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To Mum, for always wholeheartedly encouraging and supporting my adventures in life, even when they seem remarkably silly. 


 

To Grandpa Jack, for teaching me how to appreciate the outdoors, and for showing me what it means to be a true gentleman. I think you would have enjoyed this journey. 
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AUTHOR'S NOTE 





The following story has been written using a mixture of memories, journal entries, photographs and video footage. On occasion I have seen fit to change the names of people and places to provide anonymity. From time to time I have transposed an event from one geographical location to another to help with the narrative flow, and sometimes I have moved a character in time and space to do the same job. I have even, once or twice, combined the attributes of two or more people that I met, in the hope that the created composite character does justice to each of the original individual personalities and helps portray their impact on me, and my story, as clearly as possible. 


There are two incidents in this book that I feel are of a particularly sensitive nature, and for these events I have muddied the waters of detail even further. 


I hope you will forgive these liberties. There may also be a few downright mistakes in my recollections, and for those too I apologise. For better or worse, however, this is my story of spending a summer cycling across America, told as well and as accurately as I can tell it. 
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PROLOGUE 





It seemed a terrible shame to meet my end in Iowa; I couldn't imagine anywhere more disappointing to die. If I were a betting man I'd have reckoned on the most dangerous thing in this state being sheer boredom. Corn, beans, corn, beans… a cow… corn, beans… the scenery hadn't changed for weeks and I was slowly dissolving into stimulation-deprived madness. The only other feature even remotely worthy of note was the headwinds, but even these were more nuisance than hazard. My current predicament, then – attempting to escape through cornfields from a gun-toting alcohol-soaked rancher – was not something I expected. 


I squeezed the bike through a small gap left by the partially closed garage door and jumped on. Standing on the pedals my feet automatically began to pump rhythmically; by now an action as natural as breathing. Dirt and gravel groaned underneath the tyres and my luggage bumped along behind in counterpoint. I wasn't even midway on this journey across the USA by bicycle, and it seemed terribly unfair that such a (seemingly) harmless invitation to stay with a rancher could have gone so wrong. But wrong it had gone, drastically so – a steady decline in civility had reached its lowest ebb when alcohol and madness were poorly mixed and I had been led to an outhouse full of guns. One was pointed at my head. Seconds after that I'd panicked and pushed the owner of the gun into a shed, closing the heavy lock as he tumbled inside. 


I was riding away now as hard as I could, the trailer that trundled along after the bike serving as a constant reminder of just how slow and vulnerable I was. Light had long since faded from the day but the moon picked out features here and there, hinting at a bigger world beyond my narrow vision. To my left and right flat cornfields extended for miles, broken only occasionally by a small clump of trees assembled around each homestead. 


Looking over my shoulder, there appeared in the distance behind the inevitable headlights of a large truck, beams bouncing wildly. It was still a way away, but I knew already the details – a grey Dodge Viper; inside a bald man with a goatee driving, peering into the darkness through eyes infused with a crate of Bud Light. He would be carrying at least one firearm, and until recently he had been lying on the floor of the shed into which I pushed him. 


Ahead was the only possible route to freedom yet ironically, ridiculously, this direction promised something perhaps even more dangerous than a drunken rancher with a rifle disorder. Up ahead, stretching from dirt floor to brooding sky was a violently rotating tornado, the best part of half a mile wide. A deathly silence surrounded it. Like the crashing of a huge wave or the collapsing of a skyscraper, the movement seemed to happen in slow motion and I could only tell its true vigour by the way it decimated the landscape. The whole scene was ludicrous, like a Hollywood B-movie. 


I thought briefly of how one day I might tell people about this and few would believe me. A group of trees swayed, snapped and were swallowed like twigs. Next a small lean-to for livestock crumbled, and this too was sucked up in a heap of corrugated iron and bricks. I was sure I saw sheep bleating their way into the abyss. A similar fate (with only slightly less bleating) was promised to me if I kept going, now just a mile away. This was not what I had expected when I set out to cycle across America. In fact, I had actively hoped to avoid anything even remotely similar to this. I was a kid, barely twenty-three years old, off in search of adventure. Well, here it was, served American style – big, brash, balls-out. As well as being afraid, a large part of me was annoyed – my journey to this point had been full of the most wonderful people I could have hoped to meet, all going out of their way to be kind and hospitable. It seemed unfair that one boozed-up idiot could ruin that. Despite it all, even despite the intense fear, there was an odd, hard-to-pin-down buzz about the scenario. In a strange sense, I was feeling more alive than ever. 
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PART ONE – BEGINNINGS 





Afoot and lighthearted I take to the open road, 

Healthy, free, the world before me, 

The long brown path before me leading me wherever I choose. 

Walt Whitman 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE LEAVING OF IT ALL 





I had stayed in New York too long, and gotten far too comfortable. My six months as a resident passed in a flash; warm, sunny evenings were first replaced by snow swirling along the wide corridor-like avenues of the Lower East Side. Winter fell like a brick, and life was cold and raw, but this was a good place to feel the wind blow through you. When finally the frost left, it was slower than how it arrived, but steadily warmth and life crept back into the world. There was a brutal energy here in New York City, and I'd been drawn into it. 

My internship programme at a documentary production company came to an end on the first day of spring, and with that my honeymoon period was over. I'd only come here in the first place so that I could leave – six months working and then off to cycle across the country, I'd cheerfully told everyone. It wasn't quite as simple as that – there was much in the city that attempted to shackle me permanently. Coffee houses, bars where everyone sits on stools by the counter, bookshops full of Kerouac and Ginsberg wannabes. Live music everywhere at all times, cheap opera tickets, free shows on Broadway. Life moved at a million miles an hour and no one seemed to sleep, least of all me. There was so much to do here, many lifetimes' worth – how could I even hope to scratch the surface in half a year? When winter finally retreated north and my departure became imminent, I found myself immersed in the joys of Big City life – the idea of pedalling for thousands of miles all alone seemed to lose its appeal. How much easier it is to dream than to act, I thought. 


I pressed on with plans anyway, set a date for departure and told my room-mate I was moving out. He found a replacement; with that, I really did have to go. On my last night I went to a concert in Tribeca, drank too much Irish whiskey in a swanky wine bar (for fortitude) and didn't come back until 4 a.m. – I felt great, and ready for anything. 


A few short hours later I awoke feeling awful – ready for nothing, good for nothing. Whiskey is a great cure for many things, but only ever temporarily. It was Sunday morning, the best time for a would-be cross-country cyclist to slip through a busy city unnoticed, and the following day someone would move into my bedroom. Regardless of how sore my head was, I had to get out, and from there I might as well keep going. 


For many years I'd read stories of great journeys across the North American continent – Lewis and Clark, Steinbeck, Kerouac. All started east and struck out west, hoping to discover themselves as much as anything else. These adventures were the spark that lit my own fire of wanderlust, the writings fanning the flame. Now I was finally setting off on my own humble quest – a far cry from the heroes of old, but about as noble as I was likely to manage. 


For quick-access inspiration on the road, I had scrawled a passage of Walt Whitman's 'Song of the Open Road' onto a piece of paper that was now wedged into the bar-bag of my bicycle: 


 

Henceforth I ask not good-fortune, I myself am good-fortune. 

Henceforth I whimper no more, postpone no more. 


 

I myself am good-fortune. That seemed like a good line to focus on. I manoeuvred my heavily loaded bike into the lift and took it down to the lobby – a 6-foot-square cubicle of cheap blue tiles that opened out to the stairwell and front door. Next I brought down my trailer, full of the belongings that would constitute my life for the next few months. A mandolin case and a plastic bag full of books were strapped haphazardly to the top, emphasising just how overpacked and underprepared I was. 


I checked over the apartment once more for anything left behind. In my angst at leaving, everything seemed tinged with melancholic memories. The open-plan living room with spongy sofas where I'd taken many a comfortable nap in lieu of a proper night's sleep; a balcony behind sliding doors on which I'd drunk beers and watched the sun set over Queens; my windowless box room, so small that I'd had to position a sofa bed diagonally in order to lie down. All were now void of anything belonging to me. A chapter in my life about to finish. I left the keys on the table, scribbled a note for my room-mate Chase and went down the lift for the very last time. 
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CHAPTER 2 

MELANCHOLY 





'B*llocks!' 


I looked through the glass door at my bike and trailer. It takes a very special type of fool to lock their bicycle inside a building for which they no longer have any keys. I was that special type of fool. It might have been comical, had I not been on the verge of tears. I would not get very far if I kept up this standard of 'adventuring'. 

'Explorers don't cry,' I reminded myself, not sure if this was true or not. 


I went next door to call Miguel, the building superintendent. His wife was unimpressed at being woken up so early on a Sunday and despite my apologies she berated me through the buzzer while Miguel got dressed. Thirty minutes later he arrived in a white vest and shorts, much the worse for wear. 'Heavy night?' I asked by way of conversation. The look on his face said he'd have smacked me on the nose if only he had the energy. Bike and trailer were released and Miguel stared hard, but he was either too tired or just not quite interested enough to ask any questions, so he left me with a nod and went back to his angry wife. 


Hitching up my shorts I stepped over the crossbar, perched onto the hard leather seat and took those first few, tentative pedal strokes. Millions more would follow; months of spinning my legs in seemingly aimless and endless circles, circles that in the end would take me further than I ever thought possible. 


A couple of days earlier I'd cycled from my apartment to the beach at Coney Island and back inland again. If I made it across the country to the Pacific Ocean on the west coast I wanted to be able to justifiably claim to have ridden the entire cross-continental distance from the Atlantic. Reasons of posterity, I guess – a guy in a bike shop told me that's what everyone else did and I didn't want to feel left out. 


I merged into the bike lane outside my old apartment, legs heavy with whiskey and fear, and thought how enjoyable that ride to Coney Island had been. It had taken me just a few hours and all I had to concern myself with was making sure I got back home in time to meet some friends. Now, from here on in, I had no plans – no friends to meet, no deadlines, no certainty nor guarantees. This unknown quantity, which had at one time seemed liberating, now put me ill at ease. 


I freewheeled off down the broad Brooklyn avenues, away from all that I knew. I passed Hasidic Jewish synagogues, lively with a bustling sea of black hats, then through the tall and tightly packed apartment blocks of the Bed-Stuy projects – high-rise, low-income council estates that seemed to be thought of by other Brooklyn residents as a location synonymous with gangs and crime. Impressionable as I was I'd stayed clear of the area for the most part, except for once when I walked out to look at the humble and bland building where my room-mate told me Jay-Z grew up. The road bent now towards the river and I slowed from time to time to watch groups of elderly Russian men with carved stony faces and grey flat caps playing backgammon under the shade of broad oak trees. 


I turned off Bedford Avenue and wheeled up onto the Williamsburg Bridge. There's a smell on the Williamsburg Bridge that I'll always recall – stale and sharp, maybe like mothballs on a houseboat. A large metal gate barred my way with an enormous and irrefutable 'Closed' sign. I shook a little, and reversed back down to roll along the river until the next crossing point. Already my senses and nerves were on edge, and on some level I was waiting for my bike to break down and fall apart. At least then I would have something concrete to worry about. 


As it was, the bike groaned under the load but struggled on. Every ten yards I would glance over my shoulder to check the progress of the trailer; mandolin bouncing along on top merrily, held rather unconvincingly in place by two bungee cords. My bum cheeks ached already and I shifted position constantly to ease them. By the time I arrived at the Brooklyn Bridge I had ridden all of three miles (1/1,000 of the straight-line distance to the west coast, I noted) and I was exhausted. 
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CHAPTER 3 

NEW YORK BLUES 





On the ramp I finally heard the sound I had been expecting all along – a loud impatient scraping, accompanied by a heavy drag on the bike. I'd snapped the frame, I was sure of it. I knew it was too heavy, and all for a bloody mandolin and some books! But no, not yet. The hitch for the trailer had just slipped and was trailing on the tarmac. I readjusted and tightened it and everything was back in working order. No reprieve. 


Tourists and joggers were beginning to crowd the Brooklyn Bridge. A streak of sunlight broke through the cloud and bathed the East River in golden morning glow. Steel struts vibrated with a soft pulse, the impact of a thousand footsteps, deflecting the light northwards. Across the water Manhattan was slowly waking. There are few greater views of the man-made world than those from the Brooklyn side of the bridge. The Empire State and Chrysler buildings reach always a little higher than those around, though the effect is of a whole rather than any separate structures. The horizon is firmly blocked off by this vertical urban sprawl, but there is too much beauty in the scene to complain. 


Steering clumsily between pedestrians, I admired for a final time the detail in the view – the reflective silver windows of Pace University, ladders crawling up the red-brick village apartments, and the ever-changing, glinting face of the skyscrapers. 


A smart navy corvette slowed as it passed me on Delancey Street, and I looked around to see a middle-aged brunette with a cheeky grin flicking up her middle finger. We made eye contact briefly, and she sped off. I wondered if she was annoyed at my trailer – a two-wheeled flatbed model – taking up too much of the road. It will be great to get out of the city, I thought. 


I hit the West Side greenway – a multi-use path that runs north to south along the side of Manhattan Island – and rode along it towards the George Washington Bridge. There I would temporarily cross out of New York State, and begin my journey through New Jersey. That, I reckoned, would be where this adventure really began. 

The river rolled relentlessly past on my left and by now the city was teeming with weekend activity – rollerblading, bicycling, couples venturing out for a romantic stroll. It was this vibrancy that I loved so much about New York. 


I stopped at a grubby bench halfway along the greenway and dug out a jar of peanut butter. This would be my major sustenance over the next few months. Life can be so simple – no gourmet meals necessary any more. I plunged an expensive plastic 'camping' spoon into the jar and it snapped almost immediately. Carefully I used a penknife instead, tilting my head back and scooping chunks into my mouth. 


A haggard-looking man of maybe forty years loped past, then turned back. His hair was matted underneath a peaked train-driver's cap, his clothes stained with the rigours of living rough. A grimy hewn animal-feed sack was thrown over his back and he clutched onto it with both hands. His eyes were wild. 


'Spare a dollar, son?' he whispered. 


'No, sorry pal.' 


He looked long at my bike and then at me. 


'You sure you don't got anything?' 


'You can have a sandwich, if you like,' I offered. 


The man took a seat on the bench beside me and I handed him a cheese and olive sandwich, regretting having made such a middle-class lunch. We sat in silence for a few minutes. 


'You can cross this here country 'hundred times, and see it different every time,' he started. 'Just take my advice: don't get yourself caught up with guns, girls or government. That's the unholy trinity. Avoid them, you'll do just fine.' 


Further north, the man's warning words still ringing in my ears, the George Washington Bridge soon loomed large over me – a hunk of silver steel spanning the Hudson and dominating all around. Traffic rolled back and forth on two levels, and a small trail switchbacked up the hillside from the greenway to allow pedestrian access.  

A handsome young couple, hipsters to the core with skinny jeans and hair that blended into their hats, stopped me to ask what I was doing. They jotted down the phone number of a friend who lived in Michigan. 'Call him up if you get the chance, he'd just love to get you some food and a place to stay.' 


I thanked them and started the climb up and onto the bridge. There was no going back from here. 
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CHAPTER 4 

WANDERLUST 





At university, I had learned that academia was not for me. During stints in employment, I found that offices only succeeded in making my feet so itchy that it's incredible I didn't scratch them off completely. 


It was the idea of a job, however – a real one with a decent wage and important, responsible duties – that I felt obligated to move towards. From a young age I had been told that I should study hard, be sensible, and eventually get the fabled 'good job'. Everyone seemed to understand that phrase, 'a good job', to be shorthand for a comfortable and happy life. A sensible life. And that was that. 


A month after I graduated from university with a degree in Film Studies, I was offered my first 'real' job – to become, on a temporary basis, a Cinema Manager. My role was ensuring that screenings went smoothly and all the other employees turned up for work. It was a fine job, I suppose, but not what I'd hoped for. There was nothing about it that got me excited, nothing that made me feel alive. 


There was so very little to do, yet I was obliged to be present for a large part of each day. Ninety-five per cent of that time was spent in my office with the door closed, poring over maps of the world in a clandestine manner. Maps facilitate dreams better than anything else; I can tangibly feel the separation from reality, the point at which the suppressed adventurer within us bursts forth and cascades wildly across continents. Maps were my escape from the humdrum mundanity of what was becoming my life. Internally I held a violent desire to one day explore the world for real. 


I told myself to stop complaining about a lack of fulfilment, and instead to be thankful I had work at all. Many of my peers from university, through no fault of their own, had not only struggled to enter their chosen field but had roundly failed to acquire any sort of job at all. So poor was the market that when a position opened up in the local supermarket, 650 people applied to become a 'Till Operator'. Of those despairing souls, 460 had undergraduate degrees, 135 held Masters, and fourteen were in possession of a doctorate. For all of us, to graduate in the summer of 2008 was to be released kicking, screaming and thoroughly unprepared into a global recession. 

Once, on an evening jog along the rain-spattered cobblestones of Canterbury's side streets, I dodged in and out of shelter beneath awnings, watching the bowed evening light pierce through sky behind the cathedral. This was a beautiful city, I thought, but there were very few jobs here. There were equally few jobs in all the other beautiful cities, too. With a degree in Film Studies I was bottom of the heap. I was left with two options. I could keep hunting for a job – lower my expectations and content myself with working at something that didn't proffer anything useful in any sense but which would keep me adequately fed, sheltered and entertained – or I could cut and run, and see this situation as opportunity rather than obstacle. 


I felt woefully incompetent to be considering real-world activities. The idea of settling down for (potentially) the rest of my life into a career just because it was the only thing available in an economic downturn seemed disastrous for everyone involved. Challenges, Experiences, Happiness. This is what I sought, I decided. I was young and naïve and enthusiastic. A friend told me that he thought, above all, I ached for a lifestyle that would require me to actively participate in my own existence – to strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield. Someone else called it wanderlust. 
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