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PART 1

LOND ON TO SYDN E Y
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1
WIMP OLE S T RE E T:
EA RLY A DV ENTURE S

London, 3 October 1982

T

he beginning of my great adventure and I was sitting on a
bench in a corner of Heathrow airport, face in hands, crying
my eyes out. Three hours of tear tracks streaked across my
face. After years of dreaming, months of preparation, weeks of
longing to be gone, suddenly I knew what it really meant to feel
totally alone.
Turn back, I told myself. It’s not too late.
Go home, a persistent voice in my head insisted, back to the
family and friends who never wanted you to leave.
I was tempted. So tempted I was giving serious consideration to
reversing the events of a day for which I’d spent so long preparing.
Now, almost three years after I bought my BMW, the morning
of my departure had finally arrived and all I could think was that
I really wished it hadn’t. I’d packed my few items of luggage into
my mother’s rusted, dented VW Polo before standing in the street
outside my childhood home, feeling more awkward than thrilled,
my parents either side of me as my brother snapped a last momentous
picture of us before we crammed into the tiny car.
By the time we arrived at the airport, I was feeling no less
apprehensive, only now my parents and brother looked as if they
felt the same way. To one side stood Justin, his eyes flickering from
departure board to passing passengers to the floor as my father and
I racked our brains for something to say while we waited to hear
7
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whether a standby seat was available on the next flight to New York
and an uncertain life on the open road.
It’s not too late, the voice in my head said again. You can go back.
Going back would mean a welcome return into the arms of my
mother, who a few minutes earlier had for the last desperate time
asked a question that had become a miserable mantra in our house.
‘Do you really need to do this?’
I’d said nothing, just nodded as my mother burst into tears, hugged
me quickly, then rushed, without a glance back at me, out of the
terminal. And out of my life for the next three years, maybe longer.
But going back would also mean capitulating to all the
detractors and cynics who had poured scorn on my ambition,
including, at their head, Dave Calderwood, the editor of Bike
magazine. Having sent him a letter and a photograph, I’d hoped
for some publicity and advice, but received only mocking male
chauvinism in return. Now, as I crouched, crying in the corner
of the terminal, reflecting that Calderwood was one of only two
correspondents who bothered to answer my many assistanceseeking letters, I wondered if he might have had a point. Maybe,
like all the others – the potential sponsors who never replied, the
bike manufacturers who shook their heads, the accessory makers
who shrugged awkwardly, the shipping companies who patronized
me, the officials who rejected my visa applications – he sensed that
I was out of my depth.
After all, I was leaving with little more than a vague plan to fly
to New York, where I intended to pick up my bike from the docks,
ride to my aunt’s home in Detroit, then continue west to California,
where I hoped to ship my bike to New Zealand or Australia and see
where the road took me next.
Apart from buying a standby ticket to New York and packing
up my bike for its passage on a cargo ship, I’d done very little
preparation, certainly none of the years of research, fund-raising,
physical training and logistics planning that I’d noticed other
serious travellers had undertaken. I’d spent the previous months
working in a pub to amass some savings and when I wasn’t working
I’d practised repairing my bike using the instructions in a Haynes
8

Lone Rider.indd 8

28/03/2017 08:14:31

WIMPOLE STREET

9

manual. That was it. No wonder my friends laughed when I first
told them I was going to ride my bike around the world.
In fact, I wasn’t even sure why I was doing this trip, other than as
a distraction from the heartbreak of being dumped by Alex, the guy
I thought was going to be the love of my life. That, and a yearning
for some adventure and unpredictability in my life after three years
spent in stuffy classrooms studying for an architecture degree, had
brought me to this place.
So maybe I shouldn’t have been surprised that so few people
had any faith in me to complete a journey that few men and even
fewer women had ever undertaken. Maybe they were right to point
out that a relatively privileged young woman from a comfortable
home in the heart of the city was unlikely to survive a week in
the outback of third-world roads, back in the days before satellite
navigation and electronic communication. Back when even maps
were sometimes hard to get.
It was a hell of a time to be having doubts.
I really don’t know where I got the idea to ride my bike around the
world, but it had been in the back of my mind for years. I think it
first occurred to me soon after I learnt to ride a motorbike, which
might never have happened if I hadn’t been thrown out of school
midway through my A-levels. By my mid-teens I had become quite
disenchanted by my school and was relieved to be going.
I’d arrived at Roedean, a quintessential all-girls boarding school
in a foreboding windswept building at the top of the cliffs on the
outskirts of Brighton, shortly after my tenth birthday. Leaving home
to start there was such a momentous event in my young life that I
cannot remember anything before it, other than that I’d grown
up in Finchley, north London, with an older sister, Poppy, and a
younger brother, Justin.
My mother, who had studied medicine in Edinburgh in the late
1940s, was a bit of a pioneer in her own quiet way. Very few
women were accepted into the medical profession back then and she
attained the highest grades, qualifying when she was only twentyfour. Now working as a chest specialist at a nearby hospital, she
9
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