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PRAISE FOR GO WEST




"Steve's adventure reminds us all that wildness and countryside are never more than a bike ride away. You don't need to fly around the world for an adventure: all you need to do is step outside your front door, pedal out of town, and keep going!"

Alastair Humphreys





"Cycling from London to Pembrokeshire in just one week, Steve Silk is a great guide, enthusiastic and sensitive to the contours of the landscape through which he passes, and the stories and secrets buried within. It's a timely reminder that real adventure can still be found right beneath our noses, and a joyous rallying cry for middle-aged couch potatoes everywhere." 


Mike Parker





"Relatable from the very first page, Steve's razor-sharp observations of human behaviour are as good a reason to pick up this book as the cycling journey itself. A historically fascinating, witty sojourn from the streets of our capital city right through to the tiny Welsh hamlets where Steve is welcomed with no Wi-Fi and an outside loo. A thoroughly enjoyable – and educational – read."


Rachel Ann Cullen



GO WEST




Copyright © Steve Silk, 2025





All rights reserved.





No part of this book may be reproduced by any means, nor transmitted, nor translated into a machine language, without the written permission of the publishers.





Steve Silk has asserted their right to be identified as the author of this work in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.





Condition of Sale


This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out or otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.





An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk 





Summersdale Publishers

Part of Octopus Publishing Group Limited 

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

LONDON

EC4Y 0DZ

UK




www.summersdale.com





The authorized representative in the EEA is Hachette Ireland, 8 Castlecourt Centre, Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland (email: info@hbgi.ie)





ISBN: 978-1-83799-572-1

eISBN: 978-1-83799-662-9





Substantial discounts on bulk quantities of Summersdale books are available to corporations, professional associations and other organizations. For details contact general enquiries: telephone: +44 (0) 1243 771107 or email: enquiries@summersdale.com.



[image: Go West, London to the Welsh Coast - 8 Days, 2 Wheels and a Whole Lot of Hills, by Steve Silk. Summersdale logo]



This book is dedicated to Mum, who we lost later that summer. 

From her armchair, she followed every twist and turn of my journey.
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PREFACE





A bellyful of beery laughter erupts in the courtyard as I walk the bike into the bowels of Gloucester's most historic inn. It's early evening and the after-work drinkers are enjoying the sunshine – as well as a good joke well-told. I'm equally happy – but perhaps more thirsty. I've covered 50 undulating miles in the heat, the sweat stinging in my eyes. Nevertheless, I'd started the day on the banks of the Thames and am now close to the River Severn – a decent ride. 

  I present myself at the front desk, bike helmet still dripping embarrassingly. 


  "Just booking in for the one night please. Oh and is there somewhere I can put the bike?"


  "Another one?" says the receptionist, looking up with mock weariness. "Follow me."


  We walk out to the central quadrangle where hulking great beams and galleried walkways loom down from all sides. The New Inn is a timber-framed leviathan of a building that has been welcoming guests for almost 600 years. It sags and it creaks, but still oozes an ancient charm. After all, everyone from medieval pilgrims to modern tourists have stayed here – they even claim a visit from William Shakespeare. 

  We head towards the back of the inn, passing a number of sash window shop fronts on the way – unusual for a pub and perhaps a little Dickensian, but somehow in keeping here. In the end, no one presents themselves in a top hat or calls me "kind sir" but you wouldn't want to rule it out. Instead, the receptionist scrambles for the right key and I wheel my precious cargo into a disused function room to find around a dozen other bikes laid up for the night – each one as dirt-ridden and as well-loved as mine.


  We hear a lot about cycle tourers, those hardy souls who think nothing of riding 100 miles and then erecting a tent – a tent they have somehow strapped onto the bike, together with a sleeping bag and gas stove. Well, in the nicest possible way, sod that. There's a less noisy bunch of us who are happy to halve the daily mileage and double the comfort levels. We've been called the "credit card tourers" – perhaps not the most flattering of labels. But tonight, taken together, we're clearly worth at least a few quid to the local economy. 

  Either way, there is undeniably something special about a holiday on a bike. A holiday spent overwhelmingly outside with a form of transport that places you squarely in the landscape rather than behind a windscreen. A holiday where you will talk to strangers – just because two wheels makes better humans of us all. And a holiday where you positively deserve that big meal and a glass of something every night. I can justify every calorie of my creamy carbonara sauce at the restaurant in Gloucester – and I should probably have had another pint.


  So come with me on as varied, as beautiful and as hilly a route as southern Britain has to offer. The New Inn provided my accommodation for the third of eight consecutive nights on the road between London and the Welsh coast. I used traditional pubs as often as I could, interspersed with the odd budget hotel and Airbnb. The inns provided the highlights – occasionally short of mod cons, but always full of character.


  For the first four days I was on my old Jamis Aurora – a sturdy touring bike with a single pannier. With the help of some complicated pre-ride logistics, I then switched to a Voodoo Bizango mountain bike at Monmouth. It had even less carrying capacity, but its suspension and gears were better suited to the narrow lanes and occasional off-roading required – and indeed sought out – in Wales.


  I roughly followed the line of the A40 – itself based on the old mail coach road which ran from the very centre of the city of London to Milford Haven. These days the ferries to Ireland ply their trade a little further up the coast at Fishguard. The trunk road adjusted accordingly and I did the same.


  Fishguard, with its long history, rugged headlands and multi-coloured cottages huddled around the harbour, is a great destination. But it's the places in between that bedazzle and bewitch. The road passes through the Chilterns, Oxford, the Cotswolds, the Wye Valley and the Brecon Beacons. My particular route took in contour-hugging canal towpaths and a white-water canoe trip as well as Roman tracks over Welsh mountains. In the end, I realized I'd crossed three Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty and two national parks in 300 miles – that's good landscape bang for your cycling buck.


  Rather than camping gear, I packed books by an author who had cycled the same route in the early years of the twentieth century. Charles G. Harper is an important witness to that forgotten era between the demise of the mail coach and the rise of the motor car. He was rather conservative and quite grumpy – the further away from London, the worse he got. But I love both volumes of The Oxford, Gloucester and Milford Haven Road. As well as fine Edwardian prose, these heavy tomes include dozens of precise sketches. One hundred and twenty years later, the challenge was lining up his pen and ink "then" with my iPhone "now". 


  Cycling was easier in his day – even if the bikes themselves were more primitive. Now, drivers can be guilty of bullying the rest of us out of the way – even if they don't mean to. But conditions are improving – albeit slowly and unevenly. Everywhere I went, cycle lanes had recently been added – with more planned and others being campaigned for. This kind of journey – my kind of journey – is getting less scary with every month that passes. 

  But what exactly is my kind of journey? 


  I guess it's the kind of slow travel that revels in the places in between. Exploring the kind of towns and villages that you bypass by car, but that you won't, don't or can't ignore on two wheels. And my emerging Law of Cycling Serendipity suggests that it's these locations that provide the unexpected highlights; the supporting actors who somehow steal the show. 


  At least, that's the best explanation I've got for stumbling upon a museum dedicated to the history of the photocopier, clambering up into a 2,500-year-old yew tree and being chased by a herd of dairy cattle across a Forest of Dean meadow. 

  The contrast with a conventional holiday couldn't be more stark. Abroad, in everywhere from Amsterdam to the Canary Islands I might be confronted with the problem of overtourism – cities that have somehow lost their soul thanks to the sheer volume of visitors they attract. Everyone panders to them, no one looks after us, say the locals. On the Greek island of Paros, protesters carrying a "Reclaim the Beach" banner marched against the proliferation of beach bars. In Barcelona, holidaymakers have found themselves squirted at with water pistols. 


  So setting out within your own country to explore the kind of places where you might be the only tourist that day, or even that week, has to feel more authentic and satisfying. Let's call it "undertourism". No airport, no passports and – thanks to pedal power – only the lightest of environmental impacts.


  You might never be foolhardy enough to ride across the country in one fell swoop. But I hope that my journey will inspire you to get on a bike and go further in future. A round trip on one day is barely more than a commute. But going from A to B and then as far down the alphabet as you can manage, well, that's in danger of becoming an adventure. 
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