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Everyone makes it to the start

Sunday, 19 August 2018

This is not Poldark. There are no remnants of tin mines, no rugged Celtic cliffs standing firm against the inchoate fury of the sea, no Cornish beefcake, half naked, emerging from the foam. It is grim, grey and cold, even in the winter weather in the heart of summer. It is the end of the line, a road that stops, a footpath that tails off with nowhere to go except into the ocean or back the way you came. It has less in common with Atlantis, more with Severn Beach or Withernsea: desolate places leading from somewhere to nowhere, with no prospect of further travel. I don’t know if I was expecting some sort of Celtic myth hovering in a fine mist rolling in off the Atlantic, Cornishmen chanting and Britt Ekland dancing in the interstices of a sinister stone circle, but whatever it was, this is not it. Land’s End is underwhelming. It was underwhelming for Harman and Blackwell, who were likely the first to undertake the End to End journey by bike in 1880. The pair found the view disappointing even from the vantage point of their penny-farthings, or ‘ordinaries’ as they were known. Writer John Hillaby, too, was far from overwhelmed; ‘it was misty’, and he ‘couldn’t see much’, except for the hotel and ‘shacks of trinket vendors’.* But I’m here, standing silently and contemplating the journey ahead – the schlep through Cornwall, onwards into the unknown.

I have been here before. As children my sister and I insisted Dad take us to Land’s End after a day out at Flambards Cornish theme park. It was nowhere near as close as any of us suspected, Dad included, and seemed even further in an ageing bright yellow Ford Cortina, purchased for £185. My sister had been watching Willow and Labyrinth over and over, she had vague fantasy imaginings of unicorns being tamed by a young Tom Cruise, or David Bowie waving a crystal ball. I thought of Robin Hood, with Jason Connery, because that was my mythical touchstone.

‘Is this it?’ my sister said when we got there.

‘Yes,’ said Dad. Always taciturn, always literal.

My dad said the Cornish were a funny old lot. He was right, but we were from Devon, so couldn’t really comment too forcefully on our neighbours. People in glass houses shouldn’t have sex with members of their immediate family, or so the saying nearly goes.

I knew then but would have struggled to express it as neatly as my sister managed. It’s a frontier, a no-place, a full-stop. You can’t go through it to go anywhere. We weren’t looking for anything in particular, perhaps a Tintagel-type experience. We were unusual in that regard. People travel to Land’s End in search of something; maybe they are looking for the thing they can’t see, or thinking of the presence of America, the knowledge that if they carry on going it’s the next thing that will loom out of the ocean. There is a sense of people far away, massed on the other side of the grey sea, a leviathan, a diaspora, people gone and not returning. Apart from such fancies, people go to Land’s End so they can turn around, embark on a wobbly diagonal and end up at a similarly bleak, unprepossessing bit of headland 840 miles in the other direction.
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Today, a layer of salt is stratified in the air, a solid crunch edging on the wind which rustles in from the Atlantic, a serrated beading that abrades the skin. It whistles around a strange tiny bothy, a squat construction designed to shelter people gazing out at the depth and breadth of the ocean. The Atlantic lies still and depthless. Grey, windswept faces try to separate the grey horizon from the grey ocean. Grey people nurse cups of grey tea in an austere conservatory wrapped around the white walls of the last building in the west. The apathetic angular shape of the hotel squats awkwardly, like a long-drop toilet cascading into the sea against the low cliff edge. White was the colour, resisting the tidal salt marks the main imperative, but now it too is grey, a rainbow of grey among grey elemental forces, signifying time and nothingness. They look out through UPVC double glazing, staring at the people in the bothy who in turn stare out at the ocean. Seagulls swirl above, symmetrical ticks flung and bent back, each one a letter V, shaped and then folded on the eddying jetstream.

People come here to start a journey. They tick it off their list. They do it to beat a record, or to try to beat a record. They do it for charity. They do it because someone died, or someone is dying. They do it for none of these reasons – just because it is here and it leads to there, along a narrow strip of road, and it makes for a nice few weeks. Sometimes they do it simply because they want to do it, because life is short and journeys shape meaning. They do it because it is quantifiable. It is a way of making sense of the world around them; it’s something with a definitive outcome. I am drawn to this one, the outcome, the idea of the journey and the simplicity of the challenge: start here, ride for a long time – days, nights and weeks – and go as far as you can go. I love to tour, to travel huge distances over several days, see the landscape change and inhabit a space removed from everything else, the routines of time that govern the working day or the brainpower given over to work. The journey helps make sense of the non-journey time. Sometimes there is so much noise – from work, from decisions taken or not taken, relationships, family, friendships, and everything else, the wall of data and served adverts – that getting on your bike and heading out the door is the only way to make sense of it. It helps with the endless search for answers.

I am doing it because I am obsessed with the End to End, the challenges and hallucinatory madness of the record. It is a finite, measurable challenge. When you get there you have to turn round and come back again. The distance is also at the very edge of what bike racers and endurance athletes can achieve. Those who manage to break the record sometimes go for the 1000-mile record as well; it’s the furthest fixed distance on the Road Records Association book. As though 840 miles isn’t enough, they ‘add on’ another 160 just because it seems silly not to. Cycling in the UK is obsessed with fixed distances, the time trial, 10, 25, 50 and 100 miles, then the 12- or 24-hour where the winner is the one with the biggest mileage. The End to End and the 1000 record represent the absolute limit. They are ridiculously long time trials, the rider against the clock. There is nothing else, just the brutal nature of the challenge. It is all or nothing, no second place. Sleep deprivation, mental and physical exhaustion, rain and wind mean there are stories to tell.
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I am doing the End to End because I have time on my hands. I am staring out at the turbulent sea and trying really hard not to see it as a clumsy metaphor for my life right now. I left my job as a secondary school headteacher despite having no other job to go to, and with plenty of rage against the world. My ceaseless ambivalence and tendency to overthink were not helpful. This is a shame, because they are my two biggest strengths. I feel like the protagonist in an Arthur Miller play; the little man, a tiny walking tragedy. I reacted against accepted notions of leadership, the endless carousel of empty ideas and management theory, training exercises, self-aggrandising blogs and tweets, role plays and empty words. I failed to reconcile the challenges of inner-city teaching with the requirements of austerity measures, or more accurately I failed to acknowledge the fact that it was impossible to reconcile these two things. Having a visceral dislike of accountability measures, Ofsted readiness and current curriculum reform in hindsight wasn’t helpful. I said none of these things in my letter of resignation; instead I typed ‘I want to spend more time with my family and less time at work’. People keep asking me about things with confused concern. I reply in truisms: it wasn’t the right thing for me; I wasn’t cut out for it; other people are better at it than me, more robust. I don’t talk about the other reasons that lurk below the surface of a sea of anxiety and self-doubt. I have lost my confidence and sense of self; it is undermining the important relationships in my life in frightening ways. I am no longer stressed about work, I am stressed about the absence of work and what to do next. So it goes.

The sea and the scenery at Land’s End offer some palliative warmth because the End to End brings certainty and definition. The ‘free’ time I have now is far from empty, it is the opposite of free time; it is angst-laden time, filled with a formless terror of what might happen next. I allow the End to End to squeeze everything else to the periphery, at least for a time.

John Hillaby’s Journey Through Britain sits in a growing pile of End to End-related literature back on my desk at home. He writes about the ‘skull cinema’, the reel of images and thoughts that unspools as you move through the landscape, a trance-like state acquired when passing through ‘persistent ordinariness’. The book is surrounded by a mass of End to End confetti in the form of random Post-its. The wall is covered with imperatives – speak to this person, do this ride, go here, ring so-and-so – stuck next to peeling luminous squares of thoughts scrawled upon waking in the dead of night. The floor is carpeted with back copies of Coureur,* a magazine edited by Jock Wadley, because I am captivated by Wadley’s writing and photography; it is a celebration of British cycling in texture and colour. I have spent hours poring over the pages, disappearing into the narratives between and behind the pictures, the hand-drawn illustrations and the distinct editorial voice. I got side-tracked, entirely, by a sequence of events in 1958, when two cyclists from the margins of the sport, Dave Keeler and Reg Randall, two amateurs with a particular passion and strength for 24-hour time trials, battled it out to lower the End to End record. A picture in the middle of one page showed three people walking up and over Aultnamain in northern Scotland through a murk of mist and dank air. In the middle, Dave Keeler, on the right and left supporters. The fog is a net curtain. It is 4 a.m., or thereabouts, and there’s a way to go. At 6 feet 2 inches he looks enormous, ‘the giant of the End to End’.† Jock Wadley illuminates the images he took with compelling, incisive prose, seeming to understand everything and know everything, a voice from within cycling.

It feels like all this is crammed into my Carradice saddlebag, the bike propped against the famous signpost as I try to get a photo amid a huge gaggle of Russian tourists. I am exploring the extraordinary narrative of the End to End, the journey and the people who aspired to beat the record, and the only way I know how is to meet the people and ride the route. I can sense and see Michael Broadwith riding away from the same spot two months earlier, on his way to tackle the men’s record. I think back to the trip I took with his support team, driving through the day and night at 20mph, watching and writing. Memories of his extraordinary ride are superimposed on the things I’m looking at now, principally the narrow road away from the hotel, a gentle cadence through aimless groups of people, optimism in plentiful supply with 842 miles to go.

I gaze out to sea in the way that you are supposed to, wistful, optimistic, melancholy – studied – but the wind stings my eyes, forcing them closed, then stings my eyelids. Tomorrow I am going to ride to Bristol in one go, an attempt to knock off the first 212 miles in the fretful time I have available. I plan to leave at 5 a.m. and get there before nightfall, then I will pause and plan the rest of the ride. It is the beginning of the book and the journey. I think of previous long bike rides I’ve undertaken: four days in Devon and Cornwall with friends, rolling into a youth hostel in Hartland at twilight; a tour through west Wales and the Beacons, riding along the Usk Valley and over the Gospel Pass; a joyful two weeks meandering from Barcelona to St Malo. After each one I felt fortified and renewed, inoculated even, better able to cope with the world I was heading back to. I hope that tomorrow and the days to come, spread over the next few months, will be restorative. It is a physical journey, through the undulating terrain of the island, but also an imaginative one. I want to see the topography of the island from the width of a bicycle tyre, to sketch a line the length and breadth of the island and to join the dots on an unfeasibly large scale, to dissect a brain slice of the country.

But in this present moment the riding bit seems foolhardy. I can do lots of things on a bike, but endurance riding is not one of them. I have ridden long distances, as much as 127 miles, but that was one of only two century rides I have ever done. I don’t really see the point in doing absurd distances. I like to watch the audax* champions and Transcontinental lunatics as a very slow-moving dot on a virtual map rather than join their quest for utter degradation and fatigue, sleeping for seven micro-seconds in a farmer’s gateway with a discarded copy of Razzle and a used prophylactic for a pillow. It is a vicarious thrill.

My preparation involved riding to work and back, 17 miles each way, through a Mendip winter. Most days it was fine, just over an hour on the bike. However, on one occasion I bonked so indescribably hard that I was reduced to eating blackberries and a half-rotten windfall apple found at the side of the A37. I had to scrub off the viscous, cloying diesel residue from the unrotten side before eating it. The ‘bonk’ stalks all cyclists – a catastrophic collapse in blood sugar which leads to disaster. Cycling clubs abound with myths and legends of défaillance – the time a chum was reduced to picking up discarded energy gel wrappers on the side of a French mountain to suck out a homeopathic amount of sugar. It tends to happen after 70 or 80 miles of hard riding in the hot sun, not during a ride home from work. All things considered, I am not the best person to tackle a ‘stage’ at least twice as long as anything I’ve ever done.

But these are specifics; I hope that I will find space and time to breathe, make sense of what a chaotic year it has been, resolve tensions and ambivalences and begin to feel better. I think of everyone else who has stood here with a bicycle and thought about the journey ahead, their names and stories. I start with Mike Broadwith in 2018, then hurtle backwards to G. P. Mills, and further again to Harman and Blackwell nearly 140 years ago. Everyone makes it to the start.



 

____________________

* John Hillaby, Journey Through Britain (London: Constable and Company, 1968), a seminal account of a walk off the beaten path from Land’s End to John o’Groats.

* Coureur ran from 1957 to 1968, redefining the relationship between writing and cycling in the UK. It became the touchstone for Rouleur, probably the closest modern equivalent.

† ‘Dave Keeler: The Giant of the End to End’, Coureur, August 1958, p.16.

* Audax (Latin for ‘bold, daring’) is a form of cycling in which participants attempt to cover long distances within a set time limit.
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Harman and Blackwell run the gauntlet of the natives

Tuesday, 20 July 1880

I’m glad it’s not just me who struggled to cope with the reality of Land’s End. C. A. Harman and H. Blackwell saw it for what it was: ‘a fine mass of broken rock, but not as impressive as one could wish or expect.’ I’m not sure what they were expecting; the name gives it away: the Land does End. Maybe their crucial mistake was bypassing Flambards.

Like most muscular Christians of the Victorian era it is all surnames and initials. At some point H. B. decided it was a challenge worth doing and pitched the deal to C. A. H. If the ride had been attempted before in this form it hadn’t been documented, and so it came to pass that these two gentlemen started the ball rolling.

Over twelve days in July 1880, Blackwell kept a detailed diary which was later published in the cycling magazine The Wheel World, beginning with the ongoing disappointment of the Cornish start line; although when ‘compared with the “other corner”, it is simply grand’. It’s what’s in the middle that matters, like an Arctic Roll. Get through the stale, cold sponge and joy awaits. The account is full of idiosyncrasies, telling observations, dark humour and a traveller’s sense of excitement in the mundane and the unusual. As Alan Ray* observed, both men exhibited ‘the explorer’s attitude to their surroundings . . . pioneering urges . . . and a preoccupation with bathing facilities’.

I am struck by a sense of admiration for how they undertook the challenge on a penny-farthing or ‘ordinary’, the saddle 8 feet from the ground, with some 900 miles to travel on rough, shape-shifting roads, running the gauntlet of ‘the natives’, as they put it. The journey seems incomprehensible to me now, but through the joyous and colloquial tone of Blackwell’s prose, its observational eye, it comes to life in waves of contemporary colour.

The journey begins on the night train from Paddington to Penzance. Profound disappointment ensues when they realise not only are their tickets not checked on the train, but the station is also lacking in staff. Like two students heading home for reading week, they are gutted that they shelled out on a ticket when they could have chanced it. On arrival at Penzance they ride the short distance to Land’s End and their point of departure. The plan is to stay at the hotel and then leave in the morning. Time expands and elides as they wrestle with ‘slippery macadam’, the road arguing and hurtling its way towards the sea, unsettling our intrepid travellers:


It was a continuance of what is picturesquely termed undulating country, but which can more haply be termed ‘deuced hilly’. How to describe the surface of this road without using the swears is a puzzler. Where there was not a big hole like a small grave, there was a rock like an adult gravestone, only it generally had the decency to lie down; with here and there a small cliff sticking up playfully in the middle of the road.



I am drawn into the baroque and seemingly anachronistic world of the Victorian swears, wondering what words they employed, whether the full Anglo-Saxon fuckery of our times existed back then. Perhaps they went for rantallion (‘one whose shot pouch is longer than the barrel of his piece’), or bescumberer (shit-thrower), or cacafuego (braggart, literally ‘shitfire’), or maybe they’re just enacting the role of the smellfungus (archetypal fault-finder in all things). I imagine all, possibly at the same time, in an explosion of righteous metropolitan effrontery. I like them even more.

The two of them provoke feelings of familiarity despite the archaisms and their resolute Victorian sensibility. They are the aliens, navigating through a strange land – Marlow travelling upriver in Heart of Darkness, Jerome Newton across the Midwest in The Man Who Fell to Earth – and it isn’t long before they start discussing ‘the natives’ residing in a landscape of dark satanic mills and bucolic, bleak countryside. They are as close in time to William Blake as we are to Philip Larkin, which gives a clearer indication of their social and physical landscape.

The pair struggled with the rolling hills right from the start, walking through Helston, up and down, on and off, to Penryn, with no respite on the downhills. A 50-inch gear, rider hovering 8 feet above the ground, with a stirrup brake rubbing on the solid tyre, made for much soiling of breeches on any descent bigger than a molehill. Rain and more rain led to a constant search for shelter, with ‘all sentiment washed out’. The end of the first day saw them reach a ‘dreadfully muddy’ Bodmin at 58 miles.

Devon offered much of the same: unnavigable roads beneath a shimmering sheen of drove-driven slurry and rain, rutted surfaces, and inquisitive and aloof locals. To cap it all, they were struck by a series of savage mechanicals. The rubber came loose from Blackwell’s rear wheel, requiring re-gluing and a pause for the cement to set. The dangers of the ordinary bicycle were a constant threat: ‘I slipped my pedal with the usual accompaniment of such indulgence, bending crank, handle-bar, and head, and throwing hind wheel out of the track. The crank got put right at first blacksmith’s, but the handle-bar and head had to wait until we reached Exeter.’ They continued ‘swearing at the bumping road’, rather than absorbing the picturesque sights, and it is painfully obvious that the Devon county line offered nothing but joy, and a plea for divine intervention: ‘the suffering that charming county annually inflicts on our brother wheelmen will take a lot of wiping out in the big settling day’. The Horsemen are coming for you, Devon.

Towns and cities sit on a binary spectrum, bucolic versus ‘smoky’, with Bristol falling into the latter camp, Tintern unsurprisingly the former. Hills were too steep to ride up and too steep to ride down, and ferries were the order of the day, earlier at Plymouth, Torpoint, and then at Aust to cross the Severn. Accommodation was sought out one way or another, often using the Bicycle Touring Club network of guest houses but at other times a coaching house or inn, regardless of availability:


The New Inn, at St. Owen’s Cross near Ross. I kicked lustily at the door, and a light soon appeared. We roughly forced our way in, in spite of the landlady’s remonstrance and repeated avowal that she had no bed to spare, and were soon seated in the comfortable bar-parlour discussing hot whisky with ‘mine host’ who, being a mechanic by trade, was much interested in my double ball bearings, while the missus, seeing the impossibility of getting rid of us, was knocking up a bed, into which we turned a little after midnight in fine trim for appreciating a good night’s rest.



The presence of people on bikes was a relatively unusual sight: the iron horse drew admiration and confusion in equal measure, causing widespread ‘astonishment of the natives’ in Shrewsbury. Ablutions were sought; ‘being a big town, we flattered ourselves we could get a nice hot bath there, a thing rarely met with in even good country hotels; but no, the proprietor of the baths groaned . . . the inhabitants of Shrewsbury were, he supposed, better provided for in their houses than most places, or else never washed at all, as he never had an enquiry for hot water excepting from visitors’.

No doubt refreshed after their cold ablutions, the duo continued in their eternal battle with the road surfaces – cobbled streets, black cinder tracks, more ‘villainous roads’ – and added ‘smoky Wigan’ to ‘smoky Bristol’ in their black book of polluted places. The natives were restless, and more tales of the recalcitrant troglodytes emerge, this time ‘the operatives of Preston, men and women, and their doings’ scrambling the metropolitan minds of Harman and Blackwell. ‘The amount of ale put away by some of the men was simple derangement to a well-constituted mind; glass after glass, or rather the contents, following one on the other as though no such a thing as intoxication existed.’

More mechanicals, before the reckoning on this pre-Tour, pre-myth, pre-heroic bike adventure, creating the myth and defining the narrative. A journey of firsts: the first riders to do the End to End, the first to write about Shap Fell in Cumbria. They roll through Kendal, only for Harman to hear ‘language, not fully expressed by the term strong, from H.B.’, who was again struggling with his rear tyre, resorting to tying it on with wire and string, ready for the climb ahead, out of Kendal and upwards over Shap Fell, and at around 9 miles a very long climb indeed. In fact, ‘the biggest and roughest hill I ever crossed. First four miles we were able to ride, thanks to favourable wind, then came a tedious three miles walk and push up country, barren and desolate beyond description; and first mile down we had to walk, or rather hop, being much too rough to allow us to mount. This road, I should think, can never be used excepting for cattle, such was its rough condition near the top.’ Like a parochial Petrarch, swapping Ventoux for Shap, Blackwell had now defined the hill in literary terms.

After several days of riding, the effort began to extract a price. Falls were a given; a gust of wind, a rough surface, a pothole, a lack of concentration, any momentary lapse could be catastrophic. Harman was struggling to cope with a knee injury and was unable to straighten the leg on the pedal stroke. They swapped machines, as H. B.’s was smaller. The run to Edinburgh took longer than anticipated, ‘having to walk up every bit of every hill’, with ‘just the hundred miles’ in the bag for the day. Some positives were found, mostly in the gaps between the rain: ‘Dunkeld . . . looked lovely in the dusk . . . the very spot one would select wherein to end one’s days.’ They carried on to Loch Ericht Hotel in the Highlands – cue another scathing and surreal TripAdvisor report: ‘It might easily be mistaken for a large stable, no sign of any sort being up. We were kept waiting for tea while they hunted down a sheep for our chops.’ They feasted on fresh mutton that evening. The next night the welcome was slightly more ambivalent: ‘An old-fashioned inn and old-fashioned landlord who greeted us from the bedroom window . . . trying to sleep off his animal and alcoholic spirits.’

More ferries, Kessock, then Meikle, hoicking the ordinaries up and on to the small boats, ‘two each, boatmen, passengers and bicycles, being more than the cockleshell was ever designed to hold, and the sea running up in a most amusing way to any but the ferried. There we sat, almost inside the machines.’

By the second Saturday the end was in sight, with the ‘simply vile’ Helmsdale standing in the way. Blackwell provides a glimpse of a now changed environment, where fishing dominated the land and seascape: ‘looking back to Helmsdale and seeing the immense fleet of fishing boats lying off, an idea can be formed of the enormous proportions to which this business has grown, the whole sea being covered with the sails of these hardy little craft’ – a staggering sight which assailed their London senses, filling it with ‘the very essence of Billingsgate’.

The further north they travelled the more remote, removed and isolated they felt. There seems to be an underlying suspicion of the area, a reading of the landscape as bleak, unyielding and beyond the pale: ‘a few wretched cottages scattered about, all seeming to have a common interest in the moor or waste surrounding; not a tree to be seen, or sign of vegetation, excepting where some cottager had by Herculean efforts cleared a few feet whereon to raise a sickly and disappointed looking crop of oats, and only wanting a few stone walls and pigs to remind one irresistibly of the West of Ireland’. The Celtic regions are conflated into a picture of pre-modern misery, of subsistence, populated by serfs and terrifying lunatics:


We saw, clinging to a post, a maniac, screaming and bellowing with all the power of an unrivalled pair of lungs, who, upon our approach, interested himself at a heap of stones and, picking out one to his fancy, pitched it at my wheels with such precision as to hit the back fork. Thinking no good could come of our dismounting to argue the question with this poor idiot, we hurried on, acquainting the first constable we met of the fact. He treated it as quite a common occurrence, and not worth his consideration, as he (the madman, not the bobby) was only one of a whole family who were all in the same boat, mentally, and generally confined themselves to the amusement of mutilating one another. We had to rest content with this testimony to the offender’s harmlessness, and trusted that the next bicyclist in the neighbourhood might get through without having his skull battered in.



The narrative peters out the closer they get to the finish, the ‘20 miles to John O’Groats’ requiring ‘no description’. ‘There was nothing to be seen but bleak moor and ditch. I cannot help expressing my disappointment at the celebrated terminus, and surprise that so many tourists should ever go so far, when there are so many better roads and so much more interesting country down South. A cold, wet coast this, at the best of times, but a paradise to the fisherman and collector of shells.’

In completing the ride, Harman and Blackwell established the bookends for the journey; two grim endpoints linked by a trip through time and space. The publication of Harman and Blackwell’s account by The Wheel World helped establish the journey in the popular imagination and created a mark for other, more ambitious cyclists to follow. It was no accident. Blackwell was a contributor and doubtless had the journey in mind as an ideal narrative construction; he knew it would write and read well. In this respect he is no different to those following in his tyre tracks nearly 140 years later.

Despite its hardships and disappointments, the journey had a lasting impact on their lives. Their subsequent return to London was not entirely welcome, having to leave the freedom of the road behind to ‘begin again our everyday drudgery’.



 

____________________

* Alan J. Ray, Cycling: Land’s End to John o’Groats (London: Pelham, 1971).
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