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For Mum and Dad, who met at a cycling club circa
1949 and who loved cycling (or at least they did until
Dad bought a motorbike); and for Anne, with love
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Ellie Bennett is a recent convert to long-distance cycling but has been exploring the real-ale pubs in her home town of Bristol for many years. After her epic End-to-End ride she decided it was time for a good sit down, so she turned her hand to writing – this is her first book.





Day
1

LAND’S END

TO

PERRANPORTH

‘One more wouldn’t hurt,’ said Mick.

I looked at him doubtfully. ‘I’m not sure. It’s gone three already. What time does it get dark in Cornwall at this time of year?’

‘Not for ages,’ said Mick, waving his hand dismissively. ‘One more and then we’ll get on.’ He headed back to the bar with our empty beer glasses.

It was a lovely pub, to be sure, and goodness knows when we would be passing this way again. But I was having serious doubts about our ability to cycle over 800 miles if we had managed to get waylaid so easily after only 16. Any competent cyclist would have got to Launceston by now – or at least Liskeard or Lostwithiel. We were not even in St Ives. And we had been four hours late setting off from Land’s End. We should have been there ready to go at nine that morning but we had overslept. By the time we had stopped for a full English breakfast and Mick had done some last-minute shopping, it was one o’clock before the van containing us and our bikes had finally pulled into the Land’s End car park.

The plan had originally been to get the train down to Penzance. However, when I attempted to book tickets for the journey, I quickly discovered that travelling by train in this country is not at all straightforward when accompanied by a bike. It proved impossible to book two people and two bikes on one train. One company said we could reserve places for our bicycles but they could not guarantee that they would be able to travel with us when we arrived at the station. What were we supposed to do? Tell the bikes to follow us down later and we would meet them in the pub?

Rail travel is also not cheap – unless you book six months in advance and travel at five o’clock in the morning. I couldn’t find anything under £200 on the Internet so I trudged to my local station in the vain hope that speaking to someone in person would elicit more information. After queuing for an age, I finally found myself in front of the ticket window and asked whether I could purchase some saver fares to Penzance.

‘They’re not available,’ said the woman behind the counter.

‘When will they go on sale?’ I asked.

The woman in the ticket office shrugged in a manner that clearly indicated she was not remotely interested in either me or my train enquiry.

‘No idea,’ she said. She handed me a leaflet. ‘There’s a phone number on there – ring that,’ she said.

When I got home and phoned the number on the leaflet it connected me to an offshore call centre and the conversation went like this:

‘Can you please tell me when the saver tickets for Bristol to Penzance become available for travel at the end of April?’

‘I’m sorry, those tickets have all gone.’

‘But when were they sold? I was told at the station they are not yet available.’

‘Those tickets are not yet on sale.’

‘But you just said they have sold out.’

‘Yes, those tickets have all sold out.’

‘When did they sell? I thought they were not yet available?’

‘That is correct, they are not yet available.’

‘So how can they be sold out?’

‘Those tickets have all gone.’

‘Do you know what tickets I am asking about?’

‘No, Madam.’

‘Can I just check, are you reading from a script?’

‘Yes, Madam.’

‘I thought so. OK, I’ll leave it.’

At this point I had given up and had called my friend Frank, who had kindly agreed to drive us down to Land’s End in his van.

Avoiding the shops and other attractions, we walked through the complex to the headland and gazed out across the Atlantic. Below us we could hear the sea crashing onto the granite rocks. Clad in T-shirts, with the springtime sunshine warming our skin, it was hard to believe that after the Isles of Scilly the next landfall was Canada, and that Land’s End is on the same latitude as Newfoundland and Labrador. Typical temperatures in the winter in Labrador fall between –10 and –15°C. Thank goodness for the North Atlantic Drift! If the Gulf Stream does shift, or switch off altogether as some scientists predict, then it might be prudent to invest in a few pairs of thermal pants.

How many less than sensible ideas have been cooked in the pub after one too many beers? This one was no exception. I had been out on an enjoyable bike ride with my good friend Mick a couple of months previously and we were relaxing with a couple of well-earned pints. (Years ago Mick and I had dated for a couple of disastrous months, after which we gave up, agreeing that we weren’t each other’s type. This immediately took the pressure off and we subsequently found we got along rather well. We had fallen into the habit of going for walks and bike rides together once or twice a month and had shared quite a few holidays. Whether our friendship would survive this particular jaunt remained to be seen.)

‘I think we should cycle End-to-End,’ he had announced, after the third pint.

I looked at him blankly. How did one cycle end-to-end? Did he mean single file?

‘End-to-End!’ he said, impatiently. ‘From Land’s End to John o’Groats!’

‘Are you mad?’ I had protested. Neither of us was experienced at cycling long distances. We had once cycled the length of Hadrian’s Wall and back – a ride that had taken over a week, averaging about 25 miles a day – and it had nearly killed us. We were hopelessly slow and had even given up going out with the local cycling group because we kept getting left behind. ‘We can’t manage that! We’re rubbish,’ I said.

‘No we’re not,’ replied Mick. ‘You just think we are because you keep comparing yourself to cyclists who are faster than you.’

‘Well, yes, that’s pretty much everyone,’ I retorted. ‘But don’t you see? We don’t have to go fast. We just have to keep going.’

‘Yes Mick, we have to keep going for miles and miles, thousands of miles.’

‘Ha – less than a thousand,’ he said triumphantly. ‘It’s only 874 miles, I looked it up.’

‘Only!’ I muttered.

Mick was clearly determined and after another beer or two I began to share his enthusiasm. Maybe we could manage it. After all, how hard could it be? Mick was right; it was simply a case of ‘keep pedalling’.

‘OK,’ I said. ‘We’ll do it.’

Now, as we tried not to look at the remembrance plaques for cyclists who had died en route, my enthusiasm was slightly less pronounced.

‘What the hell was I thinking of, agreeing to this?’

I wondered. I was still not sure what had made me do it. Maybe it was because I was charging towards yet another birthday, which now seemed to be rushing at me faster than a TGV en route to Paris. In my twenties and thirties there had seemed to be all the time in the world to do the things one idealistically hopes to achieve in life. The world was full of possibilities. Plenty of time to get rich, have a career, climb Everest, drive around the world in a beaten-up old bus – the usual things. I was now more than halfway through my forties and had managed none of them. I was running out of time; so maybe it was that. Or maybe I was just a complete idiot. My nerves were getting the better of me and I felt slightly sick. I was hopelessly unprepared. All I had to back me up were a handful of training rides and a lot of bravado. It was too late to back out now though. Mick, ridiculously, seemed unconcerned and was thoroughly enjoying himself.

We headed back towards the start line outside the entrance to the Land’s End complex. Confusingly, right next to the white line painted across the road with ‘start’ on one side and ‘finish’ on the other, was a no-entry sign for the road ahead. We pondered this for a while before deciding to ignore the sign and, in true cycling tradition, started our epic journey from Land’s End to John o’Groats by heading off in the wrong direction up a oneway street.

This was it. We were off! I turned to wave to Frank as we headed out of sight. I was not used to cycling on a heavily loaded bike and the front wheel wobbled alarmingly. I stopped waving and hastily grabbed the handlebars.

Three minutes later, on the very first gradient, my chain fell off. I looked at it ruefully. Maybe I should have treated myself to a decent bicycle instead of relying on my old Dawes, which I had been riding around for years, and which had really seen better days. I had not been very kind to it; maintenance involved chucking some oil on the chain every twelve months or so and grudgingly changing the brake blocks when I noticed that after careering down hills, there was a marked reluctance on the part of the bike to come to a halt at the bottom. I pulled the chain back onto the chainring. I did not, of course, have anything as useful as some disposable gloves in my panniers, so after replacing the chain I wiped my oily hands on some grass. This simply added green smears to the black ones already adorning my palms. Great. Mick, who was riding a brand new Cannondale touring bike, which he had purchased especially for the trip, tried not to look smug but failed.

Once back on the road we followed the coast road north. The first few miles were fairly gentle and I began to feel better. Thick yellow gorse lined the road as we coasted through small Cornish villages and past the chimneys of disused tin mines. Near Pendeen we passed Geevor Tin Mine Museum. Tin mining was once big business here but the mines have long since closed. Many Cornish miners headed off to the mines of South America, Australia and the USA among other places, taking their famous Cornish pasties with them. This explains why every year in June the mining town of Calumet, Michigan, holds a Pasty Fest, which includes a pasty parade and a pasty bake-off, and why pastes are also a local delicacy in Pachuca, Mexico – although they are usually filled with un-Cornish ingredients such as chicken tinga, or lamb and poblano chilli peppers. We stopped at a local shop for one and my pasty, although peppery, did not contain poblano chilli peppers, for which I was grateful. I am not good with spicy food; I can barely manage a ginger nut biscuit without waving my hand up and down in front of my mouth and going ‘Ooh, it’s hot isn’t it?’

‘I predict,’ said Mick, as we cycled along, ‘that we won’t get more than four days of wet weather on the whole trip.’ About thirty seconds later, the sun disappeared and Atlantic rain came rolling in towards us from the coast. We hastily donned our raincoats and popped our blue, plastic £1.99 capes over the top as an extra layer of weather protection. Mick commented, rather unkindly in my opinion, that swathed in blue plastic I resembled a condom. He had obviously not looked in the mirror, he was not exactly a picture of sartorial elegance himself. However, the capes were effective in keeping the rain off, although it was annoying when the hood kept falling over my eyes, casting a bluish hue on the landscape and making Cornwall look like Atlantis. The rain was still coming down when we reached the Tinners Arms at Zennor – a thirteenth-century stone building nestled off the road – and the temptation was too much to resist. With its open fire, flagstone floors, low ceilings and hard wooden benches, it’s the sort of place you would like to take friends visiting from abroad, as they would go crazy for it. D. H. Lawrence stayed at the pub in 1916 before renting a cottage just down the road – and it was while living in Zennor that he wrote Women in Love. When Lawrence arrived at Zennor he loved it, writing enthusiastically that he felt as if he was ‘coming to the Promised Land’.

Sadly, the dream soon turned sour. It was the middle of World War One and the local people were suspicious of Lawrence’s German wife, Frieda. Frieda had a habit of wandering the paths across the top of the cliffs singing German songs, and she also managed to arrange for a German newspaper to be delivered to the cottage every week. As time went by, in the highly charged and suspicious atmosphere of the war, rumours spread that she was a spy. When Frieda hung out her sheets on the washing line, local villagers suspected her of signalling to enemy U-boats. To make matters worse, Frieda had a cousin, a pilot named Baron Manfred von Richthofen. By the spring of 1917, von Richthofen had become infamous in Britain, better known by his nickname, the Red Baron. The couple also used to have fearsome arguments. There is some speculation that Lawrence was having an affair with a local farmer, so perhaps that’s what the arguments were about. In any event, in October 1917 the authorities ordered them to leave the county under the Defence of the Realm Act of 1914. They moved to Hermitage in Berkshire and at the end of the war they left Britain and never came back.

We were drinking Tinners (what else?), an ale brewed by St Austell Brewery, and it was going down exceedingly well, but after the second pint I put my foot down.

‘No more or we shall never get there,’ I said firmly.

We had pre-booked the youth hostel at Perranporth 30 miles further on. After that we intended to find places as we went along, as we were not sure how far we would manage to get each day. Now I wondered whether even booking one night’s accommodation had been a good idea. Mick reluctantly followed me out to our bikes and we set off once more. We scooted through St Ives – by now it was past five o’clock. At least the weather had started to improve and the late-afternoon sun shone warmly. After St Ives the terrain began to get hillier, up and down, up and down, and I began to have an inkling of the enormity of the task in front of us. This journey was going to be rather hard work.

At last, as it was getting dark, we wearily reached Perranporth and followed the signs for the youth hostel, which was perched on cliffs overlooking the beach. The building, constructed in the 1950s, was once a coastguard listening station and there were some interesting displays on the wall showing the hostel’s history. It opened as a hostel in 1982 and is now a favourite haunt for surfers, as well as walkers and cyclists, enjoying this fabulous, if somewhat hilly, section of Cornish coastline. The warden made us a cup of tea as soon as we arrived, which was jolly nice of him, and we sat for a while gazing out of the window as the sun went down. Eventually we heaved ourselves up and went to unpack.

We were booked into separate dormitories so I went off to my dorm, not realising Mick had managed to get his room number wrong. When I went to find him, he was busy assuring a very attractive young Korean woman he would be sharing her room for the night, much to her evident consternation. I corrected him and pulled him out, apologising on his behalf. In fact, he was sharing a dorm with a group of male ramblers from Wolverhampton. His attempt at hiding his disappointment was truly pathetic to witness. The next day he told me he had hardly slept a wink for all the farting and snoring.

Once unpacked, we wandered down into the town to see what was happening which, in early April, did not appear to be very much. We stepped into a fairly deserted pub with much-too-bright lighting and supped a couple of pints of Doom Bar from Sharp’s Brewery. The beer takes its name from an infamous sandbank at the mouth of the Camel Estuary, where over the centuries countless ships have come to grief on the shifting sands. It was said that ships would rather take their chances in a storm at sea, than risk entering Padstow Harbour across the dreaded Doom Bar. The drink itself is a reasonable session beer but is now mass-produced and fairly ubiquitous. I find it a little bland by real ale standards – although it’s a million miles ahead of keg beer – and at least it was local.

By now we could barely keep our eyes open, so we retired to the hostel to cook supper. Preparing two Pot Noodles didn’t require a lot of effort, but it was all we could manage in our weary state before falling into bed – and that was after only 45 miles. For a brief moment I wondered how on earth we would manage the next 900 or so, before falling sound asleep.
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Stats

Miles: 47

Total miles: 47

Pints of beer (each): 3

Hills pushed: 14

Laggardly cyclists: 2
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