 as soon as possible. 

5 miles later I was cursing Google for their bloody stupid choice of 

routes and remembering that there had been stretches like this on the 

Google route for Land’s End to John O’Groats.  I had forgotten because 

I had rerouted all the dodgy bits to create a much safer route and had 
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subsequently ridden that, thus temporarily erasing the bad Google bits 

from my mind. 

“You should have listened to me in Carmarthen.  I bet there would 

have been a train.  Now you’ll never know because you will be dead.” 

“Not bloody helpful, troll!” 

“True though.” 

After 7 miles I was panicking.  It was now after 17:00 and the weight 

of traffic was becoming severe with the onset of rush hour.  Then a side 

road appeared, paralleling the dual carriageway and with a surge of re-

lief I cycled away from the hurtling death screaming along the road; for 

about 200 metres, where after I was dumped back onto the A40.  

I couldn’t take it and left at the very next junction, vowing to follow 

quieter roads that were going in the right direction.  The first one came to 

a dead end meaning I had to backtrack all the way to the start.  The next 

climbed steeply and then descended to deposit me back onto the A40.  

The best I had done was to avoid a nasty roundabout and on the plus 

side, beyond the roundabout the A40 was no longer a dual carriageway. 

Except that this was not a positive.  There seemed to be almost as 

much traffic but there was no longer even the questionable protection of 

that narrow strip of tarmac on the side.  I was in with the traffic and it 

had no extra carriageway to negotiate its way past me. 

I prayed for the route to leave the A40 and kept a frantic eye out for 

alternatives.  I managed a couple of sections away from the frenzy but 

on each occasion I was led back towards it.  There seemed to be no op-

tion to the A40.  Perhaps that was why Route 4 kept to the coast. 

Whilst the road had been rolling up and down since I joined it at 

Carmarthen it was only after 16 miles that I hit my first major climb.  It 

had me crawling along for the longest two miles of the trip so far.  It is 

bad enough going at my normal cycling pace with fast traffic trying to 

overtake but at a virtual standstill I felt particularly vulnerable, know-

ing that I couldn’t afford to meander even a few inches. 

Eventually I hauled myself over the top but I am not sure if the de-

scent was worse.  I had a lot more speed but it was too much to keep in 

close to the side of the road.  On the other hand it was a lot less than the 

cars that were still trying to come by. 

By the time I reached a second major hill I had cracked.  As I la-

boured up, cars tearing by, I negotiated a deal with the troll to find a 

railway station once we had reached St David’s and was on the cusp of 
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trading my soul for a way off the road when one appeared.  I turned off 

and was overjoyed to see that my route followed me: it had finally left 

the A40 after 26 miles. 

The one positive about being on the A40 was speed.  It was now 18:10 

so it had only taken me an hour and a half since leaving the McDonald’s in 

Carmarthen.  That meant I had averaged 17 mph and if I could manage 11 

mph for the last 22 miles I could be finished in another 2 hours. 

Fuelled with positive energy at leaving the A40 I pushed on.  After 

the frenetic pace of the A40, the single track lanes through woodlands 

were sublime.  They gave way to slightly wider lanes on the approach 

to Haverfordwest and when the route joined the A4076 I kept to the 

pavement, even though the traffic was light.  Within a mile I left that 

main road for smaller roads that began to climb once more. 

My legs were on their limit and screaming for a stop when the hill 

finally peaked and sent me plummeting down all the way to the beach.  

I was almost there now, just another 9 miles to go.  But I knew from cy-

cling the coast in Cornwall that 9 miles could mean a lot of hills.  

As if reading my mind the road began climbing almost the moment it 

hit the beach.  Up, up it went, almost climbing back as far as I had just de-

scended, only to tip over and dive back down to the beach once more. 

There was a little more respite this time with a couple of hundred 

metres of flat before the final big push up of the day.  And that is exact-
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ly what it was – a big push.  The hill was far too steep for my raddled 

legs to cope with, especially without my bottom two gears.  It was al-

most too steep to walk.  I stopped several times to catch my breath but 

once at the top it was an easy cruise into Solva. 

I might have made it to the town but I couldn’t find the B&B.  Solva 

was a small place but there was no sign of a B&B anywhere.  Eventually 

I found it, off the road, the only access being through the car park of the 

pub between it and the road. 

Even when I had found it, access proved difficult.  The rooms were 

above a café and the entrance was up a narrow flight of stone steps.  

Leaving the bike at the bottom I ascended and rang the bell.  No an-

swer.  I opened the door and entered, calling out.  No response.  I 

walked in and looked around.  There was no one about.  I went up-

stairs. Vacant.  Returning downstairs I was confronted by an elderly 

Australian couple asking what I was up to.  I explained that I had a 

room booked and they relaxed.  They were guests but said that they 

had only seen the owners once because they didn’t live on site.  They 

retired to their own room leaving me wondering what to do. 

I did the obvious thing and called the owner.  Or at least I tried to 

but I had no mobile signal.  Whilst wandering up and down the pas-

sage, trying to find a signal, I noticed that the door to one of the rooms 

was ajar.  Peeking in I couldn’t help thinking what a nice room it was, 

with a magnificent view over the bay.  With no one to tell me otherwise 

I decided that it must be mine.   

Returning outside I hauled my bike inside and tucked it neatly in a 

corner behind one of the beds, greasy cogs to the wall so it couldn’t 

cause any damage. 

Wondering how I was going to let my wife know I was still alive I 

explored a little more and found a large kitchen area with a Wi-Fi ac-

cess code pinned to a board.  I retrieved the tablet and connected up.  

Unfortunately there was only access in the kitchen, not the rooms, so I 

had to Skype from there.  Then I typed a very short blog before return-

ing to my room to carry out the rest of the evening routines. 

 

Really long tough day. Only the tailwind got me here I think. Too 

late and too tired to type much else.  Weather again glorious but really 

cold in the wind for the first three hours. Welsh coast mighty fine but 

very steep hills. 
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Note: This section cover the distance between the start and Kenfig Hill.  The 

two longest hills are those I walked partially up.  The long descent was on a 

beautiful valley path, tarmacked apart from the first few hundred metres. 

Day 5a Elevation Profile 

Spent most of the day fantasising about getting on a train home.  

Only a few miles to St David’s first thing tomorrow and then need to 

make a decision to carry on cycling home or find the nearest railway sta-

tion.  The reality is I am not fit enough for the trip.  So tired... 

 

Day 5 Statistics 

Distance: 137 miles  Av speed: 12.6 mph 

Time cycling: 10:37  Time overall: 12:44 

Av heart rate: 120 bpm  Calories burnt: 5,801 

Total ascent: 2,418 m  Max speed: 39.8 mph 
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Day 5b Elevation Profile 

Note:  Kenfig Hill to the finish in Solva.  The last 55 miles (90km) were partic-

ularly vicious on legs that had been going for 5 days (and weren’t even very 

good at the beginning). 
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Chapter Nine 

Day 6 – Solva to Swansea via St David’s

There was no breakfast to be had.  I knew that when I booked.  

There was the option of a cooked breakfast from the café downstairs 

but it didn’t have any opening times displayed and I was keen to get 

going.  As a result I was on the road at 06:30, having eaten a couple of 

cereal bars.  I figured I could always stop at a café in St David’s, a few 

miles up the road. 

The sky was clear and it looked like it was going to be another glo-

rious day.  The wind was still strong and, unfortunately still easterly.  

That would be great for the first few miles but then I would be turning 

180o and riding into it for the rest of the day. That, however, was in a 

few miles.  Right then I had a more immediate challenge, a steep climb, 

touching 15%, almost directly from the start line. 

After the cold start of the 

previous day I had wrapped 

up in my arm and leg warm-

ers and was soon regretting 

the decision, sweating and 

swearing within 2 minutes of 

setting off – a new record!  

The record was assisted by 

my forgetting that my bottom 

two gears were out of com-

mission.  I changed down 

only to have them slip, un-

balancing me and nearly tip-

ping me off the bike before I 

quickly changed back up and 

regained some traction. 

At the top of the hill was 

a small shop with an alarming 

sign – It’s the end of the 

world.  Panic buy here!  Now, 
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I knew I had been a bit removed from world events over the last few 

days and the previous night I had suffered an almost total communica-

tion black out, but surely things couldn’t have become that bad in such a 

short time.  Unless the lack of mobile signal was because it was being 

blocked by an alien invasion fleet!  

Or perhaps the shop keeper was just trying to drum up some trade.  

Either way, it managed to bring a smile to my face after the wake up 

climb. 

The road bounced up and down, but not as severely as the initial 

climb, and before I knew it I was in St David’s. 

Tah Dah! Hooray! Hoorah! 

Strangely I didn’t feel that at all.  I took a photo of the street sign to 

show I had made it, turned around and pedalled off in the opposite di-

rection.  I had no great desire to pedal into Britain’s smallest city – I had 

been there before and the main point of interest was the cathedral that 

makes it a city, and that wouldn’t be open for hours.  Nor would any 

cafés, it was still before 7am.  

Perhaps my lack of emotional response was because I actually 

hadn’t quite completed my mission.  Firstly I had to follow Route 4 

back to Carmarthen before I could say I had ridden the Sustrans route 

the whole way across the widest part of the country.  And secondly, I 

was supposed to be cycling home, so I still had 3 days of cycling before 

me.  But most likely it was the simple fact that I had only been 

cycling for 4 miles that day and 

still had 106 to go, so it 

just didn’t feel like I had 

reached ‘the end’.  If I 

had finished in St Da-

vid’s the night before I 

would no doubt have 

felt a bit more Tah Dah! 

Hooray! Hoorah! 

Having made the 

turn, the headwind was 

an unwelcomed experi-

ence after 2 day with a 

blasting tailwind.  I am 

sure that it was all that 
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had kept me going towards the end of each day when my legs were fail-

ing.  I was suddenly reminded what the first three days had been like, 

constantly pushing against an invisible barrier.  “And that aggravating 

constant roar of the wind in your ears will soon tip you over the edge,” 

pointed out the troll.  “If the ticking doesn’t get to you first.” 

My head was not in a particularly good place.  What I needed was a 

few miles of flat to let my body get into a nice steady rhythm and to al-

low me to feel I was making some progress so that my head could relax. 

“No chance mate!  You saw the profile.  It looks like the grin of a 

great white shark in bad need of a corrective brace.  You won’t see any 

flat for the next 70 miles.” 

“Well, at least the last 35 will be pretty flat. That section from 

Swansea to Carmarthen was easy going.” I pointed out.  

“Yeh, with a massive tailwind.  How easy was pan flat Suffolk with 

a headwind?” 

Scowling I shouted, “I really don’t know what you are doing on 

this trip, troll.  I didn’t invite you.  If you don’t like it, bugger off 

home!” 

“I’m trying to mate,” he said, all too reasonably, “but I can’t get 

home without you can I?  Tell you what, cycle to Carmarthen and then 

do us both a favour and catch a train.  You’ll have completed your mis-

sion by then.” 

“I’ll think about it,” I grunted, grudgingly. 

I had no intention of thinking about it at all but hoped it would get 

him off my back.  Why should I get on the train, just because he wanted 

to go home?  I was looking forward to the experience of cycling to my 

door, down miles of familiar roads after so long on unfamiliar ones.  So 

what if that was nearly 3 days away?  No.  I wasn’t going to give any 

thought to trains what so ever.  

3 days.  Funny, 3 days ago I was lost in London, trying to find my 

way to Hampton Court.  It felt like a lot longer.  I had cycled a long way 

since then.  About 370 miles!  I wouldn’t really fancy riding that again, 

especially with my legs being more raddled than they had felt for years.  

But the fact that I had nearly as far to go to get home was no reason to 

get on a super-fast train that could have me home this very evening.  

Anyway, it wasn’t that far.  In fact it was only just over 300 miles.  

Although, as the troll had pointed out, that was into a headwind, not 

with the tailwind I had benefitted from for the last 2 days. The train 
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wouldn’t be slowed by a headwind, at least not so that I would notice, 

cocooned inside, warm and safe on a nice comfy seat, watching the 

miles flit by. 

But watching the miles flit by wasn’t the point.  The whole idea of 

the cycle was to see the country up close and personal.  To experience 

everything first hand.  To use all of my senses to appreciate the beauty 

that is Britain.  I didn’t want to be huddled away from the full experi-

ence.  The train was not an option and I was not going to give it cre-

dence by even considering it for a moment. 

It was getting hot as the sun started to climb slowly higher in the 

sky.  It was my sixth day of unbroken sun but the forecast for the next 

couple of days was not so bright.  In fact all the rain that hadn’t fallen 

for the last couple of weeks was due to be dumped in a torrent.  If I was 

unlucky it might even break this afternoon.  Rain was the one thing I 

hadn’t suffered from on this trip.  I had not had a single drop of rain.  I 

had managed to put out of my mind how miserable cycling can be in 

the rain.  It wouldn’t be much fun cycling home in the wet.  It wouldn’t 

be a novel experience at all; I’ve done it too many times in the past. 

Trains are dry.  Maybe… 

Had I but turned around I would have seen the troll smirking from 

his perch on the top of the saddlebag [when he wasn’t on my back or 

sat on my shoulder chewing my ear].  He, no doubt, was monitoring 

my alternating positive outlook, as I freewheeled down a hill, compared 

to my gloomy reflections as I clawed my way up the next. 

Not thinking about taking a train home had at least taken my mind 

off the constant up and down.  Almost to the point that I nearly missed 

the hobbit house I had spent so long searching for in Scotland on my 

second end to end trip [recounted in Land’s End to John O’Groats - Cy-

cling the Google Route].  For reason’s best put down to fatigue, I had 

decided that the true Scot was descended from Hobbit stock and I had 

been searching for a hobbit house to prove the matter.  The best evi-

dence I had discovered was a half overgrown house and an Iron Age 

cairn house, not too far from John O’Groats.  Now, peering over a low 

hedge, I had found a true hobbit home, dug into the ground.  It blended 

so seamlessly with the nature around it that I had almost missed it.  In 

fact, I had missed it the first time around because I cycled down this 

road the night before and hadn’t spotted it.  That might have something 

to do with the fact that I was descending at 30 mph not climbing at 5 
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mph though.  So, Hobbits are amongst us but have moved to Wales.  

No wonder I couldn’t find any in Scotland. 

I took the photo at 08:03 so had covered 15 miles in the first 1½ 

hours, bang on my average 10 mph.  It was not great considering I 

hadn’t lost time on any significant stops yet, but not awful, bearing in 

mind the profile – barely a 100 flat metres together so far. 

Unfortunately it was about to get worse.  There followed a very 

steep climb, that had me walking, and one with a slightly less punish-

ing gradient but which dragged on for a couple of miles.  It was the 

same hill I had descended towards the coast after climbing out of 

Haverfordwest the evening before. 

At the bottom of the descent, on the outskirts of Haverfordwest, I 

followed Route 4 to the right, turning away from the route I had fol-

lowed from Carmarthen to that point the day before.   I would now fol-

low Route 4 to Carmarthen, completing the main part of the mission.  

Remembering the nightmare of the A40 I knew this had to be better and 

was looking forward to it. 

Starting uphill, the route followed a tarmacked footpath which was 

poles apart from the relentlessly hectic panic of riding on the A40.  It 

climbed gradually but fairly constantly for 3 miles before peaking at the 

beginning of a cycle path on an old railway line.  Leading to it was a 

long swath of the brightest, most garish cycle path paint I have ever 
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seen.  It was a ghastly orangey red 

and slightly fluorescent, although I 

appreciate that this will not come 

across in the picture if you are read-

ing the paperback, with its black 

and white pictures [sadly it is cost 

prohibitive to print in colour at Am-

azon – it would escalate the cover 

price 6 fold!].  

It also boasted a peculiar sign 

stating ‘No Shooting - No Firearms 

Beyond this Point’.  So any guns tot-

ing cyclist had better just turn 

around and cycle on all those other 

paths were firearms are, by deduc-

tion, welcome.  Luckily I hadn’t or-

dered that 007 missile launching up-

grade I had been tempted by to deal 

with obnoxious drivers so could con-

tinue without risking the wrath of 

Pembrokeshire District Council. 

Thanks to the local authorities diligence I didn’t come under fire on 

the 3 mile descent. Fortunately, neither did I come upon any soft mud 

but at the bottom I did discover that the cycle route ascended a large 

number of steps.  They climbed 25 metres up to the A477 to cross the 

Cleddau Ddu into Pembroke Dock. 

I stopped on the bridge to take a picture of the view towards Ney-

land and noted that I had been on the road for almost exactly 3 hours.  

Having covered 32 miles I was a fraction ahead of my 10 mph average 

but would soon lose that because I needed to find a shop to top up on 

drinks and food.  I had yet to find the breakfast I had promised myself, 

instead munching through the supply of cereal bars in my saddlebag, 

which I tried to keep constantly topped up.  

There were a 

couple of nasty climbs 

to negotiate through 

the streets of Pem-

broke Dock as I made 
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my way into Pembroke and I was thankful to stop at the local Asda su-

permarket.  Whilst I was paying for my multi pack of freshly made sau-

sage rolls, cereal bars, family bag of crisps, carton of orange juice and 

litre of water, the shopping assistant asked where I had cycled from.  

When I replied St David’s she responded, “That’s good, all downhill 

from there then.”  I looked her in the eye to try and determine whether 

she was taking the piss and realised she was being serious.  This was 

clearly someone who had never cycled between St David’s and Pem-

broke.  Lost for words all I could do was nod and smile as I fought the 

urge to grab the Garmin and show her the 798 metres I had climbed so 

far in just 33 miles.  It wouldn’t have meant anything to her anyway.  

And I suppose she was half right: half of the day had been downhill; it 

was the other half than had been causing me all the trouble. 

I sat on the wall of the carpark and masticated.  The locals looked 

on a little surprised that I would do such a thing in public but I was 

hungry and munched my way through four sausage rolls in very little 

time at all.  I washed them down by draining my bottles and then re-

filled them with a 50/50 solution of orange juice and water. 

Whilst the whole exercise of shopping and eating had only taken 

about 15 minutes my muscles had cooled considerably, despite the rap-

idly soaring temperature, and protested loudly when I remounted the 

bike.  Fortunately I had 4 miles of relative flat, to and through Lam-

phey, to persuade them back into action before the road turned vertical 
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again, up and down and then up again before plunging precipitously 

down to the seafront at Saundersfoot.   

On the first of those descents I showed the first major sign of fa-

tigue and loneliness.  Having climbed to the point of dropping, in both 

senses, I missed a turn on the descent.  Slamming on the brakes I spoke 

out loud.  I didn’t swear out loud, which was perfectly normal behav-

iour that I had been practicing for days; I spoke as if I had someone 

with me [other than the troll], “Oh no!  I’ve missed it! All that speed 

lost!”  It wasn’t a good sign.  If I wasn’t careful I’d be singing soon. 

There was some respite from the hills for a mile or so, but that was 

purely down to a couple of tunnels that had been hacked through the 

cliffs, otherwise there would have been two more horrendous climbs.  

The tunnels were a brief respite from the heat of the day, in counter-

point to the hellish atmosphere inside, created by the strange choice of 

red lighting.  “Hey, troll, why don’t you set up home here?  It would 

suit you!” 

The tunnels were not long but must have taken considerable effort 

to cut, an effort I was grateful for.  Regrettably there was no tunnel to 

save me from the climb 

out of town.  The road 

pitched upward and I 

was forewarned of 

worse to come by a 14% 

sign.  The ARAF SLOW 

painted on the road 

was clearly not directed 

at me, unless it was a 

statement of fact rather 

than a direction. 

It was a tough test 

with no bottom two 

gears and inevitably, as 

I ground my way high-

er, my head began to 

sink.  It might have had 

something to do with 

the troll (who I had 

been stupid enough to 
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wake up) being sat on my head, forcing it down to look at my Garmin.    

“You’re off route!” he giggled. 

It was true.  I was no longer following the pink line.  I seemed to 

have parted company with it about a ¼ of a mile back.  It was running 

almost parallel but the gap was slowly widening. 

“You’re going to have to go back and climb the hill again.  Up the 

right road this time!”  He sounded horribly happy at the prospect. 

“I’m sure the roads will converge!” I snapped.  I certainly didn’t 

want to have to backtrack and climb again. 

“Are you?” countered the troll.  “You don’t know they will and 

without a map you can’t check.  Go back now before it gets worse.  

What if you get to the top, descend again and then find they don’t meet 

up.  You’ll have to climb all the way back over the hill then.” 

“And if I go back I might find they met up just around the 

next…wait!  There’s a footpath!” 

“So,” scowled the troll. 

“It’s heading in the right direction.  I’ll follow that to the other 

road!” 

“Like the one you followed around in a circle back near Bath?” 

asked the troll, voice dripping with sarcasm. 

Ignoring him I climbed off the bike, up a steep bank and over a 

style into a field. 

“There’s bound to be a bull,” grumbled the troll, peering around, 
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hoping to spot one hiding behind a thistle. 

There were no bovine beasts to be seen but on the other side of the 

field I spied another style.  Grinning at the troll I set off across the rut-

ted grass towards it.  After clambering over the style I was reunited 

with the route and the troll retreated to the saddlebag in disgust.  As a 

bonus this road was no longer climbing but dived back down towards 

the shoreline. 

There was a certain amount of inevitability that the road would 

have to climb again from the shore and it did so in spectacular fashion.  

It rose very severely for 125 metres, then dropped off a little only to 

climb another 75.  It was a good thing that there were no cars on the 

narrow, single track lanes  because I was starting to meander, weaving 

up the steepest ramps, trying to cut some of the severity from the slope. 

It was the longest climb of the day and I cursed the new back wheel 

that was not only about half a kilo heavier but was also preventing me 

from seeking the relief of my two lowest gears.  The troll whispered of 

trains at Carmarthen, when the main job was done, and I ground on-

wards and upwards. 

Eventually the top came and I stopped for a rest 

and a call of nature at a public convenience.  It was 

very public, exposed on all sides, but the sign was 

clear enough.  I had noticed from the various signs in 

Wales that some words are similar in both languages 

and this was no exception, for instance: Castle - Cas-

tell; Gate – Giât; Café - Caffi; Shop – Siop; Public 

Convenience – Pissing Place. 

After a long descent and another shorter climb I 

was alarmed to note that I was fast approaching a 

busy road.  It was with some trepidation that I 

crossed a familiar looking dual carriageway and 

turned onto the road I had used to try and escape the 

A40 the day before. 

My fears were realised as I was directed down 

the slip road and into the traffic.  The only safety the 

road had to offer was that bumpy solid white line, 

designed to wake up drowsy drivers.  I cycled as far 

behind it as I could and pounded the pedals, wishing 

to get the 8 miles to Carmarthen over with as quickly 
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as possible. 

I found it hard to believe that Route 4 would have brought me 

down this road after so many miles of traffic free track and virtually 

traffic free roads all the way from Lowestoft.  When I got home I dis-

covered I was correct.  With the slip of a mouse I must have dragged 

the route onto the A40 when creating the gpx files.  Route 4 did pick up 

the A40 about 3 miles outside of Carmarthen but at that point there was 

a separate cycle path alongside the road, which I was enormously 

thankful to reach. 

Almost immediately I pulled into a services and took a break, refill-

ing my bottles and topping up on food.  I checked my phone and dis-

covered that I had missed a call from home.  I dialled and spoke 

through a mouthful of pasty when it was answered.  Things were not 

well at home.  My 10 year old son was being pushed hard at school and 

suffering as a result.  Trying to improve its league position the school 

was putting on extra lessons for the brighter pupils trying to get them 

to pass level 6 SATS.  Basically, these are papers set at a level that an 

average 14 year should pass.  It was kind of crazy to expect students to 

operate at a level 4 years above them and this has now been recognised 

with them being abolished, just too late for my son. 

So, my son was stressed out and suffering from ragey fits.  Thus the 

stress was being passed on to the rest of the family and my wife was 

having difficulty keeping everything going at home. 

My own stress had been relieved considerably now that I had a 

separate cycle path and I mulled things over as I cruised towards Car-

marthen.  I knew that the bulk of the hills were behind me, although I 

was aware that there must be a big climb out of Carmarthen, because I 

had enjoyed a descent into it. 

Approaching the point at which I had joined the A40 the day be-

fore, the route swung around a massive roundabout, taking the third 

exit.  I stuck to the cycle path but realised that Route 4 was not pointing 

the same way as the line on my Garmin.  That was taking me down an-

other dual carriageway with no cycle path and this time no white line to 

hide behind. 

I pulled onto the verge to work out what to do.  I now remembered 

that from Carmarthen I had allowed Google to route me, thinking it 

would do a good job.  But the route from Carmarthen along the A40 

had been terrible.  What if it had routed me along all the busiest roads?  
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I couldn’t face another 40 odd miles of that! 

“Train!” It was the merest whisper, so low I was almost unaware of it. 

I had passed a railway station coming into Carmarthen.  It was up the 

turn from the roundabout that Route 4 had taken. 

Pushing the bike back along the verge to the roundabout I suddenly 

recognised exactly where I was.  I had been here the day before, looking for 

a way back down to the cycle path.  I descended the bank and took the 

path back up the way I had come down the day before, towards the sta-

tion, leaving the pink line behind me. 

On reaching the station I purchased a ticket and went and relaxed 

on the station platform.  It all made perfect sense: things were going 

wrong at home and I shouldn’t be out on the road enjoying myself 

whilst my wife struggled; I had completed the main part of my mission; 

Google had probably set me an horrendous route home; and I was 

bloody knackered. 

After 5 minutes of calm my mind became a little clearer.  Of course 

Google hadn’t sent me down all the main roads, I had checked it against 

Route 4 and for the most part they were the same all the way to Bristol.  

From there I was following my own Land’s End to John O’Groats route 

to Taunton and I knew the way home from that point.  That little excur-

sion along the dual carriageway was probably just a slip, a shortcut 

across the 90o turn I would be about to make from the railway station. 

5 minutes after that I suddenly remembered I hadn’t reserved my 

bike on the train and went to speak to the lady in the ticket office.  She 

managed to reserve me on the train to Bristol but couldn’t get a reserva-

tion from there to Plymouth.  Disaster!  The train was getting in to Bris-

tol quite late and I didn’t want to risk being stranded on the platform all 

night because I couldn’t get my bike on a train.   

Well, I had a pre-booked B&B for tonight.  All I had to do was cycle 

to Swansea.  Then I could get an early train from there and be home on-

ly a little later than if I became stranded at Bristol all night. 

The ticket lady was able to book my bike all the way through for 

the next day and within minutes my original ticket was cancelled and 

the new one issued. 

Despite the thought of the extra work involved, having spent 10 

minutes on the platform enjoying the peace of being finished, I was re-

ally looking forward to the 40 miles to Swansea.  Although I was not 

going to be cycling home and would miss the last two days of my 
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planned adventure it would give me some kind of closure rather than 

this knee jerk decision to quit. 

To celebrate I stopped at the same McDonald’s I had on the way to 

St David’s and ate not one but two Big Macs.  It was really hot now and 

even sat outside in the shade it was 29.5oc. 

The heat didn’t help on the long drag out of Carmarthen but I was 

buoyed with new spirit and also the certainty that by the end of the day 

my efforts would be over.  All I had to do the next day was cycle to 

Swansea Railway Station and throw myself on the vagaries of the train 

service. 

Whilst the Google route was not as bad as the A40, it did keep hop-

ping on and off of the A484 for 10 miles, until just after Kidwelly.  From 

my experience it seems that the algorithms driving Google cycle routing 

pick as direct a line between two points as possible using fragments of 

recognised cycle paths, connecting them with the shortest possible road 

links, regardless of how busy those road links might be. Hence Sustrans 

spends a few extra miles looping around on quiet roads whilst Google 

charges down the middle, picking up all the cycle paths possible on the 

way, providing they do not cause too much of a diversion. 

From Kidwelly, Google picked up Route 4 at the horrible, part flood-

ed mud footpath into Burry Port.  The first time through I hadn’t noticed 

the sign to Pinged and wondered if I had also missed one to Ponged.  

Maybe it’s down by the sewage outlet, a mile away on the coast. 

Most of the rest of the day was spent retracing my tyre tracks back 

to Swansea.  The flat was not as fast as the previous day because the 

wind was in the opposite direction and my legs were far more tired, 

partly because it was later in the day and partly because they had suf-

fered from 150 miles of fairly severe hills since last being on it. 

Strangely I think I enjoyed the wooded climb and subsequent de-

scent on the old rail-

way line over the neck 

of the Gower Peninsula 

more than the flat.  

Certainly, when I 

emerged on the sea-

front the other side, the 

flat run into Swansea 

looked an awfully long 
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way, especially with the wind wiping up breakers even at low tide. 

It was a slog but I tried not to fight the wind and eased off just a lit-

tle.  Going faster would only save a matter of minutes and I was in no 

great rush.  I could see Swansea and all I had to do was get there.  Still, I 

was envious of the cyclists ripping by the other way.  

When I reached Swansea I have to admit to feeling a little pissed off 

that my Garmin was telling me I still had 7 miles to go.  Then I remem-

bered that I hadn’t been able to book a B&B in Swansea and had select-

ed one on the outskirts.  At the time I had been quite pleased with my 

choice.  It looked plush on the website and had an ensuite, something 

that I had only enjoyed at 2 other stops on this trip. I had also reasoned 

that an extra few miles would mean less mileage the next day.  Except 

that now there wasn’t going to be a next day.  Or at least only to the sta-

tion, which I now realised was going to be a 7 mile cycle. 

Whilst in Swansea I thought that perhaps I had better get some di-

rections to the station.  That way if I couldn’t access the internet at the 

B&B I would have some idea where it was in the morning.  I hailed 

some bloke walking down the pavement and stopped.  Immediately I 
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wished I hadn’t: he was bladdered.  If I had been a little more alert I 

might have noticed his meandering path or even the can of Special 

Brew in one hand and the obligatory white plastic bag containing its 

siblings swinging from the other. 

It felt rude just to ride off so I asked him anyway.  He had great dif-

ficulty focusing on me.  I could tell by the way he swayed backwards 

and forwards trying to bring me into view.  He also had great difficulty 

focusing on the question.  A mix of puzzlement and concentrated effort 

crossed his face.  Eventually he answered, “Blu!” 

This sounded very much like a prelude to, “Blueeerrrrggghhh!” so I 

quickly sidled out of any potential blast radius. 

My drunken friend staggered sideways, a frown forming on his 

brow, perhaps a little confused as to where I had gone.  After a few sec-

onds thought he turned and wandered off the way he had been going 

before I stopped him. 

Feeling that perhaps I had somehow managed to dodge a bullet I 

was much more circumspect when approaching my next potential in-

formant, an older lady with one of those push along shopping bags cum 

walking frames.  She gave a very good impression of not understanding 

a word of English and I gave up.  Perhaps she was having a great joke 

at my expense but I couldn’t be sure.  It had surprised me that the main 

language I had heard spoken since entering Wales was Welsh.  That 

may seem a bit obvious but on previous trips, admittedly the last being 

nearly 20 years previously, I hadn’t heard anyone speaking it.   Now 

everyone was.  Shop keepers would greet me in Welsh and then 

smoothly switch to English on hearing my apologies for not knowing 

the native tongue.  Snippets of conversations picked up when cycling 

by were in Welsh.  Even the school kids were all jabbering away in their 

own language.  It was clearly a massive success for the Welsh speaking 

campaigners who, it seems, had brought their language back from the 

brink of extinction.  Hats off to them.  Perhaps the English should now 

try and reclaim their language from the American that is taking over. 

A big personal benefit from the proliferation of spoken Welsh was 

that it left me with a feeling that I was on a foreign tour but with the 

advantage that everyone spoke English; except old ladies with walking 

frame bags. 

Third time lucky, I was given some vague directions and felt satis-

fied that I at least knew what part of the city the station was in. 
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That last 7 miles from Swansea were a real drag.  I couldn’t shake 

the feeling that I should already be finished.  It was also totally unin-

spiring being the stretch alongside the A483, past Amazon.  Eventually 

I approached the turn off from Route 4 only to find that Google had 

routed me direct from a huge flyover road bridge onto a footpath about 

20 metres directly underneath it! 

Having no abseiling equipment with me I had to go on.  After the 

road bridge I negotiated my way over a footbridge, which required 

mounting far too many narrow steps with a bike on my shoulder and 

then heading the wrong way down a one way system to re-join the 

route. 

By the time I reached the B&B I was ready to drop.  I just wanted to 

get into my room and collapse.  But that was not to be. 

The owner was not there although her middle aged son was wait-

ing to show me in.  At least I eventually found him in the back garden 

when ringing the doorbell had failed to get anyone’s attention and I had 

gone around the back trying to find a back door to knock on.  He said 

he had been expecting me and then launched in to a long tirade about 

the divorce he was go-

ing through. 

Contrary to my 

thoughts I expressed 

some sympathy and 

gave a few hints about 

being knackered.  This 

started him on another 

angle about how tiring 

it was going through a 

divorce.  I tried to dis-

tract him by asking if 

there was anywhere to 

store my bike.  He 

showed me to the lock-

able metal shed and 

waxed lyrical about the 

bike, and all the other 

things, he had lost dur-

ing his divorce. 
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  It took some persuasion to entice him into showing me where my 

room was but we eventually made it up the stairs.  He pointed out that 

if I needed anything he was in room 2, where he now had to live be-

cause he had lost his home during his divorce.  I assured him, with 

great conviction, that I wouldn’t need anything and politely but firmly 

closed the door.  And locked it.  What was a surprise to me was that 

anyone had ever married him in the first place.  It was little wonder his 

mother was out.  She probably spent as much time out as possible. 

Now that I was alone I could reflect upon the plush B&B I had se-

lected for myself.  I can only say that the website had lied outrageously.  

It was a bit of a pit, as you might deduce from the view out of the win-

dow pictured.  Incidentally, although it is hard to spot, I have circled a 

cat sat on a window ledge.  It was later called in through the small win-

dow above it.  It was a pretty tough route to get into the house and cer-

tainly not one for when he gets a bit older and his legs don’t work so 

well.  Was it a simile for me undertaking multi day cycles of 100 miles 

and more a day?  Perhaps as I get older I should plan shorter days.  Or 

maybe I should spend a bit more time training! 

On the plus side the B&B did have an ensuite with hot water and a 

bed that was adequately comfortable.  I didn’t care anyway: I had made 

it.  All I had to do was shower, Skype, eat, blog and crash. 

Tah Dah! Hooray! Hoorah! 

 

Today I managed to reach St David's!  No big thing - it was only 

about 4 miles down the road.  Or perhaps up the road.  From the door it 

was immediately up a climb touching 15%.  In fact 100 metres of climb-

ing in the first mile.  Not the best wake up for tired legs. 

With a strong headwind from the turn onward I was anticipating 

slow progress and I was right.  110 miles took 12.5 hours, about 9 mph.  I 

set off at 6:30 so still got in early evening, hence time to type this after 

washing kit, eating etc. 

The 75 miles from St David's are by far the hilliest on the whole 

route.  In fact, other than the odd hill and a cluster of hills around Bristol 

and Chepstow, it contains all the hills.  So cycling it both ways in two 

days has been pretty rough: not so much the total climb but the steep gra-

dients, most touching over 10%, many over 15%. 

In contrast, once you drop out of the hills it is virtually pan flat for 

miles, all along the sea front on wide cycle paths.  Yesterday it was easy 

riding bringing up my average speed with very little effort, thanks to a 
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Note:  A very jagged first 75 miles (120 km) where most of the 2,103 metres of 

climbing took place.  The hills were particularly vicious with most gradients 

in double figures.  

Day 6 Elevation Profile 

strong tail wind.  Today, with the wind still in the same direction my 

speed was quite a bit less for more effort. 

I routed one way using Sustrans Route 4 and the other using Google.  

Some of it was the same but where there were differences I have to say Sus-

trans won.  Google was more direct, involving a shorter distance but the 

route was not so cycle friendly.  Sustrans is virtually traffic free. 

Sadly a family crisis means I have to stop the journey early and have 

to head home on the train tomorrow.  Fortunately I did complete the main 

mission of cycling from Lowestoft to St David's. 

 

 

Day 6 Statistics 

Distance: 110 miles  Av speed: 11.2 mph 

Time cycling: 9:50  Time overall: 12:32 

Av heart rate: 127 bpm  Calories burnt: 5,948 

Total ascent: 2,103 m  Max speed: 33.5 mph 

 

 



Cycling from Side to Side 

126 

Chapter Nine 

Day 7 – Swansea to Cheddar Home

My train was just after 9 am and I was up, breakfasted and on the 

road by 7:30.  It was only a 7 mile cycle back to Swansea but I was very 

keen to reach the railway station dry.  The rain, forecast to be sweeping 

in from the west, had been held up in customs and was a few hour be-

hind schedule.  By leaving early I had a chance of making it to the train 

without being soaked, which would mean a far more comfortable few 

hours on the train. 

Leaving early also gave me plenty of leeway for potential delays.  I 

hadn’t had a single puncture on the trip and I could now deal with at 

least two.  And if the capricious gods of cycling decided to throw a cat-

astrophic mechanical at me I would have time to walk/jog or dial a taxi 

and still make it to the train.  

The route alongside the A483 was becoming familiar by now, 

which was a shame because it was one of the most boring stretches on 

the whole trip.  Still, I suppose I could embellish my CV by adding that 

I had visited the Amazon three times now. 

Passing a traffic safety mirror I felt obliged to take a photo.  I had 

taken a shot of myself at the begin-

ning and I thought I should 

have one at the end.  Except 

that it wasn’t the end in 

any sense; it wasn’t at St 

David’s, the end of my 

cycle from side to side; 

nor at Carmarthen 

where I had ‘finished’ 

Route 4; nor at the railway 

station where my cycling 

would stop; nor at home 

where the journey would be 

over.  It was more symbolic of a 

journey unfinished, incomplete. 
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Dylan Thomas wrote 

of Swansea that it was 

an ‘ugly, lovely town’.  

Things have improved 

since his day and the 

‘ugly’ can probably be 

dropped.  The town has 

been modernised over 

the ensuing years whilst 

retaining its original 

features that gave it 

character.  I would like 

to think that Thomas 

would be pleased with 

the outcome but suspect 

that the new sanitised 

atmosphere might clash 

with his poetic soul. 

I reached the sta-

tion dry.  In fact the rain 

must have had a full 

strip search at customs because it only rolled in when I was on the sec-

ond train from Bristol to Plymouth and when it did it was in a rage, 

storming against officialdom. 

I was quite sympathetic, partly because I was warm and dry, relax-

ing on the train, watching it unleash its wrath impotently against the 

impervious window and partly because I had just had my own brush 

with officialdom. 

When I had arrived at Bristol, I had just unlocked my bike from the 

reserved rack, ready to vacate the train before it pulled away, when a 

guard asked if I had, in fact, just unlocked it.  I told him I had but it was 

my bike and showed him my reservation ticket.  Ignoring it, he pro-

ceeded to lecture me on the fact that bikes should not be locked because 

it meant they could not be removed.  He seemed unimpressed by my 

argument that that was the entire point of locking it in the first place.  I 

asked whose responsibility it would be if the bike was removed by a 

thief and he informed me that it would be my problem. 

Fortunately I was getting off the train and not on it so I thanked 
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him for pointing out the rules whilst strafing him with red hot metal 

from my mental mini guns. 

Hoicking the bike up and down the stairs I located my platform 

and wheeled it to the end where the guard’s van would stop.  I had 30 

minutes before the train to Plymouth was due so sought out the toilets.  

They were in the main concourse so I decided to chain the bike to the 

railing rather than hoick it up and down the stairs again; it was bad 

enough carrying the saddlebag.  On my return the bike was being in-

spected by another guard. 

“You shouldn’t lock your bike to the railing, sir.  It means we can-

not remove it.” 

What was this obsession with the need to remove bikes?  “Sorry,” I 

said, removing the offending lock.  “I was using the toilet but I chained 

it up well out of the way.  It’s not an obstruction.” 

“No sir, but it is a suspicious object.” 

“It’s a bike.” 

“It could be a bomb, sir.”  Obviously I looked dubious so he added, 

“The frame could be packed with explosives.” 

“If you really suspected that then you wouldn’t want to remove it 

anyway,” I pointed out.  “You would have to get the bomb squad in 

and I am sure they would have some wire cutters with them.  It’s a very 

flimsy lock.”  I waved it in front of him as proof. 

“That is not the point sir.  It should not be locked.  It prevents us 

accessing it.” 

I should have left it alone but was feeling belligerent after my run 

in with the previous guard.  “If I was to put my bag in a station locker 

would that be a problem,” I asked. 

“No sir.” 

“But my bag could be full of explosives and it would be locked.” 

“Is your bag full of explosives, sir?” he asked, eyes narrowing. 

“No.  I am just trying to make a point.  If I was a terrorist I could 

save myself all the effort of making an intricate bike bomb by chucking 

a bag of explosives in a locker.” 

“Are you a terrorist sir?” 

“No!  I am just trying to get you to see that there is no difference in 

me chaining my bike to this railing than there is using a locker.” 

“But there is sir.” 

“Enlighten me.” 
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“It is not against the rules to use a locker, sir” 

“!” 

“We haven’t got any lockers anyway, sir.  They’ve all been re-

moved as a security threat,” he said deadpan.  Then he smiled and 

winked at me and I realised I was being wound up. 

Well, it bloody well worked - ho ho! 

Staring out of the window at the countryside whizzing by I reflect-

ed that my sense of humour was temporarily on hold as I struggled to 

come to terms with the fact that I was going home on the train. 

The troll was happy; I could tell by the way he was sprawled on his 

back across the seat next to me, tongue lolling out the side of his crook-

ed mouth as he snored in bliss. 

I had to admit that I wouldn’t have enjoyed cycling in the rain but I 

might have got halfway through the day before it hit me.  Who knows, I 

might have dodged it completely.  I’ve been on a number of rides where 

I have ridden on rain soaked roads all day but never actually seen any 

of it coming out of the sky. 

Who was I trying to kid?  The reality was, I had not been fully pre-

pared for this trip from the beginning.  I hadn’t factored in carrying 

around the extra weight of the troll for a start.  That had proved a real 

burden!  But mainly I had not been fit enough.  Okay, I would have 

been able to get to the end (the proper end - at home) but I hadn’t been 

fit enough to enjoy it.  It had been a struggle and there were a number of 

days where I had day dreamed about this very moment, of being on a 

train going home.  Well, here I was and I was happy to be going home.  

But I was desperately unhappy that I was no longer cycling. 

The troll giggled in his sleep and rolled over. 

Bloody troll! 

 

 

 

 

Epilogue 

 

I never did find the tick.   When I got back on the bike to commute to 

work a few days after the ride it was gone.  Maybe it was the troll click-

ing his talons against the frame all along? 
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Other Books 

LEJOG Cycling the Google Route 

If you have enjoyed following Royston across the UK then why not join 

him on a ride along its length?  This is a travelogue style account of 

Royston’s second ride from end to end. 

 

Smashed from his bicycle by an articulated truck Royston found himself 

unable to complete a long planned for 875 mile cycling event.  Battling 

the demons of failure he devised a plan to ride a similar distance along 

the length of the UK from Land’s End to John O’Groats.  With only a 

few days to plan the whole trip he delegated the routing to Google 

Maps.  Cycle routing was brand new and in beta testing: what could go 

wrong… 

 

The book is available as: 

 

Paperback at Amazon 

Kindle at Amazon 

PDF at www.landsend-to-johnogroats.co.uk 

 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/Lands-End-John-OGroats-Adventure/dp/1500370894
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Lands-End-John-OGroats-Cycling-ebook/dp/B00N0YA4JU
http://www.landsend-to-johnogroats.co.uk/


 

131 

 

LEJOG Self Help Cycle Guide 

If you are inspired to take up the challenge of a long distance ride then 

the most iconic ride in the UK is Land’s End to John O’Groats.  To help 

you with all the planning and preparation there is no better single 

source than Royston’s: Land’s End to John O’Groats Self Help Cycle 

Guide. 

 

The guide has helped thousands of readers with tips and advice about: 

 How to get to the start/from the finish 

 Where you are going to sleep 

 Equipment - what you need to take with you 

 Nutrition - what you should eat and drink 

 How much training you need to do 

 Route creation including how to create your own personalised 

route with gpx file using Google Maps 

 

The book is available as: 

 

Paperback at Amazon 

Kindle at Amazon 

E book at iBooks 

E book at Smashwords 

PDF at www.landsend-to-johnogroats.co.uk  

 

Also available worldwide from various online 

retailers. 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/Lands-End-John-OGroats-Cycle/dp/1480116122/ref=tmm_pap_title_0
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Lands-John-OGroats-Cycle-Guide-ebook/dp/B00AO1FXBG/ref=tmm_kin_title_0
https://itunes.apple.com/gb/book/lands-end-to-john-ogroats/id595631025?mt=11
https://www.smashwords.com/books/view/271024
http://www.landsend-to-johnogroats.co.uk/
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End to End Cycle Route – A Safer Way 

Also available for Land’s End to John O’Groats is Royston’s ‘Safe’ Cycle 

Route.  It is based on the route cycled in ‘Cycling the Google Route’ but 

with all the bits he moaned about re-routed (and then re-ridden for test 

purposes). 

 

It is a set of 18 gpx route files that use quiet roads and lanes, cycle 

paths, old railway lines and tow paths to guide you from one end of the 

country to the other. The gpx files are accompanied by a book to tell 

you how to use and amend them together with lists of accommodation 

and cycle shops and maps. 

 

The book is available as: 

 

Paperback at Amazon 

Kindle at Amazon 

PDF at www.landsend-to-johnogroats.co.uk 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/Lands-OGroats-Cycle-Route-Safer/dp/1502385503
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Lands-End-John-OGroats-Cycle-ebook/dp/B00OHW3PC2
http://www.landsend-to-johnogroats.co.uk/
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And for Something Completely Different 

The A-Z of Raising Smalls 

“Since man was created/climbed down out of the trees/arrived through 

some rift in time and space (delete as applicable) he has had to cope 

with the thorny issue of Raising Children.” 

 

A bold enough statement but not particularly true because it has actual-

ly nearly always been woman’s role to take the primary parenting re-

sponsibility of raising children. But the times, they are a changing, and 

fathers now often find themselves in uncharted territory; stay at home 

dads, trying to cope with tasks that they have neither been genetically 

programmed nor socially trained to carry out. Where do these new 

house husbands begin? 

 

There are many websites and parenting books filled with child care ad-

vice which is largely contradictory as experts extemporise on the latest 

research into child behaviour, each claiming that theirs is the answer to 

dealing with the difficult issues surrounding raising children. 

 

This is not one of those. This is not a book giving parenting advice. The 

author is not a parenting expert qualified in child psychology or a super 

nanny that can sort out problem children just by looking at them in a 

stern tone of voice. He is just a house husband, a father as adrift as any 

other. He has no parenting advice to offer but can, perhaps, share some 

of the pain of Raising Smalls. 

 

The book is available as: 

 

Paperback at Amazon 

Kindle at Amazon 

PDF at www.raisingsmalls.com  

http://www.amazon.co.uk/-Z-Raising-Smalls-Husbands-parenting/dp/1515118789
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Z-Raising-Smalls-Husbands-parenting-ebook/dp/B015ZNFCOK
http://www.raisingsmalls.com/
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