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PROLOGUE

In March of 1973 I decided to travel around the world on a motorcycle. The idea came, you could say, out of the blue, although it was a rather grey day on the south coast of England. I chose the motorcycle for two main reasons. First, it seemed like the most versatile vehicle to use. Second, because I didn’t think anyone had ever done it on a bike, and being the first to do it would make for a good book.

I was a writer, not a rider. Although I had admired motorcycles since childhood, I knew nothing about them, but that didn’t bother me. Millions rode them, why shouldn’t I? I was forty-two years old. Some people said, ‘Surely you’re too old for this kind of thing!’ But that didn’t bother me either, and in fact it turned out to be a good age.

The journey took four years. It was very hard, very exciting, and out of it came Jupiter’s Travels, a book which many people have read.

If I had been told that I would do it again at the age of seventy I would have said that was ridiculous. Seventy would be much too old for that kind of thing.

In fact, twenty-four years later, when I was sixty-nine, I thought, Why not? I can still ride a bike. Wouldn’t it be fascinating to find out what had happened along that 78,000 mile trail that I invented for myself in the seventies, and to see if I could recapture, in some way, the person I was then – this man who acquired briefly the rather lofty nickname of Jupiter, and who became for some an almost mythical figure.

There are thousands, I know, who dream of doing what that Jupiter did. Why shouldn’t I?
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The future is not what it used to be.

Paul Valéry

He appears in my memory like a wraith, tantalising me, a figure with no outline, just a presence that fades as I try to focus, and revives as I avert my mind. At the time we met, thirty years ago, he was merely a curiosity and not important to me, but now, swimming up from some cranny of the unconscious, he has taken hold.

He was a deckhand on the Zoë. G, the only ship I could find to carry me and my Triumph from Africa to South America. She was just a small tramp steamer, destined soon to be beached and broken up on some distant Indian shore, but she took me safely through a horrifying storm to Brazil, and for me she was a ship of dreams. I was already loaded with my own freight of memories from the journey through Africa and I was deep in thought, sifting through them and making discoveries about myself and my experiences. Perhaps I wasn’t available to see him as more than a passing phenomenon. Today I see him as a presentiment. Had I paid more attention, perhaps I would have better foreseen the shape of things to come.

We were often alone together on the narrow metal deck where my bike also stood, lashed to a rail and bundled up under a canvas shroud, looking sad and inconsequential. His principal job was to repaint the ship’s bubbling ironwork in a valiant effort to make the old lady presentable. His face was a discordant jumble of features, a mixture of many races. This I remember only because it’s what I told myself at the time, and not because I can see him now. In the apartheid South Africa of the time he would have been classified as ‘coloured’. There was some Chinese in the mix, I thought, along with Indian and maybe Malay, but he was predominantly black African. He was young, barely twenty, lean, muscular, with a liking for colourful tank-tops and for conversation. We had plenty of time to talk.

Why I remember him, what struck me most particularly, was his point of view. On my way from London to Cape Town I had been collecting opinions. What did newly independent black Kenyans think? Or Tunisian Arabs? Or Afrikaaners? Or Egyptians? Or white Rhodesians? Or Sudanese Christians? Or Turkana tribesmen? Or young unemployed Libyan Muslims?

But this man – I must have known his name but it’s lost to me – saw things quite outside categories. A vivid intelligence shone through his ill-assorted features, unhampered by too much education, nourished on innumerable encounters in ports around the world. He was the Third World embodied, yet somehow he transcended it. He was a great optimist, mischievous, full of humour and insight. He stood outside the attitudes of deprivation, but he asked sharp questions. There was no chip on his shoulder, no fear in his eyes, no violence in his heart, only a clear awareness of possibilities. He had an intuitive grasp of the forces at work in the world, and seemed contemptuous of them.

I can’t remember the words he used but they made a big impact on me. I had never expected to meet a man so able to liberate himself from his circumstances. However, I realise now that his true meaning escaped me. At the time I couldn’t see beyond what I had only just absorbed for myself, which was a view of people throughout a continent locked into their own tribal, national and religious beliefs, and profoundly suspicious of their neighbours.

After two weeks the ship docked in Fortaleza to offload a cargo of cashew nuts. This was a steamy tropical port I had never heard of, and though I had paid to go on to Rio, I decided on a whim to take advantage of this surprise landfall and disembark with the nuts. The bike was spirited away into customs limbo and while I waited for the bureaucratic process to unravel I made contact with some Irish priests and stayed at their parish house. They were wonderful men who embraced liberation theology and had the quaint idea that they should actually give material help to the destitute peasants of the region. This did not endear them to the authorities.

It was May 1974 and Brazil was ruled by a ruthless military dictatorship. Puzzled by my unexpected appearance (in both senses of the word) the police decided quite soon to lock me up, thinking I was there to foment revolution. For a while I was in fear of my life which, as Dr Johnson observed, ‘concentrates the mind wonderfully’ and gave me more urgent things to think about, so the memory of the deckhand slipped away into the distant recesses of my brain.

When I was finally released I put all my energy into recovering from that frightening and miserable experience, and rode my 500cc Triumph south to Rio, gaining strength as I went, until a month later I made my triumphal entry into the city.

Friends in London had given me an introduction to Baby, and it was Baby who first pronounced me ‘fantastic’ and gave me the key to the city; Baby Bocayuva, the Brazilian millionaire, whose incongruous name connected me to my austere youth, when I would gaze at newsreel clips of Latin American playboys with over-ripe features and names like Porfirio Rubirosa, twirling polo sticks and escorting heiresses at Ascot. Bocayuva was not a polo player, but the irreverent ‘Baby’ attached to a plump middle-aged businessman expressed well the light touch of Rio, and his wife Dalal was a match for all Porfirio’s heiresses.

Having anointed me, as I stood in my motorcycle boots on a priceless rug in his Ipanema apartment, Baby handed me over to Dalal to make arrangements for my forthcoming reign over the city, and as a result I found myself in the hands of four women whom I thought of as the Arab, the Portuguese, the German and the Slav.

Dalal was from the upper classes of Lebanon and a ballet dancer. With the help of Baby’s money, she had made it her life’s work to raise the standard of dance in Rio from mere tripping around in tutus to the level of international performance. To assist her she had enlisted the help of Marcia Kubitschek, daughter of the former President of Brazil who was still, in those days of dire dictatorship, the most admired man in the country.

Together they formed a dance company, the Ballet Dalal Ashcar, and found two other women to help. Esmeralda, a reserved blonde, took care of the administration. Another dancer, Maria Luisa, born into an old Portuguese family, occupied herself with the teaching programme.

All of them were very attractive. My most vivid memory of Dalal, who had stopped performing but still practised hard, was after a session at the barre, when she was wrapped in towels with sweat streaming down her aquiline, intelligent and aristocratic features. Marcia had the polished beauty of a jet-setting celebrity. Esmeralda was tremendously pretty and cool behind her desk, but with a smouldering jealousy ready to incinerate any woman who came near her husband, Tito. And finally Maria Luisa, who was Lulu to her friends, with the luxuriant black hair, the great dancer’s body, and mobile features that reflected every emotion from deepest misery to unrestrained joy.

Because Lulu was the only unmarried one among them it was decided that I should be in her care, a responsibility she took very seriously. She installed me in a spare studio apartment. We had countless lunches and dinners together. We went to parties, attended concerts and performances, always with complimentary tickets, and mingled with the high and mighty of Brazilian society.

In 1974 I felt as though Rio de Janeiro belonged to me. I owned the beaches from Gloria to Gavea, the mountain peaks that overlooked them, and everything in between, including the palatial residences on the grand boulevards and the precipitous slums in their muddy ravines, the churrascarias and the juice bars, the opulent French apartments, the villas, the clubs and, above all, the Opera House. I conquered Rio by virtue of my motorcycle exploits and the added lustre of my imprisonment by the dreaded Polícia Federal.

I have no doubt that I could have had access to any person or place I desired. People regarded me with admiration and, I daresay, a degree of longing. There was no doubting the aphrodisiac effect of my recent adventures, my motorcycling persona, and above all my ordeal at the hands of the dictatorship which granted me a seal of authenticity. Although I was careful not to let myself be swept away by all this adulation, it certainly occurred to me to wonder whether I could convert it into some kind of permanent place in Brazilian society, but it was never a serious thought. I knew I would have to go on, and eventually I did.

Meanwhile the memory of the deckhand slipped away into oblivion, and didn’t surface again until I started writing this book thirty years later. I know better now what he was saying. He was in a perfectly natural sense a prophet. He represented a future in which countless millions of others, too, would refuse to be categorised, and would claim the world as their own.,

If I had paid more attention, perhaps I would also have seen that there was a dark side to the future he symbolised. Because if those countless millions began to see the possibilities he saw and were then frustrated, there might be hell to pay. And they have been frustrated. And there probably will be hell to pay. It has taken all these years for the message to come through.
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The deckhand on the Zoë. G was not the only prognosticator I met on my first journey. In Africa there was the man who predicted accurately the birth of Zimbabwe, a joyful independence which has now sunk into ruin. In South America an obnoxious Swiss gave me a shocking glimpse of where my personality might lead me if I weren’t careful. But the most important by far was the clairvoyant in India who gave me the title of my book.

When he said, ‘You are Jupiter’, I chose to misinterpret him, of course. He meant that I was under the influence of the planet Jupiter, though what that meant was never very clear to me.

‘You owe everything to your mother,’ he added (which was true enough, since my father had disappeared from my life when I was five), and he predicted two accidents of a particular kind which did in fact materialise much later. But there was one other thing he told me at the time which made me quite uncomfortable. He said, ‘You have a weak hold on the affections of women.’

After leaving him I spent many of my solitary hours on the bike wondering what he meant. I naturally resented the suggestion that women didn’t care for me much; that they would just lose interest and drift away. To test the truth of this unpleasant observation I combed mentally through all the romantic attachments I could remember. Some of my recollections made me squirm. It struck me that I had probably not been a very nice person to be involved with in my early days, but if there was a problem with attachments, it seemed to me to have been more usually the opposite. Fed on romantic nonsense in my youth, as we all were, it was I who had always been inclined to lose interest when my adored ones turned out to be real women.

But that was earlier. As I rode home from India there were two spectacular women in my life, and I had no doubt about the affections of either. I loved Carol, whom I had left behind on the border of Bangladesh and whom I was confidently expecting to marry. At the same time I was very reluctant to lose the respect of Jo, whom I also loved, if in a different way now, and who was certainly expecting me to return to her in France.

In the end I lost them both, but it was not through any lack of affection. It was partly fate and partly my own pusillanimous and confused behaviour that wrecked our relationships. As a result, after a rather turbulent time, I found myself on forty acres in California, instead of in a stone house in France. I had a new and equally spectacular wife and a baby son, and spent the next fifteen or so years in multifarious activities having nothing much to do with motorcycles.

Even so, it was the success of Jupiter’s Travels that had ‘bought the ranch’. Jupiter’s Travels was still the book with which I was most often identified, and in the mid-nineties it again became a positive factor in my life. In America, where it was out of print, I discovered almost by accident that people were taking to motorcycle travel in large numbers, and that my book had become a cult classic. As an experiment, I went to a BMW bikers’ rally in North Carolina with a few boxes of books I had brought over from England and gave a slide show. To my amazement people rushed up to shake my hand. They quoted passages of my own book at me. Everybody wanted to buy me beer and fill me with barbecue and pizza. It seemed I could do no wrong and I must admit I revelled in it.

I began to think the book was more than just entertainment. It transported people. I learned that many had made similar journeys because of it. I became attached to the hundreds of pictures I was now showing for the first time, and wished that more readers could see them.

*

Early the following year I was on a plane with Jacques. Who’s Jacques? Let me explain. When I was young and trains were the best way to get around I heard about the Gold Pass. If you were extremely important to a railway company, it was said, you were given one of these and you could travel anywhere you wanted, at any time, for nothing. I used to have fantasies about rescuing some bewhiskered old man from under the wheels of a locomotive, only to discover that he was the Chairman of the Board of the Great Western Railway Company.

‘What can I possibly do for you, my boy?’ he would quaver effusively. And I would claim my Gold Pass.

It took another forty years or so, but in the end I got my Gold Pass, or something like it. Jacques, you see, has an Air Pass worth a million times its weight in gold. He bought it many years ago for what was then a huge amount of money. With it he can fly first-class anywhere, any time, on this particular airline, free, and with a friend. Who would not want to be Jacques’s friend? And how lucky for me that I became his friend before I even knew about the miraculous ticket.

It seems that Jacques read Jupiter’s Travels long ago, at a time when life had become difficult for him, and he credits the book with having given him the strength and confidence to turn things around. Much later, when I was visiting Dallas, he sought me out and we became friends. It was a few years on that he mentioned, rather diffidently, that he possessed these supernatural flying powers, in case I might care to accompany him somewhere. So I persuaded him to take me to a meeting of long-distance motorcycle travellers held every year at the end of winter in a deliberately muddy, sometimes semi-frozen, field on the eastern edge of Belgium.

The promoter of this event was a pipe-smoking German biker, Bernd Tesch, an old Africa hand, big, burly, bearded and bald like a German Asterix soaked in nicotine. He had found me in California years earlier and entreated me ever since to come to his meeting. Jacques liked bikes too. He had a Ducati in his garage. He thought it would be fun to go and play in the mud, so we flew to Frankfurt and borrowed a couple of bikes.

I put on a slide show which received unwarranted applause, given the poor state of my German. I was again struck by the significance that the book and the pictures seemed to have for people. I wished I could find a way to publish the book with all those pictures. And that was the costly, and some might say self-indulgent, idea I mentioned to Jacques on our way home. He had another idea: ‘My thought would be that you could do the whole thing again, but this time you would be going round with a professional photographer.’

I looked at him across the celery sticks and dip, the half-finished glasses of champagne, the warmed nuts and the unopened dinner menus. He seemed quite serious, though his gravity was hedged as always with hints of humour and self-deprecation.

‘You mean with two bikes, I hope?’

I was intrigued and alarmed by the extravagance of the proposal. Still, in the first-class cabin of a Boeing 747 there’s only a fine line between ambitious fantasies and realistic projects.

‘Absolutely,’ he said. ‘Triumph ought to jump at the idea.’

So it was Jacques who first put into words the notion that I might repeat that unrepeatable journey. Do it again.

We went so far as to visit the new Triumph factory together, where we met with the marketing manager, Bruno Tagliaferi. Jacques has an endearing and persuasive manner, and his speech is cultivated East Coast, but he is a big man. He looms several inches above my six feet, and is physically big in every respect. I don’t know whether he moved to Dallas because he is big, or whether he became big because he moved to Dallas. He certainly looks like everybody’s notion of a big Texan.

Bruno was a small man in a shiny brown suit. He seemed to me to be readying himself against a physical onslaught as Jacques outlined our grand scheme. ‘We were thinking that the whole thing could probably be accomplished for about thirty thousand dollars,’ he said winningly.

Bruno was shocked. ‘We simply wouldn’t have anything like that in the budget. Our marketing budget is quite restricted. We are a production-driven company.’

Production-driven? What could that mean? I could see this going nowhere. I wanted to throw Bruno a lifebelt.

‘Well, would you give us a couple of bikes?’ I asked.

‘Yes,’ he said, but that was it. No support, no money, and without that Jacques’s idea couldn’t fly. Still, the memory of the offer stayed with me and somewhere the seed of a new journey took root.

By the year 2000 I was seriously considering it. How fascinating it would be to go back over the same track, to follow again that slender thread on which so many remarkable experiences had been strung. How much, or how little, had the world changed in a quarter of a century? What had become of the cast of characters that danced through the pages of Jupiter’s Travels? And how would I handle that journey now?

What made the idea so surprising, even to me, was that I actually thought myself capable of doing it. I was approaching seventy years of age. Put like that, baldly, objectively, the idea seemed absurd, and yet the question of age never really entered into my own calculations. I had no sense that my powers had particularly diminished, at least not in any way that would prevent me from riding a motorcycle in difficult conditions. After all, I was never a very gifted or daring rider, having come very late to the game. Essentially what I had done in the seventies was to muddle through, depending much more on my wit and my attitude than on strength or athletic ability. Wit and attitude I still seemed to have enough of.

Unfortunately I couldn’t make myself believe that others would see it the same way. Though my age didn’t worry me, I couldn’t help imagining the reactions of people who didn’t know me, especially people in the motorcycle trade.

‘’Ere mate! Reckon I’ve ’eard it all now. There’s this geezer who thinks we’ll send ’im round the world on one of our bikes! Pushing seventy too. What a nutter!’

So whenever I thought about the project and having to sell myself to get support a great weariness came over me. It was all so different from those heady days in 1973 when it seemed nothing could stop me. Then I was energised by the extraordinary challenge of attempting something I thought had never been done before, but in the last two decades all that had changed. So many had followed me round the world that, among motorcycle travellers, the journey had been reduced to an acronym: RTW. At the same time I could now see how difficult it is for most people to break with their lives and follow their dreams. I had a son growing up. I had some land I loved that needed caring for, and a mortgage that needed servicing. I was publishing my own books and could not afford to lose the small income they produced.

All of this changed suddenly one millennial morning in California, towards the end of June. I was just raising my bowl of breakfast coffee to my lips when the phone on the wall by my right ear rang, and the coffee spilled over. Perhaps a bowl is not the safest container for hot coffee, but you get more into a bowl and everybody knows that the second cup is never so good.

The call came from Geneva. A man speaking British English with a very faint trace of some kind of accent introduced himself as Stephen Kinloch. He worked at the United Nations office which organised UN volunteers all over the world. He was very polite and formal, and hoped he wasn’t disturbing me. I decided not to mention the coffee.

‘The Secretary General, Kofi Annan,’ he said, ‘has decreed that the year 2001 will be the Year of the Volunteer.’

I said this was news to me.

‘Well, some of the volunteers have made a plan to ride motorcycles around the world, to win support for volunteerism. They have read your book and they are very excited about it. It has been an inspiration to them, and they would like to know if you will give them a message of support.’

‘Of course,’ I replied, and asked a lot of questions to find out just how serious this was. I discovered that Honda had promised them bikes, and that Toyota would probably help with support vehicles, which they would need because they wanted to do the whole journey in one year. There were about six of them, young men and women, and most of them were working in Kosovo. Some had never ridden bikes before. My kind of people. So without any hesitation I said, ‘Of course they have my blessing. I am flattered that it matters to them. But wouldn’t it be even better if I went with them?’

And as I said it, a huge wave of relief swept over me.

Even if I had known then that the volunteer effort would eventually come to nothing, I think that phone call would still have fired me up. In some way that I can’t explain, it flicked a switch. Instead of seeing the project shrouded in an impenetrable fog of difficulties, I could begin to identify the problems, one by one, and find ways to solve them.

It is truly wonderful how a single all-consuming ambition can energise and transform a life, and it is an experience I would wish for everyone. All the minor irritations of day-to-day living become insignificant. So what, if you’re stuck in the wrong check-out line, if the cat poops on your carpet, if your neighbour gives you a dirty look, if the egg you crack is rotten, if it rains on your birthday? You’re soaring on a quite different level. Somehow or other it all gets taken care of, and soon all of it will be forgotten.

Nothing will ever rival the electric excitement that charged me up as I was planning my first big journey, and in my own mind it still remains the crowning achievement of my life, but there have been other projects that come close. And of course whichever one it is, when it’s happening it is always the most important thing you could ever do. You are not making comparisons. If there is a drawback, I’d have to say that it’s not great for relationships. There are couples who can raise themselves to an equal pitch of intensity – I have met some on the road – but that’s rare. I am not a hermit. There was someone I would have to leave. We had known I was going when we met, but even so it is never easy …

It may seem pretentious to call a journey a great achievement. It can easily be seen as mere escapism. Or as a self-indulgent folly. So I am always astonished by the eagerness that people have shown to help me get on the road, but finally I do understand it. There is so much in life that is restrictive. There are so many good reasons for not breaking out into the world, and yet most of us dream of other lives, where we might run barefoot and feed off the ocean, or build cabins in the mountains and live off the forest, or run a bar in Bangkok or a hostel in Nairobi or a pub in the Outback.

Because I am willing to do without the things that tie people to their homes and hearths, I stand in as their proxy, and sometimes as much more than that, because a good many have already followed in my footsteps. And, once on the road, I fulfil another function that has earned pennies and suppers and a bed throughout history, as a wandering storyteller, bringing news from the other side of the mountain.

In true bureaucratic fashion the UN bosses never said yea or nay, but by September it became obvious that time had run out, and the volunteers were forced to abandon their project. I felt sorry for them but by then I was quite ready to make the journey on my own, and more than happy to do so.

The UN connection did not end there, though. I told Stephen that I was going ahead alone. He talked it over with the others and they asked me to represent them as a goodwill ambassador. I said I would feel privileged. I could call in at various UN offices along the way and help them to get publicity, and Stephen suggested that it might also be useful to me. I had no idea then just how useful it would turn out to be.

I was left with one major uncertainty: what bike to ride and where to find it.

There was a big philosophical difference between the two journeys. In 1973 I was a relatively young man heading out into the unknown, quite unaware of how the world would receive me, and how I would respond to it. As it turned out, people were a great deal more welcoming and generous than I expected, and surviving was a good deal easier than I had imagined. I took four years over that journey but I could have continued on far longer. I had left nothing behind me but an uncertain relationship and an ancient stone building which would stand quite happily without me for a hundred years.

What drew me back was the promise I had made, to myself and to others, to write a book. The travelling for its own sake was not enough. The ultimate excitement for me was to give the journey some meaning that I could convey to others. I travel as a writer. Towards the end I knew that I simply could not contain the full experience unless it ended soon. Twenty-eight years later, the need to give meaning to the exercise was just as strong, but the kind of meaning would be entirely different, and so were my circumstances.

Ironically, I was much better equipped now to wander out into the world without a care. I knew the essential secret of survival was pace. The slower you travel the easier it is to make connections and to receive the help and the comfort that people everywhere are only too ready to offer. The slower you travel, too, the better you are able to adapt to changes in food, in climate and in custom; the easier it is to learn a language. The more slowly you travel the cheaper everything becomes, and the better you are able to profit from unexpected opportunities.

But I was not willing, any more, to leave my life behind and forget about it. I was quite clear about my objective, which was to see what had happened to the world I had once known, and to report on it. So I resolved to make this journey the opposite of the first one. Instead of seeking to lose myself in the world, I would take advantage of all the communication technology that had sprung into existence since the seventies. I would carry a computer, a CD burner, a digital camera. I would use email, and I would run a website. I would be in constant touch with everyone. It would be a mobile electronic extravaganza. And of course this would have to affect the choice of motorcycle.

Since the journey would begin in England, that was the obvious place to meet these criteria, and I arrived in London in mid-October on a bike I’d borrowed in Germany.

About that time I got an email from a man I didn’t know saying that he wanted to support my journey with a little money, and if I was coming to Britain he would like to invite me to dinner. His name was Stephen Burgess. I thought he just wanted to shake my hand. I rang the mobile number he’d given me, and got a cheerful, matter-of-fact voice at the other end. I explained that I was staying with a friend in Battersea, and that there was a restaurant we could go to on the corner called Fish in a Tie. He said ‘Righto’ and we fixed a time for him to come to the house. He sounded relaxed but busy.

He arrived in a moderately expensive car, wearing a business suit, white shirt, dark tie. He was medium height, strongly built with a good head, clean-shaven, auburn hair brushed down flat, a broad, alert and cheerful face with a touch of pugnacity about it, quick to laugh and, I guessed, with a quick mind behind the laughter. I still had no idea what he did or what he wanted.

We walked into the Fish in a Tie and sat at a small table. He passed over the £80 he’d promised me while we ordered. I thought I’d have the duck and asked the waitress if it was good. She said, ‘It’s terrible.’

Startled, I asked her if she’d tried it herself, and she made a face and said, ‘No. I’m vegetarian’, and laughed. So we laughed too, and I had the duck.

Stephen didn’t take long to get to the point. ‘I’ve read your books. I like what you do,’ he said, ‘and I’d like you to use my bike.’

I didn’t know how to respond. He explained that he’d bought this bike and set it up to make a long journey of his own, but then he was prevented from making it. He didn’t tell me how or why, but I gathered later that it was an illness of some sort.

The bike was a BMW, an R80 GS, and I knew enough to know that it would be a very likely candidate for what I wanted to do. He said he’d had it fixed up for himself, but – ‘I’ll put anything on it you want. It’s entirely up to you.’

I told him of the arguments I’d been having with myself – that I was still keen to see whether a smaller bike would work, but of course I thought it was a very generous offer. He said he wanted to help me in any way he could, and I should think about it. The bike was at a dealership in Dorchester, and the dealer was a friend of his and would be happy to do anything to it I wanted.

I asked him what kind of business he was in, and he said it had to do with ports and shipping cars across the Channel. He was very offhand about it.

‘By the way, when do you think you’ll start the trip?’

‘In January,’ I told him. ‘It’s really important to get through Sudan and Ethiopia before the rains start. That means I ought to be there before the end of March. I’ve no idea what that road’s like now, but it was terrible then even in the dry. In the wet it would be impossible. ‘So yes, if I leave by the end of January I should be able to get through all right.’

‘How are you getting around now?’ he asked.

I told him I was on a bike and he said he could fix me up with a car if I liked.

‘We’ve always got cars. Maybe when you come back in January. We might even ship you across the Channel. Are you going to write a book?’

‘Yes, of course. It’s what I do. Why?’

‘Oh, I’m not looking for anything like that.’ Brusquely: ‘You can leave me out of it. I’m not looking for recognition. Just interested.’

He was being deliberately mild, even diffident, restraining an ego which I imagined, in other circumstances, could be a force to reckon with.

We talked more about my plans, what I hoped to achieve, how long I thought the journey would take, and so on. I found myself enjoying his company, even though he had little to say about himself. Usually I find it easy to prompt others, particularly strangers, into telling me about themselves. It spares me from having to talk about myself too much. Still, he was paying, and besides it was interesting to try out my ideas on an intelligent listener. The duck was good too.

I told him I’d decide soon about his BMW. Clearly I needed to get the matter of the bike settled. The main factors were weight, reliability, comfort, ease of maintenance, and some kind of support with spare parts in case of breakdowns or accidents. I was going to be sitting on this bike for at least two years, and carrying quite a lot of stuff. A heavier bike is more comfortable, more strongly built, and probably more dependable. The R80 GS was certainly reliable. The technology was older, simpler, and manageable by me. On most of the sixty thousand miles I was planning to ride it would be ideal, and it looked as if Steve and his pal in Dorchester could be counted on for back-up support. But …

There were about a thousand miles in Africa and maybe as many again in South America, where the weight of the GS could cause me real problems. I have never been a powerful man, and coming up for seventy I wasn’t getting any stronger. I would barely be able to lift it unloaded and I knew, absolutely, that I would drop it, probably many times. So I kept turning back in my mind to lighter single-cylinder bikes like the Kawasaki KLR, or the Yamaha XT that is so much liked by some European travellers. Obviously they would be cheaper to transport over water, cheaper on fuel and easier for me to handle on the really rough bits.

On the other hand, when I thought about all that electronic stuff I wanted to carry I wondered whether it could survive on a smaller machine. I had to put it to the test, and I made an arrangement to ride the Yamaha for a few miles. It was raining when I took it out, and though I was well protected it was still awkward, riding around wet suburban streets with a foggy visor on this unfamiliar bike. The machine felt very small and a bit bumpy and uncomfortable. Before long I had convinced myself it wouldn’t do, and with that I more or less decided that Stephen’s offer was too good to turn down.

I was introduced to the GS the next day. Stephen invited me to spend the night at his house in Hampshire. In the morning he took me over to Dorchester on the back of his own bike to meet David Wyndham. The dealership was tucked into a trading estate on the south side of town. Of course I had no idea then how big a part CW Motorcycles would play in my adventure. Dave was a tall, comfortable-looking man with dark hair and a closely cropped beard, whom I judged to be in his late forties. He spoke carefully, in a deep, almost caressing voice, appearing to be the very soul of benevolence, and nothing I experienced later belied that impression. He said he was delighted that Stephen had brought him into this, and said his mechanics were enthusiastic about it too. He contrived to make me believe, without embarrassing me, that it would give him great personal satisfaction to be part of my adventure, well beyond any public-relations benefit it might bring for his company.

Naturally, we talked a good deal about the bike. All the improvements that had been made to it, I took for granted. I knew nothing about the relative qualities of various front forks, and shocks and bars. I was interested that it had three electrical accessory outlets, and we discussed all my electronic fantasies for a while. Stephen had had an optional kick-start fitted, which impressed me at the time. The most important thing about the new bike, from my point of view, was that it was sturdy and fairly easy to work on.

So the choice of bike was settled, but there was always more to do. I felt I still needed more financial support so I went the rounds. Classic Bike offered to publish a column from me. Reiner Nitschke, in Germany, came to my aid offering a monthly page in his magazine Touren-Fahrer. Then, quite unexpectedly, another friend in Germany, a documentary film director who worked generally on rather highbrow musical subjects, became excited by the idea of filming my journey. I knew Manfred Waffender very well, and I trusted him completely. Although I was surprised by his interest, I knew that anything he did would be of very high quality.

His plan was to fly in and out at different places along the journey through Africa with a crew. He picked up some financing from Arte, a European TV channel, and a little of it came my way. Then I got one more big break. An old friend had become editor of the Independent on Sunday. She offered to run a monthly column from me, and pay me a decent amount of money for it. Almost as good as the money was the fact that with a newspaper behind me I had no trouble getting a second passport, and that was a tremendous help with visas. Getting visas for Libya, Sudan and Ethiopia could be difficult and slow, and with two passports there was a much better chance of getting them in time.

Feeling much more confident, I rode back to Germany and spent a few days with Manfred. We decided to film in Italy, Tunisia, Sudan, Kenya, Zimbabwe and, finally, Cape Town. He would fly in with a cameraman and a sound man and spend a few days in each place. I would take a mobile phone with me so that we could find each other, if necessary. And of course he would be there for the grand departure and the ride to Southampton docks.

Then I returned to California.

There was still so much to figure. My decision to run a website as I travelled involved a great deal of work and learning on the computer. I needed help to set it up and run it, and I was up late at nights trying to get a grip on the complexities of it. Handing over a small business was not easy either. At times it seemed I was drowning in details and complications. I felt more like Gulliver than Jupiter, pinned down by a thousand threads of obligation, but I could hardly complain. It was entirely my own doing. Nobody imposed these bothersome restrictions on me. I accepted them for the benefits they offered, and because they were there.

When I came back to England in January Dave Wyndham put me up in his thatched house outside Dorchester, and Stephen Burgess found a car for me, which gave me great freedom. He couldn’t do enough for me. Saying, flippantly, how much he was enjoying this ‘RTW by chequebook’, he took me to a camping store in Southampton and, waving his hand vaguely, said, ‘See if there’s anything here you need.’

I tried to be conservative, but all the same I came out with a tent, perhaps a bigger tent than I needed, an ultra-light set of cookware, a collapsible bag to carry water, and a groundsheet. I also got a neat little folding seat because I am uncomfortable sitting on the ground, something that has always disqualified me for the New Age.

In America I was offered electrically heated clothing and gloves, and remembering how I had almost frozen to death in 1977 coming back through eastern Turkey, I accepted them gladly. Besides, I knew that this time I would have to cross northern Europe in the depths of winter.

The digital camera called for batteries, so I needed a charger. There was now a lightweight inverter available to recharge my laptop, so I took it. And an equally lightweight pump to blow up a flat tyre, not to mention metal capsules of compressed air. The computer and its accessories had to be protected from vibration and dust, so I accepted a rubber Pelican case which filled half of one of the big alloy boxes I got from Bernd Tesch. I took inner tubes in case the tubeless tyres failed, a repair manual and spare parts, and pretty soon the rest of that box was full.

All these things had to be carried, but when it came to thinking about the load on the bike my mind was absurdly split. On the one hand I knew that the less I carried the better.

‘Oh Ted,’ exclaimed Dave, ‘weight is of the essence.’

‘How right you are, O Dave,’ I nodded.

And yet, I remembered so well that I had once come all the way from Afghanistan carrying not only a full load of clothes, camping equipment, tools, parts and other necessities, but also a bolt of Indian cloth, a carpet and a samovar. And all that on a smaller, less powerful bike than the GS.

So I let Dave show me the latest wonders in weatherproof bags by Ortlieb, bags with almost impenetrable waterproof skins and hermetic zips that slide on silicone … and I took two of them and filled them up. I knew of course that these decisions would have a great bearing later on, might even be crucial, but I couldn’t guess in which way, and said a mental To hell with it.

The BMW was prepared with meticulous attention. From the sump guard to the hardwired GPS, from the headlamp shield to the adjustable Ohlins shock absorber, every detail had been considered and, where possible, improved. Dave, his partner Wally, and their mechanics made my bike their priority. It had a very fancy windshield. All the cables were doubled. I had heated grips. And they’d even gone so far as to install a gadget on the handlebars to hold my umbrella, which has become a trademark eccentricity over the years. I felt tremendously in their debt.

Of course, publicity surrounding my departure would certainly help CW, and I agreed to set a firm date so that we could tell the motorcycle world. We settled on Saturday 27 January because Dave thought some fans would want to ride with me to the Channel port. Then, a week before I was due to leave, two things happened. I caught a bad case of the flu and, quite unexpectedly, the media broke into a frenzy.

How it started I’m not sure, but I think it was through a fan I’d never met called Peter Bradfield. He talked about me to his girlfriend Georgie, who worked on the Daily Express. She sent a feature writer to interview me. The Mail and the Standard picked it up. BBC radio had me twice, Southern TV and radio wanted me too. So in the last week, instead of concentrating on preparing the bike, I was rushing about with my temperature hovering between 100 and 102.

By Friday night Dave knew that something like a hundred bikers were going to turn up next day to escort me. He was sure that most of them would either want to buy Jupiter’s Travels, or have me sign their copies. Then Manfred turned up with his crew, wanting a picture of all my stuff laid out on a studio floor. All of this, first setting up the picture, then the repacking of everything on the bike, then all the talking and signing of books, more interviews and finally the ride to Southampton, would have to be fitted in next day before midday. I realised that I couldn’t do all this and have flu at the same time, so I let the flu go, and it went.

The scene in the showroom was chaotic. Bikers in heavy waterproofs were swarming around, wanting signatures. Dave shouted from the office, ‘I’ve got Johnnie Walker on. Can you do the radio now!’ This is how it went:

‘Hi Johnnie. Thanks for having me. Yes, I’m taking the same route I took last time – trying to check out how things have changed in twenty-five years. Well, it goes down Africa to Cape Town, then around Latin America – from Brazil south, and up the Pacific side to California, then around Australia and back overland – Singapore, Malaysia, India, you know. If I can go through Afghanistan of course I will. … Yes, I know, but if you’re being too careful there’s probably no point in doing it at all.
Should be about two years … Yeah if you’d like that, by all means keep in touch with the CW blokes here – they’re my interface with the practical world … no Johnnie I’m a Londoner, though I haven’t lived there for twenty years … My son is twenty now and doesn’t really need me, and that’s about it. Yeah, I’m completely free again … my website will tell you everything … Jupitalia … yeah, dot com. OK, thanks. Bye-bye.



Being the centre of attention has an invigorating effect at first, like a massive dose of vitamins. Everything happened pretty much as it was supposed to. Even the sun cooperated. My radio shtick, banal as it sounded to me, apparently went down well. I must have signed close to a hundred books. Everybody beamed at me. The cavalcade of bikers who were going to ride behind me was apparently being marshalled somewhere along the route. Two of Dorset’s finest motorcycle police were going to make sure we arrived in Southampton without getting split up.

Outside the shop a big crowd waited to see me off and the bike was standing there in the middle of them all, packed like a furniture lorry. Not a huge improvement on the unwieldy beast I had set off with twenty-eight years earlier, I thought, remembering that black and rainy night in 1973 when I slipped away with not a single soul to wave me on. Standing there now, the focus of so much expectation, I couldn’t help longing for an anonymous departure.

When I eventually hoisted my leg over the saddle, cameras flashed and there was a lot of cheering. I felt rather stupid, as though they were surprised I could even get my leg up that far. Luckily I remembered to kick the side-stand back before I trundled off. I think it was Dave, on his own bike, who led me out of the parking area and on to the route, although Stephen must have been there too. Eventually we met up with the police, and they swung out in front of me with a thumbs-up sign, and then I saw a column of riders come in from behind. It was a bit embarrassing, even though I knew it was a tribute. I tried to think about the pleasure it was giving those who were supporting me, but I knew that I would never have been one of them, and felt like an ungracious curmudgeon at the thought. I wished I could have dived off into a side road, and just watched them all go by.

It was the first time I’d ridden the bike with a full load, and when I got close to seventy on the motorway I noticed the beginnings of a wobble. Before I could back off Dave came rushing up alongside me and waggled his finger in what struck me as an officious manner. I felt a sharp stab of annoyance. Is he telling me how to ride a bike? I thought, and then immediately realised how strung out I must be. Of course his concern was natural and obvious. Just imagine, if I’d crashed there …

It was interesting to see how effortlessly the two cops managed the procession. When we came to a junction, one of them would peel off and block traffic while we went through. At the next junction the other one would stop, while the first cop caught up and went ahead. I enjoyed their professionalism. When we got to the edge of town, they each gave me a very serious and prolonged salute before leaving us. That touched me, and revived a memory of three police sergeants who had taught me a few tricks back in 1973. For the first time I really felt as though I might be doing something worthy of all this attention.

We arrived safely at the docks, the crowd milled around me once more, and at last I felt a powerful surge of warmth and affection welling up inside me for all these people who had given up their time to cheer me on. Still, it was only when the last of them had rumbled out of the parking area into the dusk that I felt the journey had begun.

But it was so different from that first departure, and there was one other big difference that didn’t strike me until later. On 6 October 1973, the day I rode off, Egypt attacked Israel and the Middle East was plunged into the Yom Kippur war. But in January 2001 the world was more or less at peace. Nobody knew then what was in store for us.
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