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				This book is dedicated to my Mum & Dad, without whom so much in my life would not have been possible.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Foreword

				 

				by Chris Tarrant OBE

				 

				When a few years ago, a complete stranger called Mark wrote to me saying he was walking round the world, and would I help him with some funding, I thought “yeah, right, walking round the world? Of course you are!” But it was a good cause and I thought he might get as far as Belgium so I sent him a few quid, wished him bon voyage and thought no more about it. A long time later I was watching the local news in some small town in Australia and they carried a brief report about some lunatic pom pushing a baby stroller round the world. “My God” I thought – “it’s him!”

				A long time later, I was chatting on my mobile to a mate of mine who was working on a radio station somewhere in deepest Hicksville, USA, and he said “There’s an English nutter on the news here, pushing a pram around the world”. “My God” I thought – “it’s him again … and he’s still going!”

				This book is the story of one remarkable man’s devotion to his private Boy’s Own adventure. This is not the tale of a pampered rich boy’s gap year; this is a working class Essex lad’s day by day account of the realisation of a dream.

				It started in the planning stage on his dining room table in Southend and never, ever really wandered off course for the 400+ days this epic trip took. He writes candidly of the highs and lows of his amazing journey: deep depression in Poland; bitter cold and infuriating bureaucracy in Russia, the loneliness of New Year’s Eve somewhere in Eastern Europe in a tiny, cheap room shaking his own hand at midnight while singing Auld Lang Syne to himself; of the joy of finally getting to Australia and being able to speak in English again; of the Southern states of the USA; of the joy of arriving in New York, knowing he was almost home; of somehow persuading his 77-year-old dad to join him on the last ‘little hop’ from Salisbury to Buckingham Palace.

				It’s an incredible story but this is not a Hollywood script, this is not Forrest Gump, this is an extraordinary tale of a young guy who didn’t just ‘talk the talk’ he really did walk the ultimate walk.
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				Breaking Out

				 

				I steered the car out of the business park and headed along the familiar route back home after another long day at the office. The 14th of June 2004 was a bright, sunny day and I drove with my jacket off, window slightly open to admit a breeze and let the rest of Watford share my musical tastes from the stereo. 

				Although I hadn’t had the satisfaction of handing my letter of resignation in to the elusive head honcho himself, I still felt that mixture of the joy of cutting myself free together with the usual anxieties about whether I’d done the right thing. This time, however, things were a little different. No modest sidestep into another office; instead I was giving it all up to go walking around the world. 

				I’d mostly enjoyed my role as Training & Development Manager, but after the latest takeover (the fifth in seven years) we were all feeling the strain. Our new American owners were very keen that we should ditch what we’d been doing to date and start doing it their way. All I knew was that I yearned to be free from the tedious routine: out of the office, out of the ‘normal’ lifestyle, with no approval needed except my own.  

				The start of the year had seen pretty much the original Directorate still in place, but by the time I left only one remained. Familiar faces had jumped or been pushed and the company felt less and less like the kind of place I belonged. The idea that by using a different font size on my documents from my colleagues in Hungary I would bring about the fall of the empire was of course amusing, but not in public. The corporate culture was becoming a corporate cult and the business nous of the original team that built the firm was being smothered by layers of uniform ‘quality’ initiatives. Naturally this wasn’t the only reason I decided to go off walking around the world, but the changes that accelerated my departure were well-timed to coincide with plans I’d been quietly making in the background.

				I continued driving through the familiar Watford roads and finally parked up. Jacket slung over my shoulder, I walked up the stairs to the rented flat I had called home for the past five years. Although Friday night was drinking night, I reached for the leftover vodka to kick off my Monday night contemplations. With that single-page resignation letter I had just started the clock ticking down towards my last day of work, towards the few short weeks of prep time and the date of departure on my world walking odyssey. As the alcohol hit the spot, I began to relax away from the troubling practicalities as the dream of the global stroll bubbled to the surface. And whilst the evening was spent mostly in reverie of the journey to come, my mind also wandered back along the road that had brought me thus far.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Baby Boomer

				 

				I was born into a working-class family in Essex in the swinging sixties. My Dad was the local bobby on the beat, whilst Mum gave up work when my sister arrived in 1963. I followed in April 1966. From an early age, like many boys, I took on an eye for detail in things that interested me that bordered on the pedantic. Doing something at 6:00 did not mean doing it at 6:10 and the Vulcan in Star Trek was called Mr Spock, not Dr Spock. 

				What an irritating little turd I must have been.

				I passed through the school years without drawing too much attention to myself, with English and music my preferred subjects. My lack of athletic prowess and ball skills meant that playing football for England was unlikely; my spotty, bespectacled face didn’t reflect a rock star in the making either. In truth, as for so many others, there was no burning desire in me to head in any particular direction. When the time came at 16 to choose further education or join the nation’s workforce I did both. I applied for jobs in the Southend area, whilst starting ‘A’ level studies in English and Geography. Three months into the courses, I was offered a position working for the local credit card company and I took it. I would have to wait another 20 years to get my degree.

				First jobs are a rite of passage - with a hangover of adolescent angst about whether you will be liked, whether you will ‘fit in’ and whether to achieve these aims you’ll be labelled a troublemaker. For many the twin aims of trying to prove your competence whilst trying to be personally popular can be mutually exclusive. I’ve known colleagues in their forties and fifties who have still not yet resolved this dichotomy. 

				I settled for playing the long game - a gradual rise through the ranks and an affected nonchalance for joining the ‘in-crowd’. Of course, I wanted to be liked and invited to parties as much as the next person, but I knew that my teenage self was not built to be the centre of anyone’s attention. By the time I left Access Credit Cards, my Mick Jagger impressions had made me a minor staple at parties whilst my skills in the job had guaranteed a good reference. 

				For those living in Southend and the surrounding areas, sooner or later there comes a pull towards London. Just 40 minutes down the train line lay astronomical career prospects and the exciting lifestyle that only the capital can offer. Just short of my 21st birthday I answered the call.

				The spring of 1987 found me unpacking cardboard boxes in my first home away from home, a shared flat in Acton, West London. The area was ethnically diverse, ten minutes from my new workplace and, frankly, a dump. But I loved it. I was now making my own way, making all the personal decisions and mistakes necessary to grow up. I took singing lessons, did amateur dramatics, went to football matches, house parties, theatres, clubs and bars. I enjoyed my time in London, although with no real career beckoning at Citibank the job became a means to the end of paying bills and having fun.

				Despite the diversions of London life, I still wanted to carve out some kind of personal, individual achievement. For a few years I’d been writing songs and decided the time had come to go into a recording studio to see how they turned out. Some of them were bloody awful, others bearable, a few pretty good. Throughout the ‘90s I invested a stack of money and much time and effort into writing and recording. I enjoyed it, but, in the face of critical and public indifference, I finally accepted that I was not going to be the British Springsteen. I left the stage for the last time, happy with my efforts, but knowing that I was out of time.

				 

				***

				 

				There were two common threads during the eight years that I spent in these two ‘normal’ jobs: an indifference to material accumulation and hostility towards the trappings of settling down. The 1980s, we are frequently reminded, were the ‘me’ decade, where those of us working in London and the south-east were ferociously updating our must-have shopping lists. Filofaxes, cars, clothes - your every purchase was a statement of identity.

				I never fell into this narcissistic groove, with the result that I was probably the worst-dressed member of the pack. I didn’t care then and I still don’t. 

				More pertinently, the ‘settling down’ trappings were anathema to me. I knew that my time in the London job was limited, but my feelings ran deeper than that. I have always regarded whichever situation I find myself in as being more likely than not, transient. I have never considered the place I am living, the job I am doing or any possessions to be permanent. This is an excellent state of mind for those wishing to be flexible in all aspects of life, but not good for asset accumulation or stable relationships. So you can have all the fun and adventure you want, but the price you pay is few possessions and strained or non-existent relationships. I can - and do - live with that. Being the youngest in the family for so many years meant I had no younger sibling to take the mantle of indulgence from me. I never had to surrender gracefully my wildest dreams in deference to the new kid. 

				Four years after relocating to London, my next move put into practice all I had preached. At 25 I quit the job, took my meagre savings out of the bank and went to live and work in America in the summer of 1991 - at Walt Disney World in Florida to be precise. The EPCOT Centre is Disney’s second theme park on site and features the ‘World Showcase’ with pavilions representing France, Germany, Canada, China, the UK and several other countries around the world. My job title was Cultural Representative for the United Kingdom. My actual job was to sell Paddington Bear, Peter Rabbit and other prime British merchandise to the predominantly American visitors and charm them with my accent. I could do that! As a foreign adventure it was fairly tame, as Disney flew me out, gave me accommodation and shuttled me back and forth to work. Best of all was the apartment complex called Vista Way, which provided a home for 2,500 under-thirties from all around the world. If anybody didn’t have fun at Vista Way - it was their own fault!

				Romance, friendships and fun bloomed and died during my 12 months of living and working in the artificial world of Disney. I loved the international flavour of the life we lived and mixed freely with new friends from around the world. However, it soon came to an end and, signing off from my year in the Florida sunshine, I headed home to England in the summer of 1992. 

				Penniless and jobless, I was brought crashing down to earth by the first employment agency I visited back in London. “We’ll just ignore what you’ve been doing for the last year and concentrate on getting you back into finance.” The age of valuing different life experiences had not yet dawned.

				I managed to stay in England for the next six months (working as a mortgage account manager), but once I had saved enough to get away again I was off. There was a whole world out there, so I bought a round-the-world ticket, which took me back to America for six weeks of shoestring travel, followed by cheap stopovers in Hawaii and Australia, before landing in Bangkok, Thailand, for a one-year stint as an English teacher. I had spent three months earning a diploma as a Teacher of English as a Foreign Language (TEFL) whilst in London and wasn’t going to leave it gathering dust.

				After playtime in America and Australia, I stepped off the plane in Bangkok and into a taxi, which drove me past a huge Buddhist temple on the side of the road on the way into town. All the road signs, menus and information boards were in the curious Thai script. This was a very different prospect to the cushioned landing and support during my year at Disney and I had to hit the streets to try to find a job and make it work myself from day one. I ended up working at the British-American language school, teaching individuals and small groups for the first few weeks, before branching out to teach in banks and other large companies.

				Several students who became my friends took me around the markets, temples and river taxis and generally made sure I got the full Thai experience. I played snooker, had dinner with my student friends’ families and, of course, visited the steamy bars of Pat Pong (it has to be done).

				Every three months I left the country to renew my tourist visa (the school was not too scrupulous about paperwork) and I took trips to Malaysia, Japan and Taiwan. It was during my visa visit to Taiwan that I fulfilled all my rock star dreams, on invitation from a Chinese millionaire to perform at the annual Toucheng festival. I had been recommended by the Great Abdullah, a magician friend of mine who lived around the corner from my apartment block. Every night of the week in Taiwan, I got on stage to sing in front of an audience of more than 60,000 people attending the festival from the surrounding towns. Each time I stood on the side of the stage before going on, I was waiting for someone to put their hand on my shoulder and expose me as an impostor, but I got away with it every time as the ‘British rock singer’. I’m pretty sure the sweeping valleys of Toucheng have not echoed to the strains of ‘Honky Tonk Women’ since!

				Counting my Thai bahts from time to time, they appeared to shrivel every time I converted them back into pounds and, as the year progressed, I knew that I didn’t want to grow old in the Far East. So I said my goodbyes and hopped on a plane back to England, arriving home on Christmas Eve 1993.

				And there I came to rest. It seemed to all and sundry that I had had my fun and now was the time to start getting serious about a career, settling down and finally buying a property. 

				Luckily, I got my old job back with the mortgage company, which was then  almost instantaneously taken over and the whole operation moved up to Watford. I passed my driving test (at the age of 34) and after four years’ study I became the proud owner of a business degree in Human Resource Management. Life was good for many years and I wore my thirties very comfortably around my shoulders, free of the need to be ‘cool’ whilst apparently becoming so with my relaxed style of training delivery, according to the new generation of twenty-somethings.

				And yet … and yet … the holidays I was taking were somehow unsatisfying. Interesting, certainly, with the European capitals offering much to the city-hopper, but in 2002 I ditched the idea of another city break or beach week for a much more demanding leisure break. So as not to be suffering alone, I enlisted my dad (74 years young at the time) to join me on a two-week walk along the West Coastal Path in Cornwall. 

				This was by contrast a joy. We ached, suffered indigestion and blisters, got rained on and generally collapsed at the end of each walking day, but it was terrific not only to spend time with my dad, but also to reach the end of a two-week break and feel that something had been achieved. That set me thinking.

				Back home, I turned up a website dedicated to Dave Kunst, the legendary American adventurer who had walked around the world between 1970 and 1974. I sat and marvelled at the story and reflected on how quickly my body had adapted to the demands that I had made on it during the two-week break. Could I? Was it feasible? How would I pay for accommodation and food? Where would I stay? How would I be able to communicate due to the language barrier? Stop! Concentrate too early on the details of any fledgling dream and it will wither under the weight of logic. These were vital questions that needed to be answered, but I didn’t have to find all the answers immediately. The first thing to do was to see if it really would be possible for me to walk for 20-plus miles every single day over a sustained period. 

				The summer of 2003 found me walking from London to Amsterdam. With great ceremony I announced to friends, family and colleagues that I would be walking 250 miles over two weeks in support of Cancer Research UK. After losing two family members to the disease, I was committed as much to doing some good as to having a great adventure. Starting from Buckingham Palace, I walked on average 18 miles per day along the A2 in Kent and then caught the ferry from Dover across to Calais. It was a disaster. My feet were bleeding by Dover and the blisters were not healing in time for the daily slogs. Eating at lunchtime gave me awful indigestion or severely slowed me for the afternoon’s efforts. And my backpack was way too overloaded. 

				By the time I reached Holland I was quite depressed, taking the train from The Hague into Amsterdam and spending my three days in the Dutch capital mostly in my room with my feet in the air. I was really anguished that, after conceding my musical aspirations, this dream also appeared to be slipping away. Not anguished enough to spend the night in an Amsterdam coffee shop, but quite disconsolate and wondering what to do next.

				I cheered up a little back in England as those same friends, family and colleagues congratulated me on my efforts and said not to worry about the last stage as they couldn’t imagine walking further than the end of their street. With all sponsorship pledges honoured, I sent off a cheque for £1,500 to Cancer Research UK. This also made me feel a good deal better.

				I resolved to use this experience as part of a learning process and started planning the next escapade. One colleague in Watford gave me the single most important piece of advice I received in my whole walking ‘career’: every morning, before walking, slap a generous amount of Vaseline on your feet; it may feel a little squelchy after putting on socks and shoes, but it eliminates any trace of blisters. And it works!

				April 2004 was the do-or-die walk, which would finally tell me if the world walk was going to be feasible. If I broke down during this one, I would have to shelve the dream and think of something else to commemorate my early mid-life crisis. Bruges to London was the chosen route, just 150 miles this time, but ample to assess whether I had learned the lessons. This time it went like a dream: the Vaseline saved my feet every day; I did not eat at lunchtime, instead making do with breakfast and supper each day; and my much reduced backpack rested easier on my shoulders. I’d cracked it! And another £1,000 winged its way to my favourite charity. 

				The first vital question had been answered. I could walk all day long over a sustained period - okay, only two weeks, but with careful planning and a little flexibility I was confident that I could do it for 14 grinding months. Now to start addressing those other pesky logistical details …

			

		

	
		
			
				A Man with a Plan

				 

				With my resignation delivered and friends and family in the picture, I could now follow up the practice walks with detailed planning without having to keep everything hush-hush.

				In terms of the contents of my backpack, I eliminated anything that did not have a life-saving or public decency merit attached to it. I carried five t-shirts, five pairs of boxer shorts, two pairs of socks, a toiletries bag, one current map, a logbook, a compass, a camera, plus route and travel documents. As a result, my stuff fitted nicely into the smallest backpack available. My trousers, jacket, boots, pullovers and hats were worn, not carried, and were replaced when they were falling apart or as the weather dictated.

				After careful consideration and with all the usual enthusiasm and diligence that Brits apply to learning foreign languages, I decided not to bother. I still had some French from school and a smattering of German and made the effort to learn ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ in each language.  As for the rest, I would get by using charades, noises and pointing. I admit I was not exactly diving into the diverse cultural waters, but after walking 20 miles and arriving in a town all I would really want would be to find a hotel, have a shower and get something to eat. 

				I exchanged a few messages with my new hero, Dave Kunst, who was quite happy to e-mail me personally about his own walk back in the 1970s. The most important thing he told me was not to kill myself in terms of physical preparation, but simply spend a few weeks getting used to walking long distances and then just go - starting low and building up from there. 

				I took his advice and spent six weeks walking between 10 and 20 miles a day around Southend, making sure that for the first week or so I did no more than 15 to 18 miles each day. 

				One of the biggest advantages I had over Dave was the technological advances since he completed his walk. Back in the ‘70s he would not have had the benefit of the Internet, e-mail and mobile telephones. I designed a website (www.worldwalker.co.uk); I felt it was important to have a reference point for media, supporters and anyone who was interested in more information. I also felt the need to spend even more money painting myself into a corner, so there was definitely no backing out. 

				I hammered three websites where kind souls place a page about themselves offering free accommodation in their homes to travellers. Through these sites I obtained free lodging in the homes of new friends in Belgium, Germany, Poland, Russia, Australia and the USA. I stopped hammering when I found myself sending messages to people asking if it would be possible to stay with them for one night in ten months’ time.  

				Next - how the hell was I going to pay for all this? I had a modest level of savings that I had been squirrelling away for a few years, with a vague idea of buying my own place. Philosophically I was ready to sacrifice all, but if I could avoid watching all my hard-earned funds disappearing I’d be much happier. To help out with the finances, I wrote more than 300 letters, faxes and e-mails to companies, individuals, TV stars, movie stars and music stars asking for a contribution of just £50 from each to help towards my expenses. 

				Many did not even reply. Those that did sent back standard letters about how they had already donated to various charities. I still shudder to think that I almost snatched a whole £50 out of the coffers of the FTSE 100 companies - how would they have coped with such a loss? In the end I received only two positive replies. Lord (Jeffrey) Archer and Chris Tarrant both sent back cheques for £50, bless them. So that was it - I would rely almost exclusively on my savings to pay for food, accommodation and other living expenses along the way. 

				I did manage to secure help with two of the most crucial requirements: travel insurance and contact lenses. A local firm agreed to give me free travel insurance for the whole trip. Being as blind as a bat, I also needed contact lenses to see where I was going, and my childhood opticians agreed to supply me with free lenses for the entire period.

				The biggest part of the preparation was planning the route I would take. The walk was divided up into four sections:

				 

				London to Moscow (1,800 miles)

				Melbourne to Sydney (550 miles)

				Los Angeles to New York (2,800 miles)

				Land’s End to London (350 miles)

				 

				The route to France was clearly following in my own footsteps along the A2 road to Dover and then a ferry to Calais. From there, the most direct route to Moscow was through France, Belgium, Holland, Germany, Poland, Belarus and into Russia. However, a number of new cyber friends were unanimous that I should avoid Belarus for reasons of personal safety and lingering Soviet-style red tape. Heading north in Poland and crossing through Lithuania and Latvia would mean that I could go straight into Russia without troubling the Belarusian border guards. It also meant that I would still be in the European Union with no visa requirements until actually setting foot in Russia. 

				Melbourne to Sydney provided just a ‘slice’ of Australia, covering 550 miles. This was forced on me by ticket restrictions. With no financial backing, I had to take an all-in-one round-the-world ticket with several restrictions on timing. Something had to give, so I settled on Melbourne to Sydney as a respectable stretch through the island continent. 

				The biggest chunk of all would be walking across the whole of the United States from LA to New York. I knew that at some stage during the walk I would be frozen and at another stage I would be fried, so I decided to take my chances on a stroll through the western states in the summer.

				I also decided from the beginning that I would plan exactly where I wanted to be on any given day from start to finish. This may have seemed wildly optimistic, but I preferred to have a definite planned route with fixed timings rather than saying, “Okay, let’s try to finish Lithuania in 10 days.” Armed with an AA Road Atlas for Europe, I sat down at the dining room table in my parents’ house to map out the route. More than once I wondered, sitting in the cosy confines of the family home, what the reality would prove to be once I was out on the road. Jabbing my finger along the roads of Poland with tiny towns identified as targets, I just made a tick and prayed that there would be somewhere for me to sleep each night.

				As well as the 2,800 miles separating Los Angeles from New York, I had the intense heat in California, Arizona and New Mexico in the summer months to consider, plus the long stretches of nothing-but-ghost-towns in those states. The challenge started to look almost insurmountable. I pencilled in the dates and places for America, using old Route 66 as the basis, but decided that a closer examination of local conditions would be inevitable once I got there. Once again, sitting in my parents’ home in Southend-on-Sea gazing at sprawling maps of America and trying to work out where I would be walking in a year’s time was a mite ludicrous. 

				Finally, the last leg from Land’s End back to Buckingham Palace was a doddle to plan and deliberately a doddle to complete. Only one day was set at more than 20 miles, to give me a smooth ride back into the capital. I would be walking - inevitably - for Cancer Research UK, as well as sister charities in each country I passed through. I couldn’t exactly ask foreigners to send money to England, so I e-mailed all the relevant charities to tell them of my plans.

				After all the planning, I ended up with an Excel spreadsheet filled in for each of the 400-plus days to get from London to London, the long way:  starting low, with days of 15 to 18 miles in the beginning, building up to 20 to 25 miles across Europe, rising slightly to 26 to 28 miles across Australia, before shrinking back to 15 miles a day for the first month or so in America, then rising to the mammoth 30-mile days across central USA. When I look back now, the most remarkable aspect of all is that I was never more than two days behind the schedule I had put together on that dining room table in Southend-on-Sea. 

				With any kind of life-changing undertaking like this, there will always be more that you can do. Another couple of months working will bring in more money for the travel kitty. There could be more media contacts to find with another week of trawling the Internet. You can always be in better shape. You can always make more phone calls, try for more freebies or write more letters asking for support. If I had given in to these temptations to procrastinate, I would probably not have even started my venture yet, rather than be sitting back at home having completed the walk.

				It was time to go. The date was set at Friday 29th October 2004. Friends and family had been told. An incredulous agent from Cancer Research UK confirmed that they were sending someone down to see me off. The local newspaper and radio stations had covered the story. No backing out now …

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Week One 

				 

				I woke up and, not for the first time in the past few weeks, I thought to myself, ‘What the hell am I doing …?’ Friday 29th October 2004. For so long a mere circled date on the calendar, now it was upon me. My mind flooded with a thousand dazzling thoughts, ranging across the dial from great excitement to great anxiety and then, with effort, back to the mundane. Today I would be walking 18 miles to Welling, Kent.

				Looking around the hotel room (it didn’t take long) I reflected that at least it was good preparation for the rank accommodation that I could no doubt look forward to as I inched my way around the world. Well, what did I expect for £30 a night in London’s Victoria district? In the dining room the breakfast of champions was not on the menu as I spooned rather tired cornflakes lightly splattered with tepid milk into my dry mouth. The expectations of friends, family and a band of devoted Evening Echo readers weighed upon my shoulders as I prepared to emulate the giants of exploration. I gave my 38-year-old legs a quick pep talk and prepared to leave.

				Checking out, I heaved the backpack onto my shoulders and shuffled along to Buckingham Palace, where the sun was threatening to break through the clouds at any moment. At length I was surrounded by friends and family displaying various attitudes between carnival and unbridled terror at the prospect of my disappearing into the ether. The representative from Cancer Research beamed at everyone in the vicinity. My Mum stood, one massive sob waiting to burst free. My dad, stoic as ever, stood with old school friend, Paul, each holding one half of the ‘WorldWalker’ banner. I moved among my band of supporters, thanking each in turn and trying my best to make reassuring noises about how I was going to be just fine; unfortunately, it’s not easy to do when you’re not certain yourself.

				Our two allocated policemen (kindly donated by the Metropolitan Police for half an hour or so) nodded that the hour was upon us, so I walked over to the gates of the palace and found them - naturally - obscured by a gaggle of tourists. The bobbies came to my aid. “Could you move aside please, ladies and gentlemen,” came the authoritative voice, and the waters parted. Crowd dispersed, I moved in to be photographed with my left hand on the lock of the left gate (my successful return to be marked by placing my right hand on the corresponding gate). Some of the tourists started taking pictures. Others broke into applause. Finding a voice at last, I gave myself a ‘5-4-3-2-1’ countdown and then, with great exaggeration, raised my right foot and took the first step. I was off! 

				That was except, of course, for the fact that I had about 40 people walking in slow procession with me along the Mall. It took an age to complete the mile along to Admiralty Arch, as everyone seemed to want to have a private word with me and say something of significance. The sense of foreboding was palpable - would they ever see me again? Determined to stay chipper, I dismissed this as melodrama and my joke for the day was, “I’m only walking to Welling”, to which they all kindly chuckled.

				Bidding a final farewell to all at Admiralty Arch, I headed off towards the Thames. My Italian friend, Paolo, who had flown in from Rome for the day, accompanied me along the Embankment, passing Cleopatra’s Needle and St Paul’s Cathedral as we chatted idly about what might happen, what we hoped would not happen, what would be great if it did happen. 

				Leaving Paolo at Tower Bridge, I crossed to the south of the river, alone at last. The euphoria of finally being on the road, the wonderful send-off and the excitement of the start of the adventure propelled me through the less-polished London districts of Southwark, Lewisham and Deptford towards the first stop of Welling in Kent. A friend of the family had offered a bed for the night and I was keen to get to Amy’s house before the sun went down. 

				BBC Essex Radio called as I was halfway up Shooters Hill - could I do an interview? Puffing slightly and with calves getting tighter by the step, I said I’d be delighted but could they give me an hour or two please! I continued up and down the other side of the hill and, after some meandering around the small town of Welling, I came to Amy’s house. I gratefully unloaded the backpack and slipped upstairs for a bath. I now finally had time to be tired and achy.

				I had not eaten since breakfast and wolfed down the chicken and veg meal that Amy put in front of me. After doing the BBC interview, a pleasant evening was spent watching TV before heading to bed at 10:00. The first day of walking had been the ideal blueprint for the next 14 months: off on the road early, only take breakfast and supper, get to the target town before sundown and spend as little money as possible (whilst avoiding getting mugged, run over, arrested or injured). Of course, things would not always go according to that plan.

				My target town for day two was Dartford, but after taking an alternative route suggested by Amy’s friend, Arthur, I ended up sitting in the Wat Tyler pub in Dartford at 11:00 a.m., sipping a whisky and Coke. I decided to press on.

				The Thames was never far from sight and it was alongside the docks of Gravesend that I decided I could walk no more that day. I walked up to a rather fetching hotel overlooking the hills beside the river, but the chap on reception told me that the cheapest room they had was £80 for a double for the night. Damn! I explained what I was doing and - bless him - he asked me how much I wanted to pay. I said that my maximum was £40 for the night. When I told him I was from Southend that clinched it. He was from Thundersley (just down the road from Southend) and he agreed to halve the price of the room for the night as the boss was away.

				Setting off for Rochester the next day, I got a call from Meridian Television asking if I would mind being interviewed for the evening news. Were they kidding? Any charitable venture relies on publicity, so I would have dressed up as a banana to get on TV. Fortunately this was not necessary. Morale boosted, I stormed along the streets of Gravesend and into the countryside once again. Listening to the Rolling Stones on my Walkman, I chewed up mile after mile, stopping every hour or so for a swig of water and to gaze at the scenery. With the prospect of being on TV for the first time, nothing was going to slow me down too much. This burst of energy also had the desired effect of making sure that when the cameras were rolling I looked suitably dishevelled, with sweat both caked and moist giving me what I hoped was a heroic sheen. After five hours I arrived at Strood, just across the river from Rochester, and spotted a TV camera, boom microphone and smiling reporter.

				Without exception, in all the TV interviews I did during the walk the reporters and photographers were very friendly. I think in the past they must all have been faced with members of the public suffering from ‘deer in the headlights’ syndrome, unable to put together a coherent sentence when in front of a TV camera. The pattern of questions was formed in that first interview: “Why are you doing this?”; “How are your feet?”; “What are you missing about home?”; “What are you looking forward to?”; “What’s the best/worst thing”; and so on. I was very relaxed and answered each in turn - I had been preparing myself for the interview all day and managed to get each response out without tripping over my words, kept the answers succinct and remembered to smile. After that came the surrounding footage to film: “Can you walk towards me”; “Now walk past me”; “Now just your feet”; “Can you take off your hat and take a drink”.

				It took about half an hour to complete the filming and I then headed off into Rochester to my B&B for the night. I showered and sat waiting for the TV news bulletin. Meridian News hit the screen at 5:30 and I sat agog watching myself on the screen. When the programme had finished I had a little one-man party in the room, interrupted by my phone ringing. My Aunt Margaret had just seen me on London Tonight! Meridian had syndicated the story and the effect was immediate. The following day, as I walked out of Rochester towards Sittingbourne, drivers were honking at me and waving, bus passengers knocked on the window as I walked along and waved - one woman actually stopped her car and gave me a £10 note to help me on my journey.

				

				 Crossing into November meant that the starting gun had been fired to begin the build-up to Christmas. As I made my way through the small villages towards Sittingbourne, the tinsel and Father Christmas figures started to appear in shops windows, and I passed a primary school with the children in full rehearsal for the Christmas carol concert. As the pale sun began its descent, I came up to the ‘Welcome to Sittingbourne’ sign and eased myself down into a lower gear for the final stretch.

				Sittingbourne is one of those inoffensive stops along the A2 between London and Dover. The sheer ordinariness of the situation seemed a long way from the adventure I was embarking on. I think that the following entry from my logbook summed it up nicely:

				“I think I’m still enjoying the honeymoon period following the great launch, the relatively small distances of the daily walks, also the familiarity of the route. In the coming weeks I will have the additions of the language barriers, no TV/papers and also the new places. It will be challenging, interesting, scary, getting colder and darker. I shall enjoy this cosy period of Kent whilst I can …”

				Rising early the next day, I went through my normal routine: had breakfast, went back to the room and looked at the map whilst waiting for nature to take its course. I’ll avoid being too crude, but during the walking day if I needed a pee it was fairly easy to disappear behind an area of shrubbery. Any other bodily functions would not be so easy to deal with if I was in the middle of nowhere, so I always wanted to get those out of the way before showering and dressing. After a quick check of the room to make sure I hadn’t left anything behind, I was out on the road again. I had already decided to walk on today, as Faversham was only seven miles away and Canterbury another 11 after that. If I walked through, I’d get a day off in Canterbury.

				 Canterbury is a magnificent town, dominated by its ancient cathedral, which has for centuries brought pilgrims from across the world to its door. This particular pilgrim settled in for a day off, but I found myself at a bit of a loose end; it was a little early in the proceedings to be resting, so I was glad to be back on the road the next day to Dover.

				 Here I found myself on a ‘big’ road for the first time. The purpose of the A2 between Canterbury and Dover is to propel traffic as quickly as possible from the seaport to the heart of Kent. Four lanes of traffic whizz along and everyone using the road sensibly sits in the comfort of their vehicles. Except me, of course. Walking into the traffic, I now felt the full force of turbulence from every truck that roared past. Cars also became a loud blur as I walked quite alone, separated by less than three feet of hard shoulder from the high-speed torrent of motorised metal. I had to skip onto the grass verge from time to time as the huge juggernaut trucks thundered along, hugging the inside lane, making it into Dover just after 4:00. This pattern of using the main roads was forged at an early stage of the walk, solely for financial reasons. I’m sure I missed some delightful country routes, but the tight budget meant the most direct route from A to B always prevailed.

				 For years, Dover had conjured up in my mind the images of Britain at war, with the heroism of my recent ancestors never more poignantly illustrated than with the defence of our country from the Nazis on this cliff-faced doorstep. I soon updated this rather rose-tinted image. Seaports are generally fairly rough and ready, but Dover had also been at the forefront of what some of the more provocative media had described as a ‘second invasion’ of immigrants. The result was an underlying tension in the town itself, whilst Dover Castle and the white cliffs high above and outside the town remained pleasant tourist traps.

				 Next to the railway station is the Priory Pub/Hotel, which I had earmarked as my last resting place before leaving for the continent the following day. It was a decision I would come to regret within the hour. As darkness fell I walked into the busy downstairs bar to be greeted by wall-to-wall - shall I say - lively characters? Groups of twenty-something young men were busy practising their menacing stances ahead of another unruly Friday night. The beer was flowing, the voices were getting louder and the pool tables were crowded.

				

				Being no fan of macho posturing and even less of a street fighting man, I should have left immediately, but the rooms above were well sectioned off and I was sure that I would have no need to revisit the main pub again that night. I paid the £20 for the night and made my way through the smoke and testosterone up the stairs and into my room. The room itself was huge, comfortably holding three beds. A wall-mounted TV and separate bathroom complemented the ensemble and the din coming from below was tolerably muffled. Then things started to go downhill fast.

				I switched on the TV and nothing happened. Adjusting the wires and position had no effect, so I went back down to the bar to ask if there was a special trick involved.  “It does work,” was the short reply I received from the landlord, and that was the end of that. The window in the bathroom did not quite close and the sound of the trains and streetlife drifted in, along with a chilled breeze. I decided to take a bath and make the best of it. Whilst running the bath I moved to close the curtains facing the street. With one gentle tug I motioned the dust-laden material across the wide bay of the window. And the entire curtain rail came crashing down on top of me and the bed. Half-standing, half-crouching, I considered my situation as the heavy curtain draped over my head, with dust rushing towards my nose. There was no alternative, I had to make a run for it.

				I repacked my backpack and arranged my half-eaten sandwich and newspaper on the bed to give the impression that I would be back if anyone came looking. Knowing that I had to go back through the bar in order to escape, I had prepared a cover story that I was going to do some laundry. I trod my guilty way down the stairs and peered around the bar. The landlord was not in evidence and the large TV in the bar had distracted most eyes. I snuck out and disappeared into the night, vowing never to return as long as I lived. Once on the High Street, I found a much more comfortable B&B for another £20 and sighed with relief as my weary frame finally hit the mattress. My last night in England. What a send-off …

				Dawn broke the next day with that misty pallor that only a coastal town can muster. The moisture in the atmosphere suffused with the salty air meant that all my senses were imbued with that timeless taste of our island race. I was by no means the earliest riser at 7:00 that morning, but it was still early enough to see the town shake off its slumber to welcome the weekend. My friend, David, had arrived to see me off and we shared breakfast in a greasy spoon café before a leisurely stroll along the seafront. Seagulls swooped and the gentle breeze massaged us into full consciousness as we discussed my impending departure to the continent.

				 And I did feel excited. For too many years I had been without genuine motivation to get out of bed in the morning. Now I had an adventure completely of my own invention. No company to consult, no committee to persuade, no boss to restrict my intentions. I was free man, shaping my own destiny and doing it with relish. I bade David farewell and stepped onto the Seacat, watching England disappear behind me with a flourishing, frothy wake marking our progress.  As I stood on the deck watching the white cliffs of Dover shrinking into the distance, a family stopped me and asked if I was the bloke on the telly who was walking around the world. Yes, indeed, and of course you can have a picture …

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Europe!

				 

				The ride across the English Channel was routine, but I was still abuzz with the excitement of getting on to the first foreign section of the walk. After leaving the ferry, I looked at the map of the surrounding area to find the best route to Gravelines, that day’s target town. Avenue Mitterand appeared to be the one I needed, but there was some manoeuvring required to get onto that road. I set off and almost immediately came across ‘Route de Gravelines’. Thinking I had stumbled across a sneaky shortcut I hastened my step, confident to be there in time for afternoon tea. As I strolled ever further, I began to have my doubts. The road appeared to be swinging around to meet with the Channel again. I decided to make use of my French and approached a harmless-looking couple.

				“Pardon monsieur, je cherche un rue au direction Gravelines, s’il vous plait …”

				 Of course, managing to get out a statement in a foreign language does not prepare you for the torrent of the response. The gentleman replied with great gusto in meticulous detail of how I should proceed. I understood not one word of it, but instead followed his hand gestures, which seemed to indicate doubling back on myself. There’s nothing more wretched when doing long-distance walking than realising that you have to retrace your steps for several miles and then set off again. I enquired whether there was a shortcut to getting back on track.

				“Est-ce qu’il y a un autre route que je peut prendre à arriver sur le rue?”

				 This time the gentleman looked blankly at me with a faint smile. His lady companion came to our rescue.

				“Tu peut marcher à côté du canal …”

				Aha! The canal! Now that I could follow (in both senses). They nodded vigorously and I set off with half a sense of pride that I had managed my first exchange in French with some aplomb and half a sense that they had said anything to get rid of me. However, the good lady’s directions were accurate as, emerging from the canal, I came across a roundabout with Avenue Mitterand marked as the exit with Gravelines clearly indicated. Yay! Less encouraging was the next sign telling me that Gravelines was in fact another 18 kilometres down the road. I had managed to spend almost two hours advancing just 3,000 metres. Grrrrrrr …

				At least Avenue Mitterand was flat and straight. It looked like one of those diagrams used to prove that parallel lines meet at infinity. I hastened along, aware that time was not on my side if I was to make Gravelines by sundown. With no water, I sped along the road, my mouth getting drier by the minute, but I dared not veer off into the surrounding villages for a drink with daylight fading. I walked furiously along to the little village of Oye-Plage, stopping at a car park to ask a policeman how far it was to Gravelines. He assured me it was only another four or five kilometres. Great! There was another hour of daylight left at least, so I could relax a little. I sat down and drank a bottle of water in about 30 seconds flat, which had the immediate effect of making me sweat profusely. But with a cheery heart I strolled on … and on and on and on. The hour was up and I was still walking along a very long Avenue Mitterand (if it was still called that) and the sun was just about to disappear. The white line on the side of the road was still leading inexorably onward, but no town was apparent. A little more urgency crept back into my pace as I continued. Angrily I berated myself for not taking the earlier ferry, for being casual about starting off from Calais, for the idiot decision to follow what was clearly the wrong road, cursing the policeman for raising my hopes … and then I saw Gravelines. The town is perched on the far left as you approach from Calais, connected by a long, thin side road. If it had been situated directly on the main road, it would have been visible for the previous half an hour. Never mind, I was there. I took a room at the Best Western and after a bath, sandwich and cheap glass of wine I slipped into bed and slept soundly.

				 Progress was much better the following day and I felt decadent enough to have a whisky and Coke at 11:30, which put paid to any hunger pangs and also put a spring in my step for the remaining kilometres. The walk was straightforward and unremarkable except for my brilliant idea to join the main highway leading into town. I quickly found myself walking alongside what appeared to be a Grand Prix circuit, with high walls ready for the reckless to bounce off. This was a little scary. I clambered up the steep grass verge and slithered under the fencing to get back onto the side streets and made my way into downtown Dunkerque. My old favourite hotel, the Tigre, was still standing and still in operation. €37 per night with breakfast thrown in - you can’t complain about that. And let’s face it - who really needs central heating?

				 France was gone as quickly as it had arrived. One long boulevard took me out of Dunkerque, before a turn to the right led towards the border with Belgium. The road itself was suburban for the first few miles and in a slight drizzle I passed apartment blocks and small rows of shops, getting that familiar feeling of expending lots of effort for very little progress. I grew to hate walking through large towns and cities, where hours can be spent just getting to the outskirts before you see green fields and hills and actually feel like you are making distance. As the road led me south and then east, I walked parallel to the sand dunes, along the road that straddled the two countries.

				 The border between France and Belgium is now denoted with a road sign the same size as the speed limit badges; I walked past a gas station and was now in Belgium. The rain had eased up and the sky was a clear blue. Confident of reaching the target town of De Panne with ease, I stopped for a drink at a little bar standing merrily on the corner of a street as I entered a small village just inside Belgium.

				It was not quite 2:00 by the time I reached De Panne, so I decided to press on. Whenever I was looking at an early finish, I considered whether I should carry on to reduce the deficit and give myself an easier day tomorrow. In this case, I was still feeling fresh and the weather was definitely conducive to more effort, so I carried on. The road alongside this section of the northern coast of Belgium is dotted with seaside strips, which appear to have sprung up for the tourist market. Walk for half an hour and you will see another strip of road with shops, hotels and restaurants stretching for about a kilometre and then you’re back on the building-free coastal road. With such a large concentration of ‘mini-resorts’ I wondered if there were enough visitors to go around, but each seemed to be bustling reasonably, even out of season. Despite the continuing clear blue skies overhead, a keen wind was blowing, bringing a salty assault on my nose and a bracing chill to the rest of me. I decided to be cheerful out of sheer bloody-mindedness and jigged along with the Stones on my Walkman, defiantly singing along, much to the amusement of the drivers rushing past. As I approached Niewpoort, I decided to call it a day - this left a suitably short stroll further along the coastline the next day to Oostende. With a light head and an ever-lighter wallet, I enjoyed a fish supper and slept well.

				 The next day comprised an unremarkable hike along the coastal road, finally arriving at the huge seaport of Oostende. The sea was whipping up quite nicely and crashing waves along the sandy beach, whilst the clouds hung in the sky like dirty sheep. Coming off the promenade, I walked the final few hundred metres to the Oostende Tourist Information Centre. The staff of course spoke wonderful English and pointed me towards an establishment euphemistically referred to as a ‘guesthouse’, which would cost me €25 for the night. I set my expectations low and was not disappointed. The floor was concrete, which acted as an excellent conductor of the cold. The heater on the wall was for decorative purposes only and the communal shower room had clearly been modelled on an aeroplane toilet. I reflected that staying in places such as this was ‘character building’.

				I left Oostende early the next morning for Brugge. Walking out of town towards the train station at the side of the harbour, I was engulfed by a sea mist awesome in its density. Looking behind me, I could no longer see the city buildings and to the front I did not see a large ship alongside the dock until I was almost upon it. Still wearing the first pair of trainers, I felt my footsteps bend into the grooves of the cobbled street leading towards the canal. The cunning mist drew a veil across every angle of sight and I well remember thinking that I was fortunate to be at least threading my way on land, rather than one of the brave souls who would be putting out to sea that day. Even by 9:00 the weak sun had not managed to make any impression.

				 Rounding the docks and getting onto the canal path that led out of town, I started to get a better view of the quays welcoming ships from all over the world. The mist had cleared sufficiently to see more than 50 metres ahead and I moved from pavement to hard shoulder, then asphalt to the road and river junction that delineated the city limits. A small white picket fence demarcated the industrial canal from the domestic waterway and I strolled happily along the 20-kilometre (12-mile) towpath as the day shook off its chilly start and the sunshine finally broke through. Almost immediately the concrete masses of the city were behind me and I was surrounded by fields, hedges and distant farmhouses. There were clusters of houses along the way at water junctions, but for the most part my only contact with other people was the occasional cyclist whizzing past or the slow, deliberate passage of barges meandering along the canal. Groups of ducks would eye me warily on the banks and fly off as soon as I got too close. As the hours slipped by, I felt a great sense of freedom and contentment: time was on my side, there was no traffic to negotiate the space with, and the day was cold but bright, filling my lungs with fresh country air. I was now heading away from the coast, due east and towards the heart of Europe.

				As the shadows began to grow longer with the sun’s descent, I came into Brugge, the first place on the continent where I had secured free accommodation from a host on the Hospitality Club website. Erik Broos welcomed me into his huge apartment block, which comprised his family home and several guest rooms. My room for the night had an added kitchenette and luxury bathroom and felt like an apartment - I would have happily stayed for the week! I did my laundry and went window shopping for a new jacket. My hooded vinyl rain jacket had proved functional enough for the drizzle and single-figure temperatures so far, but with the winter ahead, particularly in Eastern Europe, I felt that an upgrade would be necessary. I had heard about this Gore Tex material, which apparently would allow one to swim with polar bears in the Artic with ease. Sure enough, there was a trendy winter gear shop close to the guesthouse where I found the very thing - for €550. Once I had regained consciousness, I triple-checked and my eyes were not deceiving me - this light-as-a-feather jacket would cost me more than £300. I called my mum about what I wanted for Christmas.

				  The next two days consisted of more canal walking, to Aalter and then on to Gent, where I had another host waiting for me. After a very easy walk in an almost straight line along the canal, I came into Gent and called Rosemarjim from a bar on her street. She arrived with her boyfriend, Matthieu, no doubt summoned to make sure it was safe for her to associate with this British lunatic who claimed to be walking around the world. It turned out that they were both musicians, playing accordion and violin in their own band, with Rosemarjim also supplying vocals. They had a gig coming up and wondered if I would like to hear them play - of course! I was then treated to folk songs from Bosnia, Macedonia, Sweden and Tunisia, with the great gusto of the accordion sympathetically making way for the violin strains and Rosemarjim’s sweet voice. After about half an hour, they gave way for me to stand and sing ‘On The Street Where You Live’ for them - my ever-ready standby for musical evenings. That, I thought, would draw the musical contributions to a close. I didn’t realise that I was providing the interval.

				 Another half an hour of folksy tunes followed my efforts and I began to wonder when I would be able to take a shower and indeed where I would be sleeping. The tone of the songs became progressively more woeful and I began to feel myself drifting into melancholy as another hero’s attempts at love were dashed - or was it the woman who had searched for years for her mother, ending up at her premature graveside? Truly folk music was Europe’s answer to Country & Western, where happy endings are frowned upon by the purists.

				

				 We eventually repaired to Matthieu’s house, where I showered and lay back to sleep in his office. Fifteen days after starting out, I was doing okay.

				 Gent is another city of great sights which entices the visitor to see more. It has beautiful ancient buildings and a wonderful series of main thoroughfares and side streets concealing an incredible variety of shops for all interests. It is also a complete bugger of a place to try to walk out of! Setting off from Rosemarjim’s house in an attempt to head east, I stormed off due south and one hour later ended up outside the hotel I stayed at the previous year. This was particularly annoying as it reminded me how long it had taken me to get out of the city last time. The problem with Gent is that it is almost completely circular in its construction; an aerial view would no doubt resemble an onion cut in half, with ever-increasing circles spreading like ripples on a lake. It took me two hours to scythe my way through this labyrinth and emerge on the east side of town. I rewarded my persistence in escaping Gent with a whisky and Coke. Making good progress into Lokeren by 2:45, I continued along to the sweet-sounding but lousy-looking town of St Niklaas. I guess it will be much more pleasing to the eye when the Olympic-sized roadworks have been completed. To add a suitably surreal touch to the proceedings, I laid in bed watching Gardeners’ World beamed in from BBC2 to Belgium.

				My days were now falling quickly into a pattern, which took on ritualistic overtones for a creature of habit like me. After rising early, I would breakfast and shower before checking the room to make sure I hadn’t forgotten anything. Then it was off for the daily grind of six/seven/eight hours of walking, followed by the daily search for a place to stay, another shower and then supper. Many people asked if I took supplementary vitamins and carefully chosen snacks to maintain my energy levels; they were appalled when I told them that all I did was have a whisky or vodka midday to maintain the momentum - whatever gets you through the day.

				I moved on to Antwerp, where I was to be met by a Belgian host. Approaching the city from the west, you are immediately presented with the Scheldt River with Antwerp located on the other side. Interestingly, there is an underground tunnel exclusively for pedestrians, which added another kilometre to the day’s journey, but happily I was met by Olivier and Linda on the other side, who welcomed me warmly to their city and drove me back to their apartment. We chatted well into the evening, when Olivier came up with a novel solution to my accommodation needs for the following night in Oostmalle. He knew of a monastery that offered free accommodation to pilgrims and travellers - this was just irresistible.

				 He made the call and was subjected to quite an interrogation about my suitability as a guest at this holy place. He obviously made a good case on my behalf, because a promise was secured and general directions obtained. I wondered a little about my suitability as a candidate to stay with these learned, pious gentlefolk, but reflected that the language barrier would provide me with an adequate excuse to avoid extensive theological discussions.

				I set off the next day, intrigued.

				The monastery was located just off the A42 between Westmalle and Oostmalle. I arrived as the sun was beginning to take its leave, casting a reverent glow above the red brick structure. Day visitors were scurrying back to their cars as I picked my way along the dirt track leading off the main road approaching the large gateway through a modestly sized car park. I pulled on the rope and banged the knocker on the door for good measure. The small viewing panel across the middle of the gate slid open and an elderly monk viewed me through the grating.

				 ”Hello! Mark Cundy here,” I said. Without a word, he closed the panel and opened the built-in door to let me in. The entrance hall was dark and a little chilly, although the opposite wall was a glass frontage with French windows revealing the way across a courtyard into the main building. The monk eyed me with a mixture of suspicion and indifference. He raised a hand and pointed to the main building, then indicated I should knock at the door on the right-hand side of the building. I had the impression that I had interrupted his reading of the scriptures or something similarly worthy.

				I crossed the courtyard and knocked on door. Nothing. I knocked again. Nothing. I started to circle the building in what was now the twilight. Dreading interrupting my new friend on reception again, I started back, but was caught by an encouraging series of waves from a window next to the door I had previously passed. I went in and was met by two more monks in very splendid robes. They smiled and gestured for me to stand on the left of the reception hall by the stairs.

				 This side of the building had offices to the left, another exit to the courtyard and stairs leading up to my right. The long panels of heavy wood along the walls and their cousins along the floor, which picked up every careless step, added to the air of great piety. Finally another monk appeared. He sidled up to me, took me by the elbow and said in a very low voice, “You are the Englishman?” I admitted that I was. “Come,” he said and made towards the stairs. Squeak, squeak, squeak went my trainers on the polished floor. My new friend turned slightly and looked at my feet with the pained smile of one who has grown used to sufferance in the mortal life and thus regarded my footwear as just another trial.

				I went downstairs at 6:15 as directed for dinner, with a significant hole in my belly. Walking into the large dining hall, I made for the serfs’ table, but was summoned over by a wagging finger to dine with what appeared to be the head monk. I sat down at a long table with two other monks directly opposite. The chief held out his cup expectantly, so I poured him a coffee. No response. I examined him out of the corner of my eye and saw he was tall, a little portly, and with outstanding eyebrows. Of the two brothers on the other side, one appeared to be hoping to get through life without anybody noticing him, whilst the other betrayed a slightly jolly air - very Friar Tuck. Dinner was then served.

				A large tray of bread slices with butter, cheese and ham were placed before us. I fixed a ham sandwich, then a cheese one to follow, but was still the wrong side of peckish. I reached to prepare a third sandwich and felt the eyes of the chief burning into my side. I couldn’t exactly put the ingredients back, so I just carried on and wolfed down the third sandwich, trying to ignore my disapproving audience. It’s weird how situations of great reverence or seriousness bring out the worst in me. I remember hearing about a relative of mine whose nervous tension manifested itself at a family funeral in the form of hysterical fits of laughter. He couldn’t help it, they tell me. So I blamed it on my genes when for no reason the image appeared in my mind of these monks doing an acrobatic routine complete with miniature trampoline with robes flying around in wild abandon. I hastily adjusted my eyes to examine my navel and, with considerable effort, restrained my silent giggles, although I’m pretty sure my shoulders gave me away.

				The plates were cleared and dessert followed. A tray containing 24 chocolate eclairs was placed in the middle of the table. Between the four of us, that would be six each, but I resolved to have just two following the sandwich incident. Being Belgian, of course the eclairs were rich and delicious. Having finished my second one I was preparing to make my excuses, but my slightly jolly friend opposite nudged the tray towards me and creased a twinkle out of his eye. He had clearly enjoyed the chief’s outrage and dared me to risk damnation by having a third eclair. Sod it, I thought, I’m entitled, and scooped it up. The chief left immediately and Friar Tuck helped himself to another.

				I hope I mended some bridges the following morning by helping with the washing-up after breakfast, but I suspect that my stock remained pretty low. I thanked the English-speaking monk profusely and left the order to their solitary existence.

				 The last day of walking in Belgium was great. Along a stretch of road enveloped by a majestic bank of well-aged trees I stopped off at ‘Den Bierpot’ for a swift whisky and Coke. I passed through some pretty little villages and was joined by a grinning cyclist who had made a slow approach on my blind side. He explained that he was heading home for Eastern Europe following a celebration for the end of Ramadan with his Muslim friends. Walking and talking, we mused on the directions that our lives went and whether we shaped our destinies or they were preordained. Our discourse was curtailed due to the lateness of the hour and he rode off, after stuffing a couple of Euros into my hand.  In the twilight I strolled contentedly across the border and into Holland.
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