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Prologue

My circle began with a square. When I was an undergraduate geologist at Dundee 
University, I vaguely remember hearing about a technique for measuring the number 
of different types of cobble of various sorts of rock contained within another rock 
called a conglomerate. What you do is throw a rigid square of plastic over your 
shoulder, and then count the types of rock within the boundaries of the square. The 
randomness of the selection procedure rather appealed to me, since there should be no 
bias in what you find. Perhaps a single square meter might not be appropriate in all 
cases, especially if all the cobbles in the conglomerate are each as big as the plastic 
square, but it’s a good start. This is a good example of a random selection process 
giving you a representative ‘cross section.’

One apocryphal tale I have heard is about the Oxford Straight Line Society. This 
is apparently a drinking society which meets in Oxford and which, from the club’s 
HQ, plays a kind of ‘Pin the tale on the donkey.’ They randomly stick a pin in a map 
of Oxford, and from the HQ, draw a straight line to the pin. Then, as far as is practi-
cable, they walk, climb, swim or skate to their objective along that line, irrespective 
of what they find, and dealing with whatever they come across. I haven’t looked 
into it, because I would rather that it didn’t turn out to be untrue. If it is true, then 
it is another excellent way of sampling without bias, in this case, Oxford. If the line 
demands that they pass through the town rubbish dump, or through the ladies’ toilets 
in the bus station, then that’s where they must go. And, of course, this would take 
some of these young gentlemen to places that they would otherwise never see. Again, 
the cross-section is arbitrary, but the experience is no less valid.

I also rather enjoyed Graham Greene’s book ‘Journey without maps’, an erratic 
wander through the Belgian Congo. The idea of going into the countryside with no 
clue as to what you might see is rather exciting to me. Even with good maps, there 
is no substitute for getting off your backside and going out and having a good look 
for yourself.

This leads me to the question ‘Are there any explorers any more?’ Well, you 
could reasonably argue that the olden day explorers like Drake, Burton or Livingstone 
were only reporting back to this society aspects of foreign lands which were already 
well-known by the locals. They were not perhaps discovering anything new, except 
for us. Of course, their ‘discoveries’ were valid since they brought a wider context 
to the geographical information that they collected. As for the question ‘do explor-
ers still exist?’ you can state that the entirety of the Earth’s surface has been imaged 
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from space. Whether it has been mapped is a different question. There are caves that 
no one has seen (or given names to), the World’s oceans are almost totally unknown, 
and there are literally thousands of mountain peaks that have never been trodden by 
human foot. And there are still people going out to other countries and bringing back 
information already known to the locals, and this, along with the gathering of local 
place names and people’s stories, still passes for exploration. I will not lay claim to 
that exalted position, but I have recently completed an interesting journey, which I 
would like to share with you.

At the cold Winter Solstice in 1998, I decided to visit Stonehenge on my way 
back home from visiting my wife’s parents house in Wiltshire. In the dark, I could just 
make out candles and robes inside the sarsen stones. I heard the banging of drums, 
and chants carried past me on the wind. During my drive home, I wondered how I 
might mark the forthcoming Millennium. I had wondered if I might encourage the 
building of the world’s largest circular henge monument. This would have a very 
large sarsen stone at the cardinal points of the largest circle that it would be possible 
to fit within the outline of the UK. A circle like that would be constrained by bodies 
of water, such as the Mersey, the Severn and the Wash. As I drove home, I thought 
about the massive logistics of such an undertaking. It would involve getting planning 
permission, buying the land, finding and hauling the stones and then erecting them. I 
am a small person, and this vision rather daunted me. Perhaps it might be carried out 
one day (and if it is, remember you read it here first), but as an achievable project for 
me for 1999 and 2000, it was a little ambitious.

Much easier (I thought) might be just to work out the course of the largest circle, 
and then actually walk the length of it. When I got home, I got out my road map, 
and with a pair of compasses drew the first version of what I came to call the Great 
Millennium Circle. Assuming that you must be able to walk all of the circle, you 
should pass over the Severn Bridge, along the M4 corridor, up through the Fens, 
past Lincoln and Doncaster, over the Pennines, through Manchester Warrington and 
Chester, and then through the wild Welsh borders and the Black Mountains, down to 
Abergavenny and back to the Severn Bridge. In the spirit of the Oxford Straight Line 
Society, I thought that I might be able to stick almost exactly to the line of the circle. 
However, it’s difficult to even plot the circle to within 50m on the Ordinance Survey 
Landranger maps I have, and in several places, for example in the Welsh borders, 
along the Manchester Ship Canal, going through the Fens, and when crossing several 
of the motorways, it is actually impossible to stick exactly to the course of the circle. 
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In geochemistry, they often apply what is known as a fudge factor, which takes a set 
of scientifically meritorious data that doesn’t show anything, and transforms it into 
a slightly tainted dataset with crystal clear trends and associations. In the case of the 
GMC, and in keeping with its theme of the end of the second Millennium, I decided 
to try to keep to within 2000m of the centre line, giving me a 4km-wide corridor in 
which to walk.

Through to the early spring of 1999, I refined my plan. I worked out the math-
ematics of the circle and how to plot it exactly on my set of OS maps. I divided the 
route up into manageable parts and allocated specific weekends through the year to 
accomplish my goal. Various people said to me that I should do the whole thing in 
one go. Unfortunately, I live in the real word, and my job as a magazine editor keeps 
me at my desk somewhat more that I might like. My main problem was that my wife, 
the lovely Sally, who I had only married in July 1998, was newly pregnant. The baby 
growing inside her was bound to act as a sort of anchor, making it harder and harder 
for me to leave home. I decided to try to keep a record of my progress, writing up 
each day or weekend as they passed. I took a mini-disc recorder with me on every 
weekend, and the conversations in this book took place as they have been described, 
with as few embellishments as possible.

As I wrote at the time, ‘Tomorrow, I will start my Great Millennium Circle in the 
company of my twin brother Lewis and my friend Kevin Hannavy. We’ll start from 
the Severn Bridge, mainly because when I am close to finishing the circle I want to 
be able to see my eventual goal from a long way off. I hope to be able to see the tow-
ers of the Severn Bridge from deep within Wales. According to my plan, I will finish 
the walk by the end of September. Lewis gives me only a 50:50 chance of doing it 
by then. We’ll see.’
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Chapter 1. Severn Bridge to Chippenham

We physically started the journey by driving to the service centre on the English 
side of the Severn Bridge on Saturday 16 April 1999, jumping over a wall, sliding 
down a bank and clambering over a chainlink fence, before walking out to the middle 
of the bridge. We assembled below an anemometer erected on the cables, where the 
cables are at their lowest between the two towers; myself, my twin brother Lewis, my 
friend Kevin and my venerable father-in-law, Barrie Crane. The anemometer is a bit 
of an anti-climax of a landmark, but since there was no sign of a brass line, like at 
Greenwich for the Meridian, it had to do. Maybe it’s not even on the border between 
England and Wales, but as I say, it had to do. The centre of the Bridge is more or less 
exactly on degree 214 of the GMC.

After I gave a little speech, we four started off into the wind on the first stage of 
the circle. For me, at least, I hoped that there would be a great deal of walking, and 
some larks along the way. The tide had started to flow strongly on the eastern side of 
the Severn Channel while we were on the bridge, and I wondered whether they would 
ever put some tidal generators into the river.

Barrie left us at the end of the bridge, and after ten minutes of getting used to the 
map, we came across our first village, Aust, and our first real road, the A403. I was 
sure that I would become more averse to the noise of roads and cars as we got used 
to the quiet of the countryside. Aust had a couple of the most ancient petrol pumps I 
had ever seen, long since inoperative. 

Kevin started to play Devil’s advocate, as we worked our way across the first 
open stretch of countryside. He asked me why I was bothering to do this blooming 
great walk, and why wasn’t I going to stay at home and look after my newly-pregnant 
wife Sally? I said that I thought that I had good enough reasons for doing it, or at 
least attempting to do the Great Millennium Circle. For one, this may well be the last 
opportunity that I have to string together this number of weekends in this short a space 
of time, for a very long time. Secondly, with the millennium theme, it should be com-
pleted before the end of 2000. Thirdly, there’s never anything good on telly. When 
they asked Sir Edmund Hilary why he climbed Everest, didn’t he say, “Because it was 
there”? If they ask me, “Why did you even bother with this ridiculous concept?” I 
shall say, “Because it wasn’t there.” During this discussion I became a little flustered, 
and pathetically failed to clear a ditch I was attempting to jump at Olveston Common. 
I spent the rest of the day with wet boot and socks. Kevin and Lewis just laughed.

We stopped for lunch at a plastic pub in Rudgeway. Before we had even entered 
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the franchise, a sign had told us to find a table, note its number and order food at the 
bar. Although the food was good and the beer was adequate, the place had all the 
atmosphere of the Moon.

After leaving the pub, we thought we might have had our last view of the towers 
of the Severn Bridge, but later still we were pleasantly surprised. We had to cross 
the M5, and used a pedestrian footpath that crossed the motorway in the middle of 
nowhere. Two footpaths converged on our end of the bridge and crossed the motor-
way at the same time. Was it that the M5 is a particularly noisy road, or was it that 
our ears were already becoming used to rural quiet? There certainly didn’t seem to be 
many people about. We really only met people who were walking their dogs. We were 
also astonished at the number of fields where nothing at all seemed to be happening. 
Only pleasant green grass, growing. It isn’t like that back up in the city.

The first field of cows we crossed was rather a revelation. These youngsters were 
exceptionally frisky, hooting and mooing as they trundled all around us, stampeding 
at the first flick at their noses and then ambling in again to get a sniff at a cuff or a 
lick of a sleeve. The way they moved reminded us of the dinosaur packs in Jurassic 
park, and Kevin said that genetically-modified ‘hunting cows’ might be possible in 
the future. He should know. He’s got a PhD in something genetic from Oxford.

They reminded me of the two bulls in the field, one a weathered but sagely bovine 
version of Sean Connery, the other a wild young Tom Cruise with straw sticking out 
of his hair. The farmer forgets to shut the gate leading into the field next to theirs, a 
field which contains a herd of comely young cows, their udders glistening in the dew. 
The young Tom say to Sean, “Moo-ooo! Let’s stampede down there and have us a 
good time with a couple of those sexy young things!” But Sean has the measure of 
his young compadre and of the world. “No,” he says, “Letsh jusht walk down there, 
and do them all.”

We met some children netting for newts in the old cart wash at Lower Hazel. 
They had caught one, too, a great crested, but they didn’t want to speak to us stran-
gers, or didn’t dare to. Their parents had probably scared them to death with stories 
of strangers - and quite right too.

At Iron Acton, at degree 208, we intersected the River Frome and walked along 
a pleasant valley with an abandoned mill race and outcrops of massive red sandstone. 
We picnicked on an impressive little outcrop of rock above a cave, revelling on a bed 
on bluebells and burping from our beer. 

At degree 207 (remember - I’m doing the circle anti-clockwise), we came across 
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our first blocked footpath, but we just walked around the pile of rubbish, and the old 
fridge piled in the way. Around 60,000t of rubbish is ‘fly-dumped’ in the UK each 
year.

It was a pain to walk into Yate, since the pleasant grassy footpaths stopped on 
the outside of the town, and we had to walk on the hot concrete to get to our first 
B&B - Mrs Melville-Rea’s place at Caerlaverock, in Goose Green. On our first day 
we passed under five major sets of pylons, and walked about 17km of the Great 
Millennium Circle, as the crow flies. With detours, we probably did around 21km. 
Since the total ‘perfect’ circumference is about 750km, each degree of the circle is 
about 2km, so we had already completed 10 degrees, or fully one thirty sixth of the 
entire walk. It’s amazing what you can do when you set one foot in front of another 
and just keep going.

That evening we went into Chipping Sodbury, and before having our pie and 
chips, we went to find the grave of my grandmother, the only grandparent I had 
known. I had last visited Chipping Sodbury ten years earlier for her funeral, on an 
overcast and very cold January day. I remember commenting to my Godmother that 
the reason that they put fences around cemeteries is that people are just dying to get 
in. She didn’t think it was funny. It was strange to come back to the same spot, where 
last I had seen them lowering her down into the ground, only to find a well-tended 
plot, with a simple headstone. That slab of stone can never tell of the adventures she 
must have had in her eight decades, in England, the USA, and in her youth in revo-
lutionary Dublin. She was a fighter alright. In the gloom, I failed to find the grave of 
her daughter, my Aunt Myra, who had died soon after Lewis and I had made a care-
free passing visit to her home in Chipping Sodbury years after her own mother had 
died. She knew during our visit that she was dying, but she didn’t tell us. When we 
cheerily waved farewell to her from our car, she knew that it was going to be our last 
goodbye, but we did not. In hindsight, it was a good parting. Next time I am passing, 
I will search out her grave and properly pay my respects.

After our pies, we wandered into the Beaufort Hunt pub, and were very happy 
to see that they were giving out free sandwiches. We ate our fill, and then crammed 
our doggy bags for the next day. Our feet were rather sore, so that we made the rather 
pathetic move of calling a taxi to take us home.

In the morning, we blessed the weathermen for their mistakes, and walked in 
sunshine past the aggregate quarry where my Uncle Peter had once been manager. 
We used the Frome Valley Walkway, a valiant attempt at a picturesque footpath next 
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to a rather unprepossessing brook, to walk to Old Sodbury. We were turned back at 
the rear fence of one terraced house where the footpath marked on the map abruptly 
stopped. The countrified lady standing on a beer crate and peering over a fence 
seemed very well prepared to turn us back from her back garden fence, and in fact 
her rear gate was well armoured - “against the cows” she said.

Just along the road, we stopped to admire the chrome on a be-sideburned chap’s 
32-year old Lotus Cortina. 

“Only a 1500cc engine, but it’ll get up to about a hundred’n’eight. Can’t get it 
wet, it’s a show car.” 

We enquired about the inhabitants of the local pile, Dodington House. 
“Well,” Mr Sideburn’s wife said, “Sir Simon Codderington who used to live in 

the house, he lives down the road in a little cottage. Now though, there are two queers, 
two faggots who live there. I think Elton John gets down here a bit, but I’ve never 
managed to catch him. It’s a beautiful house.” 

We said that we would invite ourselves around for a cup of tea and a sticky bum, 
er, bun. 

She said smiling, her tanned face creasing up, “’e’s gettin’ a bit durty, you’d bet-
ter be off.”

We picked up the Cotswold Way after a little way and followed it for a few kilo-
metres. It’s a lovely path, well signposted and with great views. In fact at the top of 
one section (actually at 3756 1802), we had our last view of the Severn Bridge, about 
23km away, which was a nice surprise. The Cotswold Way must be the long distance 
footpath equivalent of a motorway, even though the paths were unworn. On the Way, 
we saw a pair of hikers behind, and one in front, who we passed. Betty Stevenson had 
come from Kentucky to do the Cotswold Way. “It’s really lovely,” she said, “It hasn’t 
rained much, a few hailstorms, and a little bit of snow, some high winds, is all. By 
God I’m gonna make it, if my knees hold out.” Another fighter. 

Over the A46, and past a famous and well-preserved milestone, we had to walk 
through a Van Goghesque field of oilseed rape before we arrived at the pleasantly 
warm but faintly ridiculous Portcullis Pub in Tormorton for our late morning refresh-
ments. The publican insisted that we put large white plastic bags on our muddy boots 
to spare his carpet, so that we rustled when we moved to the bar and back with our 
beer. Our friend from Kentucky, who had caught us up, thought the idea was only 
rather “quaint.”

Over the M4 before Kington Down, we had our first real footpath conundrum, 
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whether to walk the line of the footpath and destroy the farmer’s crops, or walk in the 
wheel ruts of the tractor, away from the footpath’s proper course. In fact, we walked 
in the ruts, but we should have walked the good walk, along the ploughed-up line of 
the footpath. If the footpath continues to be unused on the ground, then it will be lost 
in practice. It is the farmer’s duty in law to put it back the way it was, or be fined for 
his troubles. Naughty farmer!

In the very pleasant village of West Kington, we saw a tiny navigable stretch of 
Broadmead Brook, and upon it was an equally tiny boat, called ‘The Shrimp.’ We ate 
our free sandwiches from the night before at Nettleton Shrub, aired our feet in the sun 
and then walked into Castle Combe passing through the Disneyfied landscape of the 
Manor House Golf Course (degree 199). We breasted a rise in the wooded footpath 
and the village’s lovely church, built of oolitic limestone, suddenly hove into view. 
Oolites are tiny grains that have been washed up and down an ancient beach, becom-
ing covered in concentric shells of calcite, before being sandwiched and squashed 
together to make a rock which looks like it is made of pinhead-sized ballbearings. The 
mosquito whine of engines from Castle Combe Racetrack could just be heard above 
the revving of tourist cars in the picturesque main street of Castle Combe itself.

We picked up the Macmillan Way through Long Dean, a village which we thought 
was very out-of-the-way, and very pretty. We crossed the A420 and, via Biddestone, 
passed near the long barrow at Lan Hill. Our feet were beginning to drag somewhat 
by this stage. We had a mercifully short walk next to the A420, and found a footpath 
which took us right into the heart of Chippenham. We stopped at the train station and 
called our lift, Mrs Crane, weary but very happy to have completed the first stage of 
the Great Millennium Circle.

My impression of the walk, at that very early stage, was that it was going to take 
a lot of gumption to finish it, but that starting with a relatively short stage and then 
having a week off was a very good idea, since I was strictly a novice long -distance 
walker. Even at the end of that first stage, I was already really looking forward to the 
next weekend, the Chippenham to Avebury to Marlborough section of the walk.

However, a thought niggled me. Robert Ballard, discoverer of the wreck of the 
Titanic, once said, “If you are not doing science, then you are just wandering around.” 
A thought to chew on as we wandered.
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Chapter 2. Chippenham to Marlborough

Before we started on the second stage, I asked my lovely wife, Sally, then three 
and a half months’ pregnant, whether she minded her husband going off to do the 
Great Millennium Circle. 

“Not yet,” she said, “but when I do, I’ll let you know about it. The best part of 
the whole thing will be your hat.” It was a green cap she had had made, with Great 
Millennium Circle in big letters on the front of it, and a secret love message written 
on the inside. Bless her. It’s quite a good way of getting people to speak to you, as 
well as for keeping the rain and sun off one’s rapidly-balding pate. 

We started again, of course, at Chippenham railway station, between degrees 195 
and 194. Lewis had decided to accompany me again, since he enjoyed the first stage 
so much. Kevin Hannavy, however, had had a sniff of skirt back in Oxford, and was 
absent. In fact, there is so much skirt in Oxford, that we didn’t see him on the Great 
Millennium Circle again. We wasted no time in getting going, walking through the 
town park and past a building, housing Chippenham Borough Council, which is so 
obviously the most ugly and hideously out-of-place building, that it should be torn 
down at the very first opportunity. It is complemented by a new, very bright blue, 
bridge just up the river: a charmless pair.

We walked through the waterlogged meadows next to the Avon until we reached 
Hardens Farm. Footpath signs were conspicuous by their absence, and Hardens Farm 
made me remember that agricultural buildings do not need planning permission, and 
that sprawl is not just an urban problem.

We lost the path completely near New Leaze Farm, since there were no signs nor 
stiles, and after hauling through muddy fields we decided that it would have been 
easier underfoot if we had just wandered along the course of the local abandoned 
railway instead. We finally found our way to the River Marden, which was flowing 
fast due to the week’s rain. However, according to a measuring station, there was still 
plenty of room for the river to rise another three or four metres, which would be a 
sight indeed. It got us to thinking about 10,000-year floods, and even million year 
floods. We thought that a million year flood would certainly reach to the top of the 
trees, at least.

Past Pound Farm, we eventually fought our way onto the continuation of the 
former track of the railway, which then took us past the impressive earthworks of 
Stanley Abbey. The track was wide and surfaced in fine gravel, and we started to 
make excellent progress. After the boggy fields, it was a little like speeding through 
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the countryside on a motorway. Eventually, we found out why the path was so salubri-
ous: buckets of Lottery money had been thrown its way.

As we came to the A4 road between Calne and Chippenham, our way was blocked 
by an airy gap in the path where a bridge was being built. In fact, a mobile crane was 
standing in the closed road, and they were, that day, about to lift two wooden arches 
into place. As it turned out, the bridge was going to be part of a Millennium Cycle 
Network that was being built.

One of the contractors, a Mancunian who had come down with the fabrication 
team from Yorkshire, was keen for us to, er, get out of the way, but he stopped for a 
quick chat anyway.

“You ain’t gonna get squashed, but shouldn’t actually be in ‘ere. Each arch 
weighs approximately six tonne. There’s two half arches, and they’re spliced in the 
middle to make one complete one. I’ve no idea where the cycle network goes, I’m 
just responsible for putting the bridge in, and then I go home. The wood has probably 
come from Scandinavia, but the thing has been manufactured in France. Apparently 
there are only three machines in the World which are big enough to put this kind of 
thing on and drill it. One’s in Japan, one’s in Australia and the other’s in France, so 
we went for the easy option. However,not all of the holes have been drilled in the 
correct position, so we’ve got some, what would you say, tweaking, to do before we 
can get it to the stage where we can put it up. But it’s going up today - both arches. 
In two week’s time we start constructing the deck between the abutments. All bridges 
are designed for a life of 120 years, minimum. After 120 years, it’ll be someone else’s 
problem, and you and I will not be here to worry about it.” 

I asked him what he thought of our southern shandy. 
“Ach, I’ve no problems with it. I try and stay off it, but I don’t mind it, just so 

long as it’s wet. I hope you lads have better weather when you get to Manchester on 
your walk, because it was absolutely throwing it down when we left last night. Cheers 
lads.” 

We ambled on lest we did get squashed, after all.
We met a rather charming, very well-spoken elderly lady who was reminiscing 

about the way things used to be, looking at the work going on upon the bridge. 
“They’ve built an enormous number of houses along this road, as you can see. 

They’re changing the course of the river. If you arrive in Calne, I should go and look 
at the roadworks. It’s absolutely amazing. The main A4 road is only half open, and 
has been for some considerable time, because of this business of changing the Abberd 
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Brook.” We checked the map, and there it was, the brook as she had named it. 
“Oh, my husband would be delighted, you see I’m not much good at map read-

ing.” Through her laughs, she said, “We came from everywhere before we were in 
Calne. You know, we’ve lived in all sorts of places.” From her plummy accent, I 
would put money on it that it had probably included India, the Gulf or some other 
expat community. She actually sounded a lot like the Queen. 

We all walked past the Black Dog Halt, marked by some fancy wrought iron 
gates, depicting an old spur-line station serving the Bowood Estate. If you pushed 
the steam of the train depicted on the gate, it opened up a latch and you could walk 
through. I asked our ancient friend if she would mind carrying my rucksack for the 
next half mile or so. She gracefully declined, saying that she was barely able to carry 
her own umbrella.

We continued along the splendid path to Calne and eventually came across a 
very good milepost, saying that it was six (miles? kilometres? carrots? donkeys?) to 
Chippenham, eight to Avebury. This, apparently was the number four milepost in the 
National Cycle Network. It was one of a thousand mileposts funded by the Royal 
Bank of Scotland to mark the creation of the network. The milepost was covered in 
hieroglyphics. From the bottom of the milepost, which was at least two meters tall, 
it had two trilobites, a couple of brachiopods, some kind of bony fish, a crinoid, and 
going further up some ammonites, a couple of very stylised dinosaurs, the skull of 
a man with one of his eyes put out, another trilobite (or a harp?), then a wheel, then 
a fuel gauge showing empty, then a petrol pump with a few drops of petrol coming 
out, and then, at the very top, which we guessed was supposed to be at the apex of 
civilisation, was the tyre of a motor car. The whole thing was supported by funds from 
the National Lottery and the Millennium Commission. It was a nice bit of metalwork, 
next to the pleasant Abberd Brook. Next to that however, and obviously not benefit-
ting from Millennium funds, was a choked disused canal with the rescue ring floating 
uselessly in the middle. Still, it made an interesting contrast.

In Calne we had our lunch, two-day-old cold pizza, in the porch of the Holy 
Trinity Church, the graveyard of which contains a striking tomb capped with a life-
size hand pointing heavenward. We didn’t visit the famous roadworks, as we had been 
instructed to do: maybe next time.

It was hard to find the path after stopping at the Talbot pub for some liquid 
refreshments, but a path eventually took us out into the fields. I had to retrace my 
steps (never again!) to pick up some gear I had stupidly left behind, so Lewis valiantly 
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lugged my pack to the top of the Cherhill Downs on a very muddy path, and waited 
for me by the top, on the base of a famous monumental obelisk. After I had fetched 
my gear, I passed a perspiring youth on the way up, whose ‘mountain’ bike was stuck 
in the sticky quagmire that passed for a path. Further up, I told his friends, who had 
managed to get through the swamp alright, that he was crying and was calling for his 
Mummy, which was not entirely true. Luckily, our paths did not cross again.

It was a glorious day, and try as we might with a rather poor monocular, we 
couldn’t see the Severn Bridge from the top. We had finally left it far behind. In the 
wind we started to cool down, so we got going on the next section. We walked along 
past the Cherhill white horse and over the brow of the hill, and were able to look along 
the Wessex Ridgeway towards Avebury and Silbury Hill, which was to be the site of 
our bivvi that night. We had a debate over the pronunciation of ‘tumulus,’ since we 
had started to see rather a lot of them marked on the map. Should it be Too-moo-loos, 
or the more staccato T-mu-luss. Lew and I imagined the professors of Greek and Latin 
of Oxford and Cambridge really getting their knickers in a twist about it.

We walked along the glorious ridgeway to Knoll Down, crossed the A4 ‘Old Bath 
road’ again and walked up to Windmill Hill. The site is a complex of ditches, banks, 
barrows and quarries, and marks the remains of a neolithic farming community that 
worked the land long before Avebury stone circle was built. Becoming rather hungry 
and thirsty, we rolled down into Avebury itself, past the manor, and plonked our-
selves down in the pub, which also advertises itself as “The only Bed and Breakfast 
in a stone circle.” I thought it rather vulgar of them to be proud of being part of the 
desecration of one of Europe’s most important archeological sites in this manner, and 
wondered at how many B&Bs there might be in a Great Millennium Henge stone 
circle. Several thousands, at least, which would be as spit in their eye. Still, we drank 
their beer and ate their food, even though it was no more than adequate.

With the gloom rising, we walked around part of the stone circle, over the road 
which goes through the centre of the circle and started up the avenue of stones. As 
soon as they have re-routed the road at Stonehenge through a tunnel, they should get 
themselves down to Avebury and clear out the pub, the shop, the road and everything 
else out of the circle. They should start with the road though. Would the Peruvians 
tolerate a paved road going straight through the Nazca Lines? Not bloomin’ likely.

We met an Australian dowser in the avenue. He’d been at Stonehenge that very 
day, and was shown how to dowse there. He had bought some rods for himself, and 
showed us what would happen, “Whenever there is a line or a centre of, like, earth 
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energy or something.” He made them cross and uncross by flexing his elbows slightly, 
just like they ought to when you were really dowsing. When he tried it walking across 
the edge of the line of stones, they crossed in the same manner. In a strangely similar 
manner if you ask me. When Lewis tried it they crossed, but only when he was right 
up against a big electric fence. Hmmm. It brought to my mind the comment that ley-
lines are lines that connect areas of equal gullibility.

In the gloom we wandered up to the top of Silbury Hill, which was for many cen-
turies the tallest man-made structure in Europe. It is a hill around 40m high, and mod-
ern calculations suggest that it may have taken four million hours of sweaty labour to 
build. The scientists suggest that the presence beneath the core of the hill of winged 
ants ready for late summer mating flights shows that the hill was first started in the 
evening of a day in late summer. To me, that is rather like suggesting that Trilobites 
evolved on a Tuesday. We found our sleeping bags and lay out on the grass, quietly 
spooked by the atmosphere of the place. Lew was whingeing about the possibility of 
rain, and I assured him that he could have the (single) bivvi bag if it did come on to 
rain. It didn’t, but we were woken at midnight by a couple of drunks who seemed to 
have driven along the A4 to the bottom of the hill. They staggered around a bit, and 
then tumbled back down the hill to their car, and then drove off into the night. Local 
high jinks. Tsk.

At 2.30am, I was woken in the pitch dark by an unearthly deep electric humming 
noise, close to my head. Needless to say, I jumped to the only possible logical conclu-
sion, that it was aliens come to take us away into outer space, from where we lay on 
their prehistoric launch-pad. I woke myself and Lewis up with a heartfelt cry of “It’s a 
space ship” and rather startled the chap who was making the noise on his didgeridoo. 
He shuffled off, and I went back to sleep, only half happy not to have been abducted 
by aliens. Now that would be a story.

We woke up in the clear dawn, a little stiff and cold but the better for having spent 
the night out in the fresh air, and the alien kidnapper chap, who turned out to be called 
Andy, played his didgeridoo while the sun came up. The scene from the top of Silbury 
Hill has to be witnessed to be understood. From the top of Silbury Hill, the horizon 
seems to be mostly at the same level, and is for a large part relatively smooth. The 
sun rose just to the left of a copse of trees when we saw it, but I could imagine that 
the solstices and mid-winter or mid-summer sun or moon-rises might be marked by 
appropriately-placed sarsens on that saucer-shaped horizon. Unfortunately, we were 
up where we shouldn’t have been, and had to climb over a fence to get out. The hill is 
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supposed to have a unique suite of vegetation on its flanks, never having been grazed, 
so the whole thing is fenced off. Personally I would favour putting in some proper 
steps and charging for entry, since people (like ourselves) doubtless jump over the 
fence and contribute to the uncontrolled erosion of the hill.

We spoke with Andy, the didgeridoo man. He told us that he had done a lot of 
drugs in the sixties and seventies, but that he had cleaned himself up, and was now 
straight as a die. He spoke with real conviction about putting one’s roots down into the 
soil and channelling that earth energy through yourself. He was exceptionally softly-
spoken and it was difficult sometimes to make out what he was saying. He had us sit 
in silence, eyes closed, while he shook a rattle in circles around my head. The effect 
was rather pleasant, rather calming. I didn’t exactly feel as though I had channelled 
any earth energy, but it was an interesting diversion. He said that we were walking 
the Great Millennium Circle for everyone on the planet, which was very generously 
broadminded of him, since I for one thought that I was doing it largely for my own 
amusement.

Lewis and I left him blowing into his didgeridoo, and wandered off into the light-
ening gray dawn, back towards Avebury.

We wandered around the earthworks, avoiding the first of the sleepy earth-tour-
ists, and hurried up the Wessex Ridgeway in the pall of a cloudening morning, the 
wind cooling our sweat as we continued to shed our many layers from the previous 
night. At least it wasn’t raining. We crossed over the main north-south Ridgeway, 
which has some very interesting rules on which types of vehicles may use it. Someone 
was absolutely against four wheel drive ‘off-roaders’ using it, and had scratched out 
all references to them on a sign at the intersection of the two ancient pathways. From 
Fyfield Down onwards for a kilometre or so, the sarsen stones are strewn about so 
that in some places they are almost continuous; the grass comes up between them 
like the limestone pavements of Derbyshire. Apparently the stones are the weathered 
remnants of a once-continuous layer of silica-cemented sandstone, and were used 
not only for the construction of the stone circle at Avebury and Stonehenge and local 
buildings, but after crushing, for paving nearby Swindon. A clear case of pearls before 
swine. We saw the farmer in the distance in his 4WD, tending to his flocks.

After Fyfield Down the navigation is difficult, since the landscape is somewhat 
rounded and cultivated, with copses of trees sticking out at you at strange angles, and 
gallops running by at angles you don’t expect. Try it yourself. Maybe it was lack of 
tea, but it was confusing to my addled brain. After all, we hadn’t had any breakfast, 
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since we had eaten all of our food the day before.
We shambled past the entrance to Manton House, the centre of the Manton House 

Estate. It all looked very stuffy, and they certainly were not going to welcome us in 
for a cup of tea: appointments only.

We struggled on into Marlborough, past some noisy kennels and the local swim-
ming pool, but were brought up short by the pleasant sounds coming from an impres-
sive looking building on the edge of town: the chapel of Marlborough College. The 
school choir was practising an anthem by Hadley.

Lewis and I shambled into Marlborough High Street past G. Hatto’s, a barbers 
from another age, with everything in leather and chrome, and charging less than my 
barber in Epsom. We finally had our breakfast at Stones of Marlborough, the end of 
our walk for that day, which is between degrees 182 and 181. Wow! Nearly at 180, 
after which time there would be no southerly component of my path until I reached 
degree zero. Just as we finished our breakfast it started to rain, and we were very glad 
to get an immediate lift back to Chippenham. In fact we were picked up by a teacher 
at the local school, who told us a little about what it takes to get into Marlborough. 

“Well,” he said, lighting up another fag, “they gotta have all the proper blazers. If 
they are in the rugby team they’ve gotta have the rugby blazer with the rugby motif, 
they’ve gotta have all the correct kit, the tracksuit bottoms, the training tops that go 
with it, they have formal functions so that the boys need a black tie and dinner jacket, 
the girls have evening wear.” 

Our friend, originally from the West Country, was warming to his subject, and 
mentioned a sum of £14,000 for one year’s tuition fees at the college.”

“Rugby is one of the main sports that they play. In that way, it’s quite ‘old 
school.’ I’m sure in the past that they have had some duke or marquis send their son 
to Marlborough. The Duke of Marlborough is at the moment an honourary title. I 
think that at the moment it’s actually deceased. I’m not really that interested in the 
history of Marlborough College. It owns a very large proportion of Marlborough, and 
they still wield a great deal of power in the town, in relation to planning permission 
and housing. I read in the paper the other day that they sold one of their paintin’s the 
other day for a couple of million, which is going to finance their new sports centre. It 
was given to them by a benefactor, and they asked permission off the trustees whether 
they could actually sell it to a private collector or gallery.” 

He dropped us off back in Chippenham, and we went home for a rest. Overall, 
the first day, Chippenham to Avebury, was superb, but Avebury to Marlborough was 
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a bit of an anticlimax. On the second day, we only walked 9km as the crow flies, and 
we could have done much more. The transport links past Marlborough on the Great 
Millennium Circle make it sensible to stop there though. 

I knew that I would be walking the next section on my own, after a gap of three 
weeks. I wanted to cover a lot of ground, carrying as little as possible. The weather 
forecast was good, so I was full of confidence. As I was rapidly learning, ‘Fortune 
favours the bald.’
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Chapter 3 - Marlborough to Pangbourne

For my first stage of the GMC alone, I decided to  make a very long weekend out 
of the two rather shorter weekends I had previously planned.

I drove up the M4, which of course is relatively quiet if you are inside a car, and 
eventually started out from Marlborough at 9am, walking past the council offices and 
Tourist Information, and past the ducks sleeping on the car park next to a crystal clear 
stream with sleeping fish waving in the current. It was market day, so that the High 
Street was heaving more than ever, with tourists, with market stalls and with toffee-
nosed herberts (doubtless destined for the OSLS), so that there was even less room 
for cars than normal. The town is besmeared with double yellow lines, and they’ve 
really got the place wrapped up tight.

I walked out past the town green and along next to the continuation of the same 
clear stream and a few little piggies in a muddy field, and right onto sheet 174. It’s 
nice to get off one sheet and onto the next. It’s a bit like leaving a bed made up from 
a particularly dirty set of sheets and jumping into a new one, where the sheets are 
fresh and clean, where you are unknown, and where you can start with nothing on 
your slate.

I walked through the pleasant village of Mildenhall, and decided to head up onto 
the opposite hillside for a better view. It wasn’t spectacular, but it was pleasant enough. 
I had a quiet little celebration of the fact that I was at degree 180, the southernmost 
point of my circle. From now on, for 180 degrees, I would be walking a course with 
only a northerly component, and no southerly component - well, at least in theory. By 
now in the GMC, I was starting to get a good feeling for direction, both in terms of 
north and south and so on, but also how I was heading in relation to the circle itself, 
and how the circle was slowwwly beginning to curve around. I think that it was around 
here that I first met up with a wee friend of mine, William Wagtail, who visited me on 
a number of occasions around the circle. His visits were always welcome.

I walked past the remains of the chapel at Axford Farm, back down into the val-
ley, and then into the sphere of influence of the forbidding Ramsbury Manor. I came 
to decide that I didn’t like the place or its owners, even though I didn’t ever see it, nor 
meet them. I certainly saw enough evidence of their unfriendly and downright aggres-
sive land-ownership; ‘Private Land,’ ‘Trespassers will be prosecuted,’ ‘Beware of 
the dogs,’ ‘Private lane - Keep out.’ Signs everywhere, spoiling an otherwise bucolic 
pastoral scene. I was told that Hyam, the owner of Centrepoint, also owns Ramsbury. 
How ironic it would be if he were to expire at Ramsbury Manor, and his body were 
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then to lay undiscovered for a century, because no-one was allowed in. I wanted to 
take a baseball bat and smash every obnoxious sign to smithereens. The countryside 
can be so stressful.

Just abreast of Ramsbury village, I met up with two very interesting rambling old 
codgers, Thomas and Benjamin Port, who spoke in deeply rural accents. Tom, who 
was 80, was making his younger brother Ben, who was 76, carry the rucksack. They 
were doing a circular walk of five miles or so, and were keeping up a good pace, since 
it took me a mile or so to catch up with them. They said, “We’re not racers, we’re 
stayers.” Ben walks three or four miles everyday, after lunch and said that he was 81, 
or at least would be 81 next birthday, possibly a case of counting your chickens before 
they were hatched. He may well outlast us all. 

“I’ve been here since 1968,” said Ben, the more talkative of the two, “and was 
before that in Sussex.” 

I told him that 1968 was the year after I was born. 
“Crikey! It only seems like yesterday actually. It hasn’t changed much around 

here since then, but they’ve got restrictions on the amount of building that you can do. 
It’s still rural, still farmland, there’s nice villages. It’s quite good.” As we were walk-
ing along, I saw a small disc on the side of a puddle. I stooped to pick it up. “Is that 
a coin?” said Ben. We gave it a good rub and got some of the muck off of it. “It’s an 
old penny, a 1930 penny. Some of these old pennies, not that one I shouldna’ thought, 
but some of these old pennies are valuable. That’s George the sixth, no, the fifth on 
the back there. That’s lucky that is. Well done, good for you.” I wondered how long 
it had lain in that puddle: probably for fifty years or more. Anyway, Ben went on to 
mention his war exploits, and Thomas was not to be left out. I asked Thomas where 
he went when he was in the Navy. “Everywhere! Anywhere the ships could go. I was 
in battleships when I was a young lad, that was before the war, that was, then I was 
in destroyers during the war and in small ships ever a’ter. Ben was in the KG Five, 
the King George the Fifth.” 

“Aye,” says Ben, “I helped to sink the Bismark, chased it around the Atlantic.” 
Thomas was not to be outdone. “I was in a destroyer at the same time, when the 

Hood was sunk, it was all a part of the same operation, we wuz escortin’ the Hood. 
But we musn’t be tellin’ you all this old history.” 

I told them that I thought the war was probably the most exciting thing that has 
happened in the last 100 years. 

“I dunno about excitin’,” chortled Thomas. “I was at Dunkirk, I helped evacuate 
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Dunkirk in the little ships, for a week, backwards and forwards, gettin’ the troops off 
the beach.” 

“You weren’t at D-Day then,” I said.
“No,” says Tom, “otherwise I might not be here. Mind, we lost one other brother 

at D-Day, he went down in a ship, sank by the battleship Byram, what they would call 
‘collateral damage’ nowadays, I ‘spect.” 

They didn’t think much of the ongoing war in Kosovo. “I think it’s a ghastly 
failure. You’re never goner win this thing unless you get ground troops in. You think 
about the blitzes during the war, people didn’t give in, did they? Buildings shattered 
all around them, they just carried on.” 

They were both in favour of getting the UN involved in a land force. They were 
emphatic in their view that Slobodan Milosovic was a madman, and I had to agree 
with them. You can’t fight fairly against an irrational enemy. They wished my preg-
nant wife well, and I told them that both Ben and Tom were in the running for the 
middle name of any son we might have.

After saying goodbye to these two friendly chaps, there was pleasant walking past 
the growing green wheat and stately oaks towards Littlecote House. In the grounds 
of the house, there are the remains of a Roman villa, although there is not much left 
of it. It has been much renovated, with new cement helping to keep the rebuilt flint 
walls together, but there is an excellent mosaic, sheltered from the rain and elements 
by a shabby old shed-contrivance made of blue tarpaulin and scaffolding. I was rather 
pleased to be able to have my lunch of stale pizza in this old Roman villa.

I walked past Littlecote, a spectacular country house formerly owned by Peter 
de Savaray, disgraced Australian business tycoon and sailor. It was sold when his 
empire collapsed, and has now been developed as a resort-of-sorts - a reasonable £160 
secures you four nights at the next-door newly-developed hotel as part of a package 
tour.

Roadwalking and a passage across a pleasantly Japanese-looking bridge brought 
me into the village of Chilton Foliat, and moving swiftly on, a short walk brought me 
to the Baronial-looking Chilton Park Farm. The tendon on my left calf started to give 
me trouble. That, of course, is one very good reason for not doing the GMC in one 
enormous push. A chronic walking injury such as tendonitis is not going to get better 
the further you walk. It’s just a question of resting it for a week. I had had problems 
with ankles, heels and knees up to that point on the GMC, but a week’s rest had seen 
them all evaporate. Talk about making a virtue out of a necessity.
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Up past Hungerford Newtown, I walked through a field where the path was abso-
lutely obvious - a yellow swathe running through the maturing wheat, and exactly 
1.5m wide- the minimum stipulated by law. I guess it was some kind of herbicide 
sprayed onto the young crop, and although I’m not keen on chemicals, it was good to 
see a farmer taking his footpath responsibilities seriously.

A little after here, I started to run pretty close to the M4, so that there was an 
ever-present rumble behind the birdsong and low buzzing of the bees. A lapwing was 
busy flapping and calling over his particular patch of furrowed field, making a sound 
a lot like a space invaders machine. I took a wrong turn which took me to Orpenham 
Farm and into Wickham, but only by dint of some slogging over weathering ploughed 
fields - those naughty farmers should have re-instituted the footpaths!

On my way to Boxford, I passed through Pig Town, which you can also see 
clearly from the M4. (It’s not officially called Pig Town, but it ought to be). Here hun-
dreds of breeding sows are kept, with probably thousands of little piggy-wiggies. The 
old-timers turned an experienced and rather blazé piggy eye at me, jiggling their teats, 
but the youngsters all came out to investigate, sniffing the air for a scent and edging 
forward, until some slight movement, from me or from them, panicked them and they 
stampeded wildly away, knocking into each other and clonking into their hutches. 
Pig Town was in many a lot like a concentration camp. There were rows and rows of 
‘field arks’, like billets, plenty of barbed wire, a lot of dirt, and nothing very much to 
do. I began to imagine that there might be a wrought iron gate leading somewhere into 
the camp with a motto “Arbeit macht frei” worked in, in fancy metal work.

A cast-iron sign on a bridge over the fast-flowing weedy River Lambourne at 
Boxford said the following, in rather rusty letters; ‘Take notice, that this parish bridge 
is insufficient to carry weights beyond the ordinary traffic of the district, and that the 
owners and persons in charge of locomotive traction engines and other ponderous 
carriages are warned against attempting the passage of the bridge. BY ORDER of the 
parish surveyors. June 1st, 1880.’ I thought that it was terrifically archaic, but later, I 
found that the sign still has a use.

A planning application for the Little House, Boxford, was posted up on a tel-
egraph pole. It was from Sir Payne-Galney, who apparently wanted to alter and extend 
the ground and first floor of his already large house. I though that Sir Payne-Galney 
must be an extremely large man if he needed an even larger house. On occasion Lewis 
suggests to me that we should ‘Eat the Rich,’ but I suspect that Sir Payne-Galney 
would give me indigestion.
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A long stint of roadwalking (there seems to be a lack of good GMC-direction 
footpaths here - I must read up about the creation of new footpaths) brought me past 
Winterbourne Manor and to the Church of St James the Less, where I met a remark-
able old couple, June and Peter Hiscop, married for 47 years, and still speaking to 
each other.

He used to be a farmer. I told him that I had walked from Marlborough that day, 
and he told me that he used to think it was a long way on a bicycle. He was from 
Winterbourne originally, and was still there, nearing the end of his long life. He told 
me that St James the Less was a mason, and as one of the early Christian martyrs, had 
been cut up with his own tools. There were tools in stone carved into a crest over the 
church porch. He said that he’d moved into his present house the day they got mar-
ried, and had been there ever since. 

“We haven’t moved very far, but before that we lived near Marlborough, along 
the Bath road. They opened the motorway as recently as 15 years ago, and before that 
all the traffic used to go along the old A4. There’s so many cars around, at weekends 
it’s still just the same, not much different. I used to farm on a little mixed farm, cattle 
and sheep, and we grew enough barley and enough hay to keep them, and we kept 
about a thousand laying hens, quite a mixed little job. Pig Town, as you call it, is 
all a contract operation, somebody puts up the money and somebody looks after the 
pigs, and the farmer lets the land. That’s how it goes on with these big pig dos now. 
It’s a lot of pigs. I didn’t own the land that I worked, I worked it for the fellow that 
owned it.” 

I mentioned that, as I had been walking along, I had found the countryside to be 
almost completely empty, with just the occasional tractor spraying away. 

“I saw the tractors come along,” said Peter, “I actually seen horses working in 
these fields when we first came along. There was a team of horses with every man 
that was employed, and he was expected to plough an acre each day. They would be 
carting things around, cutting the corn and everything. They were used everyday. It’s 
the huge arable acreage now, there’s only a bit of spraying to be done, they just whip 
around with a flail hedge cutter, and it’s all done in no time.”

I didn’t know where to stay that night, and Mr Hiscop took me around the back of 
the church to point out the Blue Boar Inn, on the opposite fold in the green country-
side beyond the M4, where Cromwell had stayed during the battle of Newbury. Peter 
told me that a gentleman called Rabl owned the manor in Winterbourne, but that he 
hadn’t been there long, only six or seven years. He apparently got his money from 
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travelling all over Europe “doing deals into all sorts of things.” Before him, it was 
owned by the farming Baylis family. We went and stood on the impressive granite 
tomb of George Baylis. 

“He was the first one to use inorganic farming, he made a fortune out of it. 
Chemical stuff, you know, manure out of the bag. He was the pioneer. ‘Here lies the 
body of George Baylis,’” said Peter, reading the deeply-inscribed words cut into the 
polished slab.

It was a simple, understated tomb in very sound granite, which will last for a good 
long while. It was also a good vantage point. He pointed out a pit where they used to 
get chalk, “before lime came along.” Peter likened the murmur of the M4 to the sea: 
he didn’t mind it so much. He was a kind gentleman.

I walked past the impressive Bussock Mayne, a giant country house, and through 
Bussock Wood, over the M4, at last, and managed to corner and catch a little bunny 
rabbit. I didn’t really know his name, but I called him Peter. I gave Peter a stern telling 
off about the perils of being caught and then I let him scamper away.

Straggling by now, as usual, with a sore right ankle, a sore left heel and a sore 
left knee, I found the Old Red Lion, which had good food and a comfortable settee, 
where I nearly dozed off. Since I hadn’t known how far I was going to get that day, 
I hadn’t booked a B&B, and it transpired that, since the Blue Boar was full, I had 
to walk another 3km back over the M4 to my final resting place for the day. I tried 
to take a short cut down a lane, but a uniformed chap behind a tall chain-link fence 
topped with barbed wire stopped me. His snarling Alsatian was obviously hungry. 
He advised me, in a PC Plod kind-of-a-voice, that the way that I really wanted to go 
was not the direction I was heading in at that moment, and that the way that I actu-
ally wanted to go in was the way that I had just come from. It was some sort of Jedi 
mind trick I guess. I asked him what he was guarding, and he said, rather obviously, 
“A camp.” I took his advice, and in walking past the guardroom at the front of the 
camp discovered that it was the headquarters of the Directorate of Geographic Field 
Support, 42nd Survey Engineer Group, The Royal School of Military Survey, on 
black bikini alert because of the Kosovo war. They were not inviting me in for a cup 
of tea, so I wandered off into the dusk. 

As I wandered along I composed a little poem to remind myself of that pleasant 
night: ‘Reflections of the sky, drawn down in mirrored still pools, light my way under 
dark bowers when my weary way is done.’

After I had telephoned and failed three times to find my B&B in the dark, they 
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sent out a search party with a torch to guide me in. I arrived at ten o’clock, and slept 
well.

The next day I decided that it would be ridiculous to try to do the same distance 
again, and that Pangbourne would be an apt target. I was gone by nine, but there was 
a long stint of roadwalking to Hermitage, and the prospect of yet more to Yattendon. It 
was enlivened, however, by the arrival of a steam traction engine. They stopped along 
the road from me, and I caught up with them. They hadn’t come far. They’d been at 
the Newbury Show a couple of weekends before, and were driving their engine to the 
next show, which was two weeks hence. I got talking to the owner, whose face was 
covered in fresh oil. I thought that he looked like an ‘Oliver.’ The place where he had 
left the engine the previous weekend had no easy access to water, and this was the 
first place that he could get some. They pulled up a hydrant cover, got a hose out and 
soon had some water going into their reservoir. 

“I can do six miles with what I’ve got in the back here, and eighteen with what 
I’ve got in the trailer. Coal I carry with me, but I have been known to stop at a 
newsagents and empty out their entire stock of household coal, when I’ve judged 
it wrong. The engine was made in 1894, but I don’t bother to polish the brass when 
I’m driving it around. Made in Rochester, Kent, by Royal letters Patent. That’s to do 
with the cylinder block design. She’s quite an old lady.” He went about his oiling. 
“I been interested in it quite a lot of years,” Oliver said, with a rural accent but with 
strains of London creeping in, “and I used to help the guy that owned this originally, 
and he decided that he wanted to sell it and buy something different, so I ended up 
with first refusal on it. To buy one like this that’s been done, it would probably cost 
you £15,000, something like that, but there are still plenty out there in scrap condi-
tion that need the work doing to them for five or six, but then you’re looking at boiler 
work, which is going to be that again. The four-shaft engine means that the crankshaft 
revolves backwards, and it throws the oil off the crankshaft, off back at you. It’s rather 
a messy job to drive it, but I’d rather have it on me rather than not have it in there.” 

The traction engine had a top speed of four and a half miles an hour, but, as Oliver 
said, “The trick with these things is to keep the flywheel turning. In six miles’ time 
we’ll fill up with water again, and I’ll re-oil everything. The nominal weight of it is 
ten ton, fully up with coal and water it probably comes out nearer twelve, and the 
trailer is probably a ton’s worth as well. We have to try and avoid the main roads, and 
build in water stops as well. It’s gotta be roads that are viable for the engine as well, 
with the weight restrictions and everything.” 
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I hope then that they avoid the feeble bridge at Boxford.
Oliver had a fetching plate on the back of his engine, proclaiming ‘SODEM.’ It 

turned out that this stood for Society of Drivers and Engine Men. 
“It was something that was born at one of the rallies many years ago. The organis-

ers were getting very obnoxious about where we should park our engines and where 
we should go and so on, and a bunch of us got fed up with it, and it was a case of 
‘Sod’em, everyone off to the beer tent.’ and it sort of grew from there. It’s a sort of 
alternative driver’s union for these things,” he said, motioning towards Sarah, as she 
was called. “A lot of people who have these sort of things just put them on a low-
loader and take them from show to show. I like to get this around properly. This is a 
pass-time not for the incredibly filthy rich, but for the incredibly filthy poor. It’s not 
exactly a paying hobby.” 

One of his crew chipped in, “The divorce rate in steam engines is quite high.” 
High was pronounced ‘houy.’ Now there was an accent to wrestle with. 

Oliver carried on, “What you tend to find is that, when the guys get married, of 
course the first thing to go is the engine, the roller, ‘cos that’s like the deposit for the 
house isn’t it?” He wiped his oily face with a rag, said goodbye and climbed aboard 
Sarah, who was by now fully watered. They clanked slowly off up the road.

I followed the traction engine, but it soon outpaced me. Going back northwards 
over the M4, I found a piece of straw and proceeded to disturb a nest of a hundred 
or more tiny yellow spiders all huddled together in a ball on the motorway bridge: I 
thought that the ball of spiders was a piece of moss blown into a web. The next day, 
after the walk was done, I contacted a friend of mine, Adrian Glover, who is a deep 
sea worm person in the Zoology Department at the Natural History Museum. He 
asked a spider pal of his what these little spiders might be, and informed me by email 
that “the spider expert chap says this is quite common. Baby garden spiders are very 
small, yellow, with a black spot on the back, and form clusters in a web. When you 
blow on them they all scuttle away and then zoom back in and re-form the cluster. 
Probably not a common garden spider, as these reproduce later in the year and do not 
have disorganised 3D type webs, but another fairly common spider. Many species 
show this behaviour- nobody really knows the reason for it. You would think that it 
would make them more open to predation really. PS. Forgot to say congratulations on 
being such a fertile stud!” Glover is a dear boy.

I had a long, hot walk into Yattendon, where another steam engine clunked, 
clanked, fizzed, clattered and crunched past on its way. After a brief sit down in the 
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sun, I had a road walk past the splendid Yattendon Court, and then, blessed relief, 
footpaths at last into the woods on a soft cool track underfoot.

In Upper Basildon I had a pre-food rant into my recorder about Janet Street-
Porter, who has apparently finished a 400 mile walk from Edinburgh to London. I 
didn’t think much of it, for a number of reasons. I thought that the Great Millennium 
Circle was a better walk, primarily because a straight line is just so, well, straight. 
The Great Millennium Circle is just so, well, curvy. In addition, there was just me 
on this walk, with no film crew, sound recordist, makeup artist, director or producer 
dogging my every step. In fact, I was all of those things in myself, including the 
makeup artist. 

Travel light, travel far. The famous climber, sailor and baker Bill Tilman used to 
say that you should pack the absolute minimum you think you can get away with, and 
then throw half of that away. If only he had met my wife, one of whose many mottos 
is ‘Any fool can be uncomfortable.’

I sat on a stump in a wood and had some delicious cold toast and marmalade, 
snaffled from the B&B. I felt much calmer, and reflected that Stree-Porta is a fine 
walker, a hard worker and something high up in the Ramblers’ Association, so she 
can’t be all bad.

I walked under the first pylon of the weekend (if the aggregate industry is being 
charged an environmental tax, partly due to what the government calls ‘loss of visual 
amenity,’ by the same token, the electricity industry and its hideous pylons should be 
taxed out of existence). More roadwalking - they need more footpaths around here 
- but I eventually got onto some good paths through crops and fragrant woodlands 
taking me down to the Thames and the A329 at Pangbourne.

All in all, I did 21.5 degrees, a good arc for a weekend, 43km as the crow flies. 
I wrote at Reading railway station, ‘My legs are killing me, and I should try not to 
push myself so hard next time. Weather overcast yesterday, sunny today - thank you 
‘Lord.’ Next up is a stint from Pangbourne to Marlow, with a B&B booked, and then 
as far as I can make afterwards. I am really enjoying this walk. It gives me a good 
feeling to have done a stint, and I’m looking forward to each new weekend of walk-
ing and discovery.’
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Chapter 4 - Pangbourne to Hemel Hempstead

I was looking in my copy of The Long Distance Walkers’ Handbook, and I 
reckoned that, if I completed this walk, and wrote it up and it becomes a recognised 
walk that somebody else can be bothered to undertake again, it would be the sixth 
longest ‘way’ in the UK. It would join some very auspicious company, including the 
grand-daddy of them all, Land’s End to John O’Groats (1368km), the Monarch’s Way 
(981km), the Great English Walk (969km), the South West Coast Path (966km) and 
the Ulster Way (918km). The length of the Great Millennium Circle is at the very least 
750km, but with twists and turns, I reckon that the least distance possible will be in 
the region of 900km. I have kept a detailed record of where I have been on my maps, 
so I will be able to total it all up at the end. The next longest path, the Three Ridings 
on Foot, is 706km, and then there is a massive gap in distance, since the Land’s End 
Trail comes in at 480km, the Macmillan Way at 467km and the Southern Coast-to-
Coast Walk at 456km. The Pennine Way, first and best known of the UK’s National 
Trails, totals 404km, or 432km for an alternative, more strenuous version.

In the week between my stages 3 and 4, I took Sally (‘Old Potato Head’ to my 
nieces) to see Julius Caesar at the New Globe Theatre in London. It was truly excel-
lent, and one line in particular struck me. Cassius, having prompted Brutus into lead-
ing the assassination of Caesar, is now about to lose a vital battle against Caesar’s 
supporters, led by Mark Anthony. He knows that all is lost, and that he will shortly 
die. Cassius sums up the scope of his endeavours. “This day I breathed first: time is 
come round, and where I did begin, there shall I end: my life is run its compass.” Less 
than 20 lines later, he is dead, fallen on his own sword. In someways, it is a foretaste 
of the circularity of the GMC, though not quite as final. They do say that every gen-
eration reinterprets Shakespeare in their own image. That visit to the Globe was also 
important for one other very significant event: Sally felt the baby move for the first 
time. It really started to come home to me that something important was happening.

Anyway, I don’t know if the melancholy end for old Cassius put me in bad 
humour, but I felt clouds gathering over me on my stage 4 of the Great Millennium 
Circle. I surely walked a long way, alone, but there was more to it than that. I was 
starting to feel lonely. The land that I traipsed through was so depopulated, I met 
hardly anyone all weekend. I even stooped to singing in the style of David Bowie 
doing Paul McCartney’s ‘Live and Let Die,’ probably for the best part of an hour. I 
recommend anyone else doing the circle, or this part at least, to do it with a friend. 
The countryside is pleasant enough, and along the valley of the Thames it is rather 
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affluent, but at times it becomes a bit ‘samey.’ Certainly once you are out of the area 
of the Cotswolds soon after leaving Pangbourne, then you get into a region that is not 
really called anything. It’s just Blah.

I drove up to Pangbourne, the shortest journey that I had to make to the start of 
any of my stages, and set out with a light pack. My heel was sore immediately, a sore-
ness left over from the week before, so I took my thick socks off, and wore only thin 
cotton ones, and my heel didn’t bother me again.

I walked over the toll bridge at Whitchurch, which is at the place where the 
Ridgeway drops down to the Thames, and where there was earlier a ferry. The present 
iron bridge, the third on the site, was built in 1902. Tolls on the original bridge, built 
at the end of the 1700s, called for 2d (pennies) for every bull, ox, cow, steer, heifer or 
calf crossing the bridge, but only 1/2d for every sheep, lamb, boar, sow or pig, or for 
that matter, person. Cars have to pay, but people now pass for free.

Over the bridge I passed into the village of Whitchurch, and first brushed against 
the Thames Path, which I was to follow on and off for another 20km or so. The 
Thames Path starts at the source of the Thames in the Cotswolds and finishes at the 
Thames Barrier, reusing the old canal boat towpath for much of its length. The path 
is well signposted and passes through some pleasant scenery in this reach, but it is 
flat and navigationally unchallenging. However, I commend the instigators of this 
red-carpet path for their far-reaching vision.

Wandering past a bench adorned with the long-forgotten crest of the Queen’s 
Jubilee in 1977 (what a summer!), I met the owner of Bozedown Vineyard, Dick 
Conn. He was almost too busy to look up from greasing the manifold fan-belt axle-
drive chain guard-bar on his yellow manglewurzle-hopper-propeller-grommet.

I asked him how it was going this year. 
“It moight be orlright,” said he, “but it’s a bit early to say. I’m just hoping that 

we have survived the frost. I’ll tell you in October. We’ve only got about six acres. 
We make the red wine in oak, but the whites are all made in stainless. We bought the 
farm in 1984, and before that it was mostly arable, but the bit that is the vineyard now 
was then a barley field. We thought that it would make a good vineyard, but I don’t 
know that there’s very much money in any farmin’ these days. It’s more of a way of 
life than a way of makin’ a lot of money, I’m afraid.” 

I asked him if the National Farmer’s Union backed him up in his viticulture. 
He laughed a sad, tired laugh. “No, no. I don’t ‘hink that anyone’s very much 

worried about it. We got to do it for pleasure. When we were making the vineyard, 
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we did actually find a roman coin. It’s now on the wall in the wine-tasting room, after 
the local museum had figured out what it was.” He was a busy man.

I said goodbye and walked up an escarpment of part of the Chilterns, up to a 
beautiful house called The Baulk. It was part ruin, but the rest was absolutely gor-
geous, with really first class manicured lawns and ivy-covered walls. I leant over their 
fence to read upside down, on a well-tended gravestone ‘Bob. Retriever. Born August 
1912, died April 9th 1925. Our constant companion and devoted friend for 13 years.’ 
Praise indeed. I’ve seen human graves less well kept.

In contrast to earlier in the walk, there was now a bit of an embarrassment of 
paths, particularly around Goring Heath. From Cane End to Kidmore End, there was 
a superb path, mown into the crop, and I noticed that there were in general a number 
of very impressive footpaths, where the farmer had obviously gone to some trouble 
to make them obvious. I wonder if the general state of the footpaths has anything to 
do with which county you are in. I was in Oxfordshire at that point, but in general 
the identity of the counties that I passed through seemed to be unimportant. There’s 
no sign on the footpath to tell you, like there is next to the roads, ‘Welcome to Royal 
Berkshire.’ 

At Kidmore End, I came across an unusual contraption standing in the middle of 
a busy village road-junction. It had a wooden roof, a number of wheel spokes, cogs 
and axles and a padlocked trapdoor: it was a well. A sign on it said ‘Notice: Keys of 
this well can be obtained from Mr F. Paddick at a charge of sixpence each, which will 
be refunded to any person leaving the parish on returning the key. By order of the 
parish council.’ I walked through a lovely topiary arch leading into the churchyard, 
and was surprised to find the grave of Fred Paddick, who was obviously not going to 
be giving any keys to anybody. 

The Church Commissioners for England Summary Annual Report, which I 
picked up from this church, made for interesting reading. In short, the commission-
ers had blown a huge amount of cash on speculative property deals in the 1980s and 
1990s, and were having to make up the shortfall with a bit of fiscal belt-tightening 
and with some prudent cost-cutting. With the dramatic fall in congregations to cope 
with as well, the Church of England is going to be in for a tough time in the next 
Millennium. Soon afterwards, and in a fit of frothy-mouthedness, I wrote to my 
(Conservative) MP to demand that he immediately promote a bill in Parliament to 
disestablish the Church of England. To my utter amazement, he wrote back agreeing 
(although I am still waiting for the bill to be tabled). Like little pink squealing greased 
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pigs, those Tories can be damned slippery.
At Vines Farm, shimmering waves of waist-high barley quivered in the breeze. I 

made my way up, past a giant’s seat and table, towards Crowsley Park, which merits 
an interesting mix of ornamental garden and radio antennae icons on the map. It was a 
lovely house behind ornamental gates, totally deserted, and with a number of sinister-
looking aerials, satellite dishes and wires strung about. It seemed unsafe to enquire 
further. After all, nobody knew of my whereabouts to within five miles and there are 
plenty of copses around there where the security forces’ shallow graves would not be 
found, let alone disturbed. Spooky.

At Hernes, (between map refs 743817 and 743826) I tried my hand at dedicating 
a new path. There was a track marked on the map, but with no right of way marked 
upon it. I understand that, if it is used as a right of way, and the landowner does 
not close it within 20 years, it just becomes an established right of way. There was 
certainly no reason for it not to become a right of way, and it links quite nicely two 
sections of path that serve the needs of the valiant GMCer. I just walked along it, and 
nobody stopped me: easy

I dandered down into Henley-on-Thames, (twinned with Falaise, France; 
Leichlingen, Germany; and with a friendship link to Borama, Somalia) and had some 
beans on toast in a very affordable cafe next to the church. Two Rolls Royces were 
waiting outside the church, and some late guests snuck in through the back door. I 
should imagine that they had organised the wedding before they realised that at 3pm 
Manchester United were to play Newcastle United in the FA Cup final. I lost several 
more strands of hair after looking into an estate agent’s window in the town: Those 
prices were just ridiculous. Still, the town’s royal associations will always be a fillip 
to the housing market.

I crossed the Thames again, and started along the Thames Path once more, past 
the royal enclosures and boat racks and stands. What, with the young Yahoos, jumpers 
around their shoulders, lolling around on the grass or messing about on the river, and 
megaphoning rowing coaches narrowly avoiding the lolloping afternoon strollers, it 
was all a bit much. The church bells started ringing as I walked along the path. Was 
it the end of the wedding, or had Manchester United scored? The first Oxford and 
Cambridge boat race was held in 1829 along this stretch of the river, but it was soon 
moved to London. The regatta itself was intended to bring trade to Henley and was 
established in 1839. Greenlands, the white mansion on the bend of the river, was built 
by the newsagent Mr W. H. Smith in 1853.
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I crossed over the weir at Mill End, and surprisingly recognised the mill at 
Hambleden. I realised later that it is pictured on the cover of Landranger sheet 175. It 
is worth comparing the picture on the map, and what you see now. Someone has spent 
a very large amount of money on modernising the mill, and I expect they, in turn, 
made a lot of money by selling-on apartments in the mill. I returned to the Thames 
Path, and chanced upon a couple, Colin and Sue, who were travelling up the river 
on a very old canal boat sporting a couple of Christmas trees and a variety of other 
vegetation. After they had called their dogs off me, I had a quick chat. They spent a 
month each year travelling up from Brentford in London. One of the boats, a diesel 
tug built in 1936, drags its unpowered larger twin, the butty, up the river. They were 
going to end up somewhere on the Oxford Canal, over in the Midlands. I asked them 
if they had heard the latest score in the match. They seemed dazed. A match? 

“We haven’t got a radio. Or a TV. It’s wonderful,” said Colin.
She asked him if he had bought a newspaper. “No.” 
I asked them when was the last time they saw a newspaper. They had a short 

argument, and decided that they hadn’t seen one since leaving Brentford, a week and 
a half before. “It’s nice not to know,” said Sue. I asked the lady of the boat if she grew 
anything ‘medicinal.’ 

She started off, “Oh yes, comfrey, feverfew, most of it’s edible.”
“Ah, yes,” said I, conspiratorially, “but anything more medicinal?” 
“No,” she said, “Sorry.” 
Yeah, right. Two Christmas trees, no radio, no TV, no papers and no weed? Like I 

say, Yeah, right. I bade them farewell, and as Iwandered off I imagined them rushing 
down below to check on an enormous steel-bound chest of Grade ‘A’ home-grown 
ganja, and a metre-long, two kilogram spliff waiting for ignition in a temple to the 
stupefying effects of the noxious weed.

A monument along the bank read “This monument was erected to commemorate 
the successful action fought by Hudson Eubank Kierley, 1st Viscount Devonport, PC, 
which resulted in the Court of Appeal deciding on 28 March 1899 that Medmenham 
Ferry is public.” I thought that when it said that he fought a successful action, it 
might have been with a troop of cavalry, fighting their way up a kopje or a kloof in 
some distance corner of the Empire. I have asked around, but no-one seems to know 
anything about this once-significant victory.

A path through a water meadow, near Hurley, actually turned into a bog, and then 
into a stream, quite possibly with real fish swimming in it. I was not clever enough 
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to realise this until my boots were full of water. This is the kind of stupidity that it 
is best to leave until late in the day, and I only had 4km to walk into Marlow in wet 
socks and boots. The organisers of the path are to be commended on their admirable 
promotion of biodiversity.

Past Danesfield Hotel, I walked under tall chalk cliffs and through a spider-
infested tunnel, right on the edge of the boundary of the GMC. My thoughts turned to 
the criteria for the validity of the GMC. According to my own rules, I should keep to 
within 2000m of the centre line. Would it then matter if I strayed outside this bound-
ary, on the outside of the circle, if the only effect would be that I actually walked 
further than the minimum? I decided that it did matter, because I would be breaking 
my own criteria for the circle. Rules is rules.

I walked along the Thames opposite Bisham Abbey, where the England football 
squad go to train, but it was so well hidden that I saw not a glimpse of it. On past 
performance, I guess that they don’t go there very often anyway. On the outskirts 
of Marlow, there is surely the biggest field in England: the best part of a full square 
kilometre.

Coming into Marlow (degree 148) from the quiet countryside, I was rather taken 
aback by the wide-boys in souped-up tosser’s cars cruising up and down the High 
Street with the tops of their convertibles down, their hair brylcreamed and their car 
stereos turned up loud, blasting out a thumping cacophony. No comment is needed 
upon these utter tosspots.

I went and found my B&B. It was kept by Mrs Doyle, the widow of Monte Doyle, 
the playwright and author of Signpost to Murder, which had had a West End run of 
three years. 

“I do miss him like mad,” she said slightly tearfully. “That’s why I take in the odd 
person for bed and breakfast.” Not so odd, please.

Fish and chips never tasted so good, but the Two Brewers pub was so smoky that 
I had to sit outside to sup a pint of the local brew. Marlow Suspension Bridge, by 
William Tierney Clark, reminded me of the Severn Bridge (or the Seventh Bridge as 
one lady I met at Littlecote called it), and is apparently one of only two bridges by 
Clark still in existence. The other is a chain link suspension bridge linking Buda and 
Pest, across the Danube. Fascinating.

At breakfast Mrs Doyle (‘Call me Iris’) had described her and her husband’s 
excursion to see ‘Oh Calcutta’ in the West End, just after theatre censorship was cur-
tailed in the sixties. They knew the lead actor, but what she particularly remembers 
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is the moment, very early on in the production, when the entire cast disrobed. They 
remained that way for the rest of the play, allowing her to get to know parts of her 
friend she had never had reason to even imagine existed.

I was away from Mrs Doyle’s by 8.15, with the air pleasantly cool after the heat 
and dust of the day before. I walked in front of Little Marlow Manor House and its 
myriad rabbits, hopping about lazily in the warming air, and past Lafarge Aggregates’ 
Marlow quarry. I climbed a shallow hill at Flackwell heath and was musing on the 
rather threadbare wheatfield, imagining that it must be organic, when I was brought 
up short by a stunning vista of thousands of blood-red poppies dotted among the green 
stalks. It reminded me of tales of the aftermath of the First Great War. I wandered over 
a golf course towards the M40, with the golfers helpfully indicating the whereabouts 
of the footpath, where it vanished into the shrubbery.

I tried to keep to a footpath, going under the M40, but there were so many indus-
trial units dotted about that I got in a bit of a fluster. The place was very unpleasant, 
with plenty of graffiti, lots of rubbish and noise, and oil stains everywhere. So this 
was Buckinghamshire. I trudged up an embankment, only to find myself between 
motorway and slip road. I made a foolhardy dash for the other side of slip road, 
jumped over the barrier on the other side and thrashed my way down the tangled 
embankment’s vegetation. I tore through brambles and scrambled over an 8ft fence, 
jumping into a large hedge on the outskirts of the car park of an enormous Tesco 
superstore. The people waiting for it to open didn’t bat an eyelid.

I walked on the road past Lude Farm (‘Oo-er missus’), and encountered my first 
nearly impassable path. It was choked with groin-high stinging nettles, which I didn’t 
fancy tackling. I found a stick and slashed at them to clear a path. My favourite roly-
poly Uncle Noel will often pick up a stick on a walk, and swing wildly at the vegeta-
tion, saying as he does so, “Nature? I soddin’ love it.”

I think that I should perhaps mention some rather personal problems that have 
bedevilled me on every stage so far. The faint at heart should skip the next few sen-
tences, until the next paragraph marked*. 

The first problem to rear its ugly head, so to speak, is chafing of the schlong. On 
the first day of this stage of the GMC, I tried protecting my privates from chafing by 
using a strategically-placed plaster. There were no more problems with chafing, but 
when I took the plaster off in the evening, it took a small chunk out of the side of 
my Love Thang. The answer, obviously, is to apply the plaster and keep it on until it 
drops off. The plaster, that is. I encountered some other chafing on a rather more...er...
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untrodden route as well, and I decided to experiment with the application of vaseline 
on my next walk. I also decided to experiment on the next weekend with fitting a sock 
over my John Thomas, and securing it to my underpants with a clothes peg to stop it 
falling down my trouser leg. The sock! Securing the sock! I hoped to engineer a kind 
of Penile Comfort Apparatus.

*Welcome back: you didn’t miss much. 
Although I passed close to Penn House, on the eastern outskirts of High 

Wycombe, I did not glimpse it, and I expect that they did not glimpse me either. The 
area was pleasantly bereft of obnoxious signs saying ‘keep out,’ so that I think that 
they have managed to find some kind of happy medium between allowing walkers 
free access and having some kind of privacy. The bluebells in the woods were dying, 
but in their place, the daisies and buttercups were blooming in the meadows. The 
lambs which were so frail and chilly looking at the start of the walk were now looking 
rather plump and satisfied. Just looking at them made me feel hungry.

At Winchmore Hill I passed off map sheet 175 (a classic) and onto the extremely 
annoying sheet 165. Annoying because the Great Millennium Circle is only on the 
lower right hand corner of the map, and for only 5km. I just didn’t seem to be get-
ting my money’s worth on this map. However, there is one other Ordnance Survey 
map, over in the Fens, where the circle is represented by a single point. I was quite 
looking forward to passing over the piece of ground represented by this map, because 
I refused to buy it, being a niggardly old miser at heart. So for that short part of the 
circle, I decided to walk without a map, to see how it felt: it would be like walking 
blind. Otherwise, I had cause to bless the Ordinance Survey for their excellent work 
on innumerable occasions on every day’s walk. 

At Coleshill I wandered into the end of a christening at the church, and, I guess, 
looked rather a sight to the smartly-dressed guests filing out. Sally and I had been 
discussing names for the impending baby, and James and Elizabeth were top of the 
list. I could see that my freedom to go anywhere, let alone walk around in a great big 
circle, was going to be curtailed dramatically after the sprog dropped. 

I walked through the outskirts of Amersham, which was my least favourite place 
of so far, since it was festooned with busy roads. It needs a lot more footpaths. I 
started to get some hayfever around here as well. Sorry, am I whingeing now?

I crossed the ugliest bridge that I’ve ever seen, a footbridge over the railway up 
the line from Chalfont & Latimer Station, all spikes, grilles, graffiti and concrete. A 
bit later on I met a spod who told me that there was a steam rally up at Amersham, 
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and that the engine drivers could get free coal if they hung around near the station, 
shunting up and down and generally making a spectacle of themselves for the tour-
ists. I could hear the engines going up and down the line as I walked into the woods 
opposite Latimer Park Farm. The grand old pile of Latimer House is now used by 
PriceWaterhouseCoopers, an accountancy company with a RatherContrivedName.

I started to flag a bit, and was quite disheartened to see, outside a house in 
Flaunden, two Land Rover Discoveries, and a fancy BMW. I thought to myself 
that these might be a new class of rurally-aspiring multiple-car-owning yuppies 
- RAMCOYs. A nice little acronym, which gives the impression that these people 
are thrusting, high earners in the City during the week, but that they like a nice quiet 
break in the countryside at the weekends.

Some intricate route-finding took me along to Scatterdells Wood, and I saw the 
far-distant towers of London on the horizon. This is the closest the GMC ever gets 
to London, and it is close enough. Walking along down to Scatterdells wood, I saw 
a couple of older folks, one of them wheeling a bicycle. I stopped to attempt to have 
a chat with them, but they refused to stop, and just kept on wheeling. Strange. Then, 
at the end of the lane, and just as I was about to enter the wood, I stopped to admire 
another well, similar to the one I had first seen at Kidmore End. The well was in 
the back garden of a gentleman who happened to cycle along at that very moment. 
Again, he wouldn’t stop, and he was off his bike, his bike was in his shed and he was 
in his house before you could say “Jack Robinson.” Perhaps they thought that I was 
just another blasted idiot doing a long walk and recording people along the way. Or 
a RAMCOY.

After Scatterdells Wood, I walked under the hideously-noisy A41(T), and was 
helpfully directed by a local gent towards Apsley Manor Farm. There is a country 
house and golf club at Apsley Manor, and I found a shiny-new number five iron lying 
on the track as I walked past. My knees were feeling a bit rickety by this point, so I 
picked it up and used it for a walking stick. If anyone reading this can prove that it is 
theirs, they can have it back. After getting a bit lost (only my third time on the walk 
so far), I managed to find my way across the golf course, finding a couple of golf balls 
and having a quick whack at them as I went. 

In fact, when I was planning this walk, I originally thought that I might be able 
to play at least one hole of golf on every golf course within the circle, and thereby 
set-out what might become the longest golf course in the world. However, on the 
very first stage, it became clear to me that it would take a person much fitter than I 
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to complete such a massive undertaking. They should also have a great deal of time, 
since it will take them substantially longer to walk between all these golf courses 
than it will take me to do the GMC and not do the golf, and they should also have a 
very good golfing brain to select the hole from each golf course which would best fit 
into the Great Millennium Circle Golf Course. Now there’s a challenge for all of the 
retired walking and golfing readers of this book.

As always, I positively shambled into Apsley, which is on the outskirts of Hemel 
Hempstead. The taxi driver at the station was going to charge me more than £50 for 
the ride back to Pangbourne (which was actually quite impressive - had I really walked 
£50-worth?), so I had to get the train, which involved going all the way to London, 
and then back out again. What a palaver. Still, this was an awkward section, and from 
then on, I hoped, the transport at the ends of the weekends would be easier.

Over all, this was a long and partly uninspiring stage. It was nice to walk next 
to the Thames, but navigationally unchallenging. The first part of the walk was in 
the pleasant Chiltern countryside, but the last parts seemed to descend into a kind of 
nowhere - a blank kind of a place. I really don’t want to go back to Amersham.

After I finished the weekend, I went to see Sir Wilfred Thesiger, a gentleman 
explorer of the old school who I got to know after I had sought him out before going 
climbing in Kenya with Kevin and Lewis a few years before. As it turned out, instead 
of living in Kenya, he lived in Chelsea. When I met him again, I mentioned the GMC 
to him, and he teased me somewhat, saying that I was “walking around in circles.” 
He would probably classify the GMC as a ‘stunt,’ but at least it was getting me out of 
the house. Having said that, we had decided that we must move out of our home to a 
bigger place, to make room for the baby. I hadn’t properly moved before, so I didn’t 
know what I was letting myself in for.

Mental note to self: must remember the vaseline and sock for next weekend.
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Chapter 5 - Hemel Hempstead to Ashwell

This was the first of the stages where I had left the car behind, and was doing 
the whole thing by train. It was a very positive experience, and was probably easier 
and cheaper than going by car. It took me an hour and a half to travel from Sutton to 
Hemel Hempstead on the train, and for only £8.50: not bad.

I jumped out at Apsley again, and got going, having fitted a small sock to my 
person. I have noticed that I have a decided propensity to walk in the country rather 
than walk through the towns. The 2000m rule allows me to avoid all of the tarmac 
I want to, within reason. How I will fare in Manchester will be interesting to see. 
Anyway, within about 400m of the station, I was surprised to find myself crossing 
over the Grand Union Canal. A longboat was just going through, and I had a quick 
chat with the skipper. He reckoned that in the course of a one week holiday, he and 
his crew had been through around 200 locks. They certainly got through this one lock 
in no time at all, and seemed pretty well drilled.

It was cold, with a northerly wind, but not too bad for an early June day. At least 
the rain was staying off. So far on the GMC, I had had only one small shower, while 
we were on the Cotswold Way, and that shower was so dimmed in my memory that 
it seems to me that we were rather pansies to even consider putting our rain coats 
on. My hayfever was beginning to play up, so I had a dose of Piriton anti-hayfever 
medicine, which dried everything up quite nicely.

I ‘dedicated’ another footpath, this one between the entrance to Abbots Hill 
School and St Nicholas House on Red Lion Lane and another footpath up the drive 
next to the school itself. I remarked to myself that there is far too much private prop-
erty in the UK anyway, and that, after all, all property is theft. Still, I wouldn’t mind 
a bit of my own. In the cool early-morning light, the birds were singing loudly, and 
squirrels scampered up the road in front of me.

I wandered along the next byway and came across a main road. I happened to 
have a book of poems by John Betjeman with me, just for my amusement. I stood 
on a small island of grass next to the road, and started to declaim Betjeman’s poem 
‘Inexpensive progress.’ 

It starts, “Encase your legs with nylons, bestride your hills with pylons, oh age 
without a soul.” I stopped every now and again to let a car punctuate the poem with 
its clamour. “Let all things travel faster, where motor car is master, til’ only speed 
remains.” 

A large green rubbish lorry backed past, beeping loudly. A car, a very expensive 
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car, backed out of a gated villa next to me. A sign on the gates pictured two large, 
slobbering ugly dogs, and said, “We can reach this gate in 1.5 seconds. Can you?” The 
gentlemen in the expensive car roared off, not sparing the petrol.

I continued on after my little poetic moment, to find a small wood next to the 
path. The Blackwater Wood is in fact part of the Gorehambury Estate, itself part of 
the Crown Estate, one of the largest land-owning bodies in the UK. The Crown Estate 
owns more than 250,000 acres of agricultural land in England, Scotland and Wales, as 
well as substantial blocks of commercial and residential property, primarily located in 
central London. The estate is one part of the hereditary possessions of the sovereign, 
‘in right of the crown,’ and its origins go back at least to the reign of King Edward the 
Confessor. The Crown Estate is managed under the provision of the Crown Estate act 
1961 by the Crown Estate Commissions, who have a duty to maintain and enhance 
the value of the estate. The sign that I came across said that the commissioners had 
a strong interest in conservation, and that they had put aside Blackwater Wood to be 
managed in partnership with the Countryside Management Service. The wood itself 
comprised 3.2 hectares of woodland dating from the 12th century, and it was formerly 
part of a forest that had nearly covered Hertfordshire. Blackwater Wood was man-
aged as part of the rural economy until the middle part of the 20th century. Hazel was 
coppiced on a regular cycle, while oak and other tress were allowed to mature for 
construction materials. Coppicing is still being carried out, to increase biodiversity by 
allowing more sunlight to filter through to the leafy woodland floor. The sign I came 
across finished up with an admonition: ‘Please remember, take nothing but pictures, 
leave nothing but footprints.’

A small spider had abseiled down from the peak of my cap while I had been 
reading the sign. The Crown Estate made £128m in profits in the year to March 1999, 
and one shop in Regent Street pays £450 per square metre to the Crown Estate for its 
space. But that’s a long way from Blackwater Wood.

I walked on towards Corner Farm, where I met an old chap, Bob Beck, hacking 
away at some bushes. He was in distinctly rural attire. I asked him if he was doing a 
bit of gardening.

“Yearrr, can’t git the mechanical hedge cutter to come in past that post. You goin’ 
for a walk?” 

I told him that I was, and he gave me some vague directions. 
“You go down hir, down to the bottom, you see that.” 
I corrected him, in that I was going in the opposite direction to the direction he 
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was pointing me in. I told him I was going to Corner Farm.
“Oh,” he says, “This is Corner Farm.” I asked him to carry on, and did he ever.
“I bin farming here for years. Thirty-odd years. My mate owns it. We got this 

one, we got another one down Hogshead Lane. Kettlewells Farm. Yearr. These are 
all our fields here. This one here’s wheat, this one’s barley. All barley this side, all 
wheat t’other. But that’ll be rape next year. You can’t put rape on more than one year 
in five. It takes a lot out of the soil, but it pays well. I got a whole lot at Bobbinton 
Aerodrome. That belongs to us. We own about a thousand acres between the pair of 
us.”

“That’s handy then,” I said. I asked him if he was going to retire soon. 
“I am retired,” says he. 
I pointed out to him that he was out working up a sweat at a time on a Saturday 

morning when a majority of the townies would still be lying in bed. 
“I gortta get this thing done before it rains,” said Bob, glancing at the still-clear 

sky. 
In the classic response of the proud and spritely elderly man, he asked me how 

old I thought he was. I told him that he was probably around 68, since he was retired. 
He loved it. “Eighty five, I shall be this year! I warnt born har, I war bor’ war they 
had to work; Norfolk.” 

Aha! Norfolk: the accent had been puzzling me. 
“Near Fakenham. I war born in 1914, you work that out. I remember the First 

World War. I was in the Second World War. I war up there and come down again, 
behind the lines: a parachutist. In the front lines, in the desert, two years. The Western 
Desert, with Monty, fighting Rommel. We were all daft, all volunteers. I war nineteen 
when I got called up. I got married in 1937, I got called up in 1938, and I didn’t see 
the wife no more for seven years, before I come ‘ome.” 

I asked if he had managed to leave her with any babies. 
“No,” said he, sighing. “I see a few changes around here, I see a few changes 

around the world. Armoured cars, tanks, I done a million miles.” 
I asked him what he thought the next century would be like. 
“Same as ‘tis now, everybody killin’ one another. We got rid of the Nazis, can’t 

get rid of the Irelanders now. Look at that last night. They took to bombin’ and blew 
a woman out of her house. It’ll never change. Trouble is, the children are never 
bought up right today. We got to school, we got the stick, we got the cane. Not now. 
Policeman mustn’t touch ‘em. I remember when I first come to school, in the vicar-
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age, there was a lovely old walnut tree. We went through the hedge and got caught. 
The policeman come. He give us a beltin’. I got home and told Dad, and he says, 
“Serve you right, you shountna bin there. Simple as that. Haven’t done nothing wrong 
since. Today, you mustn’t hit your own children. Yerr. I read th’other week, a chap’s 
got a pedigree labrador bitch. Next door’s got a big old alsatian dog. That’s jumped 
o’er ther, so he took him to court for maintenance of the puppies. Whatever next?” 

Bob gestured to his legs and arms.
“That one’s got iron bars in it. Screws in there, screws in there. I got two bolts 

there, two there, two up there. I only got half a stomach, the rest’s all plastic. The 
rest all got blew out in the war. I was cut from there (indicating his groin) up to there 
(indicating his sternum). Shrapnel. All plastic.”

He wished me a good walk, and gave me some more directions, this time for the 
right way. I told him that I might be doing this walk again in the future, maybe in the 
opposite direction, maybe in 20 years time, and that maybe I’d see him again. “You’d 
be lucky,” says Bob, “I’ve only got one leg. I’ll be down there,” he said, pointing to 
the rough sod. I bade him goodbye. Not many like him about any more, and fewer 
each year.

From Westwick Row, I took a footpath which eventually abutted against the roar-
ing M1, but which went no further. It looked as though the path went straight ahead 
before the M1, since it carried on on the other side, but I was nearly deafened by the 
stream of steel. I refused to run across. There was no gap in the traffic, and it would 
have been lunacy. I saw a ‘Royce going past, the pearls of the female driver glinting 
in the sunlight. I decided to take the sensible option and diverted along to the next 
junction, where I found the most execrable, rubbish-littered path over the Motorway. 
They really should have built a bridge, 30-40m long, to link those footpaths. Who 
rules this country, people or cars?

Over the motorway, at Kettlewells Farm, I came across a completely obliterated 
footpath, obscured beneath tonnes of wood, old tyres, axles, and farm machinery. 
Although there was a perfectly reasonable alternative route, which I took, it is the 
thought that counts. I passed on, tutting at path-blockers everywhere. 

Between Beech Hyde and Baker’s Farm, I managed to loose the path in a field 
full of shoulder-high peas. I think they were peas – even though I once worked for the 
Agricultural Development and Advisory Service, I’m not so hot on crop identifica-
tion. A trickier, stickier time I have not had before or since. It was nearly impenetrable 
and wore me out so much that half way across the field, and it took about 40 minutes 
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to go about 400 meters (about one third of a mile an hour), I made myself a grand nest 
of stalks, ate an apple and read some Betjeman. 

I walked along the road, thankful of the space again, down to what was once the 
Punch Bowl public house, but which is now the reeling, peeling remains of a place 
called the Spritzer Bar, next to the A5183. The stream at the end of the path was above 
the level of the stepping stones, which meant that I could get my boots off and walk 
through the icy cold waters of the River Ver - lovely. I picked up the Ver Valley Walk 
and the Hertfordshire Way. Although I soon lost the first, the second walk seemed 
to be with me at every turn for the next couple of days. It was certainly well way-
marked. I cracked on, since I had arranged to meet two of my old school friends, Mark 
and Richard, at Harpenden Station. 

The heavens started to open periodically, but I was able to avoid the rain by 
sheltering every now and again. On my way into Harpenden, I came across a sign for 
the Rothamstead Estate, Institute of Arable Crops Research. Apparently it has been 
enquiring into the improvement of soils, cereals and other crops since 1843. 

At Harpenden I had a cracking late breakfast at a caff, and then sauntered up to 
the station, where I found Mark and Richard, still with two cars. They had been due 
to drop one of them off at the end of the route, but had not managed to do it. We 
arranged to meet some kilometres further on, further than where I had wanted to meet, 
but Mark didn’t want to leave his car in some deserted lane where the legions of rural 
car thieves could get at it. He’s always been slightly precious about his cars.

I got a bit lost on the way down to the ford on the north side of Harpenden. Note  
- if you wish to try this ford in your 4WD, please bring snorkeling gear as well. It is 
rather a deep ford. I walked on, and was passed by a pair of cyclists, one of whom 
said to me in a braw Scots accent, “I was passing through a group of three men, and 
they said to me, that if you see a man with a cap, walking in this direction, tell him 
to hurry up.” Cheek! 

When I eventually walked up to them, at Porter’s End, Mark was tapping his 
watch, tutting. He was remarried only a couple of months before, and I had missed the 
do, since I was abroad with work. He wanted to move his car on even further, because 
he didn’t like this place and was worried about it. I think that I gave him rather a hard 
time. I told him not to be so soppy, and to get a bloody move on, and that we would 
have to wait for him now, since he still had his silly sodding townie shoes on. He 
wanted to meet us in Kimpton. I told him that it would take 45 minute to walk there. 
He told me that it would take us 20 minutes to walk there. I told him that I hadn’t just 
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walked 180km to get to here from the Severn Bridge without learning a thing or two 
about how long it would take us to walk to Kimpton. The chap they had been talking 
to told us that it would take us ‘about 25 minutes’ to get there. I felt like giving him 
a slap upside the snotbox, but I steeled myself. 

Mark was cajoled to park his car and get his boots and coat on, the most pristine 
coat I had seen since I was last in the ‘Brand-new shiny coat shop.’ Fortunately, 
Richard (a liberal-leaning ‘free-thinker’) was there to get us into a lively debate about 
inherited wealth, a topic which is frequently returned to the forefront of your mind on 
the GMC, every time you come across another fabulous mansion or another opulent 
country house. I accused him of changing his opinions, since he had himself come 
into some inherited wealth. 

“That, Robert, is the cynical argument. It is just not fair: everyone should start 
from the same point in life. It is not fair to have a headstart. And that is still why I 
believe in a wealth tax, and I still believe in high income tax. I have always said that. 
I totally disagree with private education, and I think that although you should be 
able to choose your school, there should be no fee-paying schools. They should be 
banned. But I am saying, at the same time, that the good point of hereditary wealth 
is that people are used to it, and that they don’t abuse it. And that can be seen by the 
fact that you look at the country houses around the country, have they got high rise 
buildings, have they got total disrespect for the environment? No! They look after the 
environment, generation after generation.” 

Of course the topic of the property developer who is building a mansion in 
Sussex came up. He has closed off a number of footpaths, much to the annoyance 
of the Ramblers and the local council. He is planning to put up an enormous amount 
of expensive art in his one bedroom, £30 million mansion, and is to be buried in the 
basement, in a mausoleum, after which time his mansion will be closed up. Shrouds 
do apparently have pockets.

This little argument on wealth carried us through a good deal of countryside, to 
Kimpton, where we became slightly lost. I think it took us about 30 minutes to walk 
there. Humph. I harangued Mark, telling him that I wouldn’t trust him with a map 
in a million years, but the reality was that it was my mistake that led us, literally, up 
someone’s garden path. 

From Kimpton, we walked on excellent paths, but we were in the open, with no 
possible shelter, and the heavens opened their bladders upon us. We straggled on to 
Whitwell, where the idiots had parked Richard’s car in the hope of shortening their 

54

Great Millennium Circle



final walk. As it turned out, we were all so wet and disheartened by the time we got 
to Whitwell, that I was glad to cut short the day’s mileage and finish it there rather 
than plug on to my planned final stop point. 

We went off to Richard’s house, steaming, and had a jolly evening chewing the 
cud while our wet things dried out. The lovely Sally had come up with Lewis, so it 
was quite an occasion.

Early the next morning, Lewis and Sally dropped me off in Whitwell. The weath-
er had cleared up, and it was a fresh morning. I had arranged to meet another friend of 
mine called Kevin, a fellow-tenor from Dorking Choral Society, at a map reference at 
Rush Green. Since I had finished early the previous day, I had to get a shift on.

From Whitwell, I walked in glorious morning sunshine to St Paul’s Walden. I had 
a good look in the church there. A message in a booklet in the church porch says it all. 
‘Letter from Her Majesty The Queen Mother, Clarence House, S.W.1. Ever since the 
days of my childhood at St. Paul’s Walden Bury I have felt a very special affection for 
All Saints’ Church with its unchanging friendliness and sense of serenity, so greatly 
treasured by those who live in the parish. In the busy life of this age, the Church is 
a much valued haven of peace and a source of comfort not only for our own village 
community but for visitors from far and wide. To all those who come to All Saints’ I 
offer my greetings and sincere gratitude for their support towards the preservation of 
this church. Elizabeth R. Queen Mother.’

The Queen Mother was born in the parish, was baptised there, and spent much 
of her time in the church, according to the booklet: ‘She sometimes returns, to our 
exceeding pleasure.’ 

A number of plaques around the church walls commemorated the Bowes-Lyons, 
the Queens Mother’s family. The church was obviously well-endowed, with a range 
of beautiful stained glass windows. The organist arrived for the morning service, and I 
could hear his playing shrink to nothing as I ambled off along the lane. I was delighted 
to leave St Paul’s Walden, since it marked a full quarter of the GMC under my belt. 
It seemed to be a long time coming.

I tried to be clever and dedicate a new path between Hill End Farm and Rush 
Green, but only succeeded in nearly breaking my ankles along a very rough field 
boundary. I met Kevin exactly on time and in the right place, much like his own excel-
lent singing. I must say that we set such a pace, and were so engrossed in gossip that 
we hardly stopped until the day was done. We swerved around Stevenage, and walked 
to Gravely where we had a delicious roast beef dinner. We absolutely motored past 
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How Wood, through Damask Green and through Weston, walked up past Clathall and 
Wallington, all very picturesque villages, in flattening countryside. The Hertfordshire 
way was still with us, but at Wallington I started to notice way signs, depicting a 
Stone Age axe, for the Icknield Way. The only person we met together was a refugee 
from London in Wallington, tending her garden at the edge of the village pond. I have 
found that some of my most pleasant moments on the Great Millennium Circle have 
been to steal a deep lung-full of scent from a wayside rose.

Back in the real world, Kevin and I kicked off the dust from our heels, and burned 
up the road past Lodge Farm and Bury Barns, over Deadmans Hill, the last hill of any 
description for a long, long time, and down to the hideously noisy A505. Through a 
field of cows and next to a very fancy garden, we crossed the railway line and lolloped 
along to the station, done and done-in. We met an interesting creature, Sue, at the sta-
tion, who was a faded, jaded punk type of a girl, working at the local hotel as a bottle 
washer. As it turned out, she was a skilled furniture restorer, temporarily a little down 
on her luck. We got the train back to Stevenage, and drove home in Kevin’s car.

A few weeks later, I wrote in my journal, ‘That was then, this is now. If I told you 
what I have been up to in the three weeks since I finished that walk, you wouldn’t 
believe me. Sally is getting ever larger, we are preparing to move house (there are 
some battles in store over this yet, I feel), and I have finished two magazines and 
launched an entirely new magazine (European Aggregates) at a major trade show in 
Derbyshire. This GMC is a real challenge, not just for the physical effort to do it, but 
for the mental effort to keep from being overwhelmed by everything else going on 
at the moment, and still to keep on with the walk. Thankfully, the sock seems to be 
working.’

‘This coming weekend I am breaking my walk to start cycling, a matter of the real 
world interfering with my ideal fantasy world. If I do not cycle this part of the circle, 
then I will not finish the circle by the end of the year. If I don’t finish it by the end of 
the year, in fact by the end of October, the baby’s due date, then I reckon it will never 
be finished, and all of my efforts so far will have been wasted.’

‘I have to go right now to pick up the bicycle and to catch my train. My arrange-
ments are rather hazy, but I hope to be able to carry on from degree 115, through my 
easternmost point, and to head on up towards Spalding, in the deep heart of the Fens. 
Wish me luck.’
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Chapter 6. Ashwell to Hubbert’s Bridge

The beautiful thing about walking, of course, is that you are relatively free to 
walk over any ground you wish with impunity. You can hop, skip or jump over any 
rough patches. Not so, of course, with the bicycle. I felt every lump, every rugosity, 
every mile and every inch of my ride. The sock trick had worked for me while I was 
walking, but it wasn’t needed now. My skinny little arse is not built for a hard seat 
such as is found on my cheap mountain bike, and I came to suffer a little.

On pedalling off from Ashwell Station on the Friday evening, the first thing I 
noticed was the height of the wheat, which had grown since I was last at the station 
three weeks before. It was also taking on the biscuity-browns of the Summer. Before 
long I came across the first of a number of quarries in this part of the world. It was 
very well hidden. I was particularly interested, because the previous week, as I men-
tioned, I launched a new magazine called European Aggregates. (Keep a copy next to 
your bed in case of insomnia).

It didn’t take long to get into the rhythm of cycling, and I was soon ricketing 
down the unmade track. I had Tilman’s advice to heart. So, in fact, all that I had with 
me were four OS maps, a camera, toothbrush and toothpaste (I never travel without 
them), bottle of beer, sandwich, small mouldy piece of cheese which would taste 
delicious in an emergency, and a puncture repair kit which was useless since I had no 
pump. I brought no spare clothes, and in fact went ‘commando’ for the whole week-
end in a pair of Sally’s cycling shorts. Nice.

Cycling along north of Morden Grange Farm at about 8.30pm, I saw the Brocken 
Spectre in the wheat. A column of light extended up from the top of my shadow, 
and there was a glow around my head. It was a lovely evening, with the birds in the 
hedgerow and the bees loud in the grass.

I got onto the lumpy Icknield Way, and eventually cycled through Littlington, get-
ting used to the novelty of effortless travel, still under my own power. However, I was 
conscious of the moment in Doncaster when I would have to leave my bike behind 
and, in walking again, it would feel as though I was travelling through treacle.

Although Abington Pigotts has a couple of ancient moats which I missed since I 
was on the bike, although I probably would not have made a detour to look at them, 
even if I had been on foot. I rode past a number of footpaths and thought how nice it 
would be to wander down them away from even these seldom-used farm roads.

The sun set as I was cycling towards South Farm.  I turned down a private track 
and naughtily cycled through a field of crop trials, the varying heights and colours of 
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the trials looking weirdly like topiary. It was the showground for Cereal ‘99, which, 
when you look at it, is no more trainspotteresque than European Cement Conference 
‘99, which I was organising at that time as well.

At Wendy, I took a bit of a panic, not because it was rapidly getting dark, but 
because it was rather cold. I would have liked to have spent the night in Wendy, but 
there were no B&Bs in the village, so I decided to head for a hotel marked on the map 
in Arrington, up the A1198.

They gave me a good room rate for cash, so I treated myself to a couple of pints 
of beer. I guess it was strongish beer from what I wrote in my journal that night. 

“I did my PhD on the lignites at Crumlin, Northern Ireland, but as I went on, I 
realised that I could have done my doctorate on a single lump of coal. Such is the 
incredible complexity of the interplay between animal, vegetable and mineral in coal, 
that you could quite happily spend a half a decade looking at a single chunk and 
learning useful stuff. But daily, this stuff goes up in smoke by the millions of tonnes. 
Literally.

“I’m feeling the same way about this evening. It’s just another evening, one 
which will doubtless be forgotten in due course, like a lump of coal fed into a boiler. 
But if you were able to take a snapshot of the scene I see now, the stiff lipped group 
of braying smokers by the door, the tearful woman and her silent man at the next 
table, the moustachioed and long-haired local and the avuncular host at the bar, and 
the shy new barmaid who apologises for having given too good a head on the beer. 
Any one of them could give you cause enough for musing during a year of solitary 
confinement.

“The thundering trucks and cars outside the window give me no confidence of a 
restful night, despite my imbibation. It’s nice not to have anything on my shoulders 
for a change.”

I slept like a log.
The next morning they served breakfast ridiculously late, at 8.30, but I forced my 

way in at 8.15, and was filled and away by 8.45. I cycled through the sleepy grounds 
of Wimpole Hall, another grand place and this one owned by the National Trust, with 
grounds by Capability Brown.

I cycled up past a folly tower, through the Belts, and then on to a very rough 
bridle path which went on for 2km to Kingston. After that there was road riding as 
far as Caldecote-Highfields.

I was stopped in my tracks by the sight of a number of public statements pinned 
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up on pieces of plywood at the end of a smallholding. The proclamations were nailed 
on top of each other, in one place nine deep, most protected by plastic wrappings, oth-
ers written on board. They mostly concerned the battles that the occupier of the plot’s 
prefab had been having with the council about his bins, but also gave the low-down on 
the murder of his friend, the Marshal, the nationality of his bus driver on his way into 
Cambridge to buy a tin of paint and on the brain-befuddling effects of substandard 
chocolate. An example gives a flavour. 

‘A public notice July 3rd 1996/7 as follows. To murdered dissabled Marshal 
Alan Rooke’s relatives I-E Would they kindly stop I-E stop making surprise visits to 
my R.W. Rooke’s premisse’s. P.S. If they have a conscience problem, R.W. Rooke 
suggest they contact one of the experts namely doctors Parker, Hoskin, & Keny. To 
be found at the Comberton Clinic. Signed murdered Marshal’s mate, R.W. ROOKE 
OAP.’

A.J. Rooke, for it is he, is an OAP apparently living in a permanent state of war 
with the late 20th century. His world view is broadcast through missive and edict. A 
neighbour told me that ‘Rooky’ was still fit and still cycled to his job, washing up 
in one of the Cambridge colleges, even though he was in his 70s. Here is the British 
Ignatious P. O’Reilly, from ‘A confederacy of dunces,’ an icon for our time. His 
entire life may be reconstructed from his public jottings, by peeling back the lay-
ers and unearthing an archaeology of cant. They are a national treasure and must be 
preserved.

Because my recording machine was giving me problems, I avoided rousing the 
beast from his slumbers. Having said that, he sounded rather a curmudgeon, and I 
didn’t really want to meet the man behind the jottings.

I freewheeled down into Dry Drayton and Bar Hill, places I know from my youth 
in Huntingdon, only 15km up the road. Over the A14 (T) and with another application 
of sunscreen on this blistering day, I pedalled into Longstanton, leaving all notion of 
hills, gradients and memorable landmarks behind. I had entered the Fens.

Looking back at my calculations, I see that the centre of the circle is at map 
reference East 4221 and North 2882, near Kidderminister. The radius of the circle 
is 118.257km (approximately of course), and the circumference of the circle, if you 
were able to walk it exactly, would be 743.0306449km (to the nearest tenth of a mil-
limetre). The reason that my mind jumps back to these numbers is that in the Fens, 
you seem to be travelling over the surface of a fuzzy snooker ball. The circumference, 
certainly if you are cycling, now seems to be more of an arc, more part of a circle, and 
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you can feel your heading changing, ever, so, slowly.
One of the main reasons for cycling this part of the circle was my perception of the 

monotony of the Fens. The details of the tracks and paths, byways and bridges in this 
part of the country tend to blur into each other. Over, Earith, Chatteris, Doddington, 
March: these were the only main settlements in the 28km of arc from Longstanton, 
with a lot of Fen in between. And nothing much happening in the towns themselves.

Three things happened to mark my afternoon. I discovered a fantastic old Jaguar 
in a barn in the middle of nowhere. The newspaper in the unlocked boot was the Daily 
Telegraph from July 1984, featuring the headline ‘Blockade by Scargill: Steelmen 
refuse to halt output.’ An advert on page three boasted, ‘The powerful new novel 
Jeffrey Archer was destined to write. The 1960s: Four young men share the same 
burning ambition. In 1990 one of them succeeds.’ Was he talking about John Major? I 
found a credit card slip from Hannelore Latta for £41.76 from Oddbins of Cambridge 
in the unlocked glove compartment of the unlocked car. There was a road map of 
Italy. The S-reg oxblood-red jag was covered in bird muck, and the barn was in a ter-
rific state. This was not one of the three things.

I stopped by a barn to listen to a chap playing a harmonica. I wandered nearer 
to get a better listen, and he stopped and introduced himself. Phil, a traveller, had 
decided to forgo the road for a while and had pitched his caravan at a farm on Sutton 
West Fen.

“This is Jasmine, my littlest, and the bigger one is Willow. Have you come far?” 
People are always so interested in strangers. I told Phil about the GMC, which seemed 
to amuse him.

“Oi’ve just come back from the west country, Stonehenge, at the end of last week. 
What a mess. It was just too much aggression on both sides.” 

A large number of travellers had invaded the site before dawn, eventually dancing 
on the lintels of the stones, and denying the druids a chance to perform their solstice 
morning worship.

“Too macho for my liking. The police as well. Oi dunno, but the scene seems to 
have changed. Before it was more mellow.”

He invited me into his caravan for a cup of tea, which was most welcome on a 
hot, hot day. He lived in an old-fashioned horse-drawn caravan, but he said that it was 
a bit of a change. 

“Oi started off in a Bedford horse van. This place is a little bit small, but it’ll do. 
We’ve got chickens, usually get five or six eggs a day from them. They’re let out at 
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four o’clock.”
I asked him how he got over to Stonehenge.
“Oi went in a car, this time. Which was a bit odd. If Oi get somewhere, Oi find it 

takes me three or fours hours to unwind, to assimilate everything that’s been coming 
at me.”

“I do carpentry, unusual carpentry for a job. Most of this is my handiwork, 
although I didn’t actually build it. Are you orlright girls?” 

His two girls, at four and at one and a half, were big and grown up. 
“It’s all this country air, and the running about outside. Willow cycles two or three 

miles to playgroup every day, each way.” She had a good’n’scabby face, since she had 
fallen off her bike a week before. She was dying to scratch it.

The elder, Willow, was a bit of a ‘drama queen’ said Phil, but the younger, 
Jasmine, ‘has a good head on her shoulders.’

Phil’s partner turned up after having done her chores in the yard, and Phil intro-
duced me to her as a ‘travelling man.’ She didn’t seem too impressed to have a stranger 
in her caravan, but she didn’t kick me out, so I felt myself lucky. We had an excellent 
cup of tea. Their century-old caravan was completely refurbished by Phil, and it had 
a cosy and homely atmosphere. The children didn’t have a lot of toys, apparently just 
a couple of grubby old dollies, but they seemed to be perfectly happy.

There was no TV in the caravan, but they did have a radio and a CD player. It 
must have been pretty quiet in the evenings. Phil had a mobile phone, and said that 
he got much of his work through it.

I finished my tea, and Phil showed me some of his handiwork. He had carved an 
amazing whale, a near-perfect likeness of his own left hand, even down to his swollen 
knuckles, and a celtic knot. I guess there must be a good deal of spare time, out there 
in the middle of the Fens. Then he took me to see his paying handiwork. 

He is sent old horse-drawn carts to renovate. He builds the wheels, he finds the 
wood to replace old sides and fixes everything up. He was just finishing a lovely small 
rubber-tyred cart for his partner to be able to take the kids up to town in. He had a 
horse and a pony outside in the field, and soon they were to start earning their keep.

“I upholstered the inside, cut the brass decorations, made the shafts. She flies 
along, that little pony.” 

I said I should be getting along. It was good to have met them, and although I 
know that it is unlikely to be a perfect life, it’ll be close to the ideal imagined by the 
city-dwellers. And these guys were doing it without having saved up for a lifetime to 
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retire into their dream. They were living it every day. Their children were certainly 
not spoiled.

I showed them on the map where my path would eventually take me.
“Oo ar, the Black Mountains,” said Phil. “You shall probably meet some of the 

Donga Tribe up there.” The Donga Tribe, it seems, was some kind of New Age club 
for ladies. “We met about three hundred of them up at Avebury after we were turned 
away from Stonehenge. Lor’ they didn’t half drum up a beat in the night, but when 
the sun come up for its first rise, since it’s a double sunrise at Avebury on the solstice, 
there was total silence. Wicked.” 

I must try and drop by the Donga ladies for a cup of tea.
The second thing of note to happen to me was akin to a man in the desert finding 

an enormous suckable ice cube. It was a bicycle shop in Chatteris. I parked up and 
bought their finest jelly-saddle, giving instant relief to my bony saddle-rattled bum.

The third thing to happen, or not, as it turned out, was that I passed the east-
ernmost point of the GMC. I passed degree 90 at Curf Fen, north of Chatteris, but 
without so much as a by-your-leave. Such is the monotony of the Fens, that my mind 
was dimension-surfing, rather than marking my progress around the circle. From here 
onwards, for 180 degrees, I would have no easterly component in my course. In the 
Fens, you would think that such a point would be a cause for major celebration.

At Coneywood I was chased by a dog, and cannot remember having pedalled 
so fast. I must have looked like one of the cyclists on those novelty pedalling cyclist 
toilet roll dispensers, after a night out on the biryani.

At Ransonmoor Grange I had the great pleasure of cycling right over the fairway 
of the golf course. The golfers were open-mouthed in astonishment, but the public 
byway was there first, so that I had right of way.

In the town of March itself, I cycled up and down, dithering about where to stay, 
but that gave me quite a good tour of the town. Two shops caught my eye ‘March 
in here convenience store,’ and ‘Marchendise.’ I plumped for the cheapest B&B in 
town.

I was just finishing a particularly bland chicken, chips and peas in the pub when 
a huge Irishman, sitting next to a rather grumpy-looking lady, passed me the time 
o’day.

“You’re not from around here then,” I says.
“Pakistan,” he says, “Oi’ve a little corner shop just up the road, an’ all this rain’s 

washed some of me colour off.”
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Eventually he told me that he was from the centre of Ireland, on the borders 
of three counties. We soon found some common ground, since he knew some 
McCaffreys: they were horse dealers and quarrymen from Clones.

He was a big, well-built man. A pale, short, balding, fat local youth kept on walk-
ing past us as we were sitting in the bay window seat. The youth looked nervous, and 
the Irishman bristled every time he wandered past. 

“What is that eejit doing?” the Irishman asked, to no-one in particular. 
It turned out that the Irishman and his missus, who was very unartistically tat-

tooed, were just over for the summer, and that he was cutting grass for the council: 
she was working packing vegetables in the local factory.

The sweating youth came over and above the blare of the speakers, plonked a 
half a lager on the Irishman’s place. “Cheers geezer,” said the youth, “Awwight?” 
Handshakes and declarations of eternal brotherhood followed, but when the youth 
shuffled off, the Irishman said to me, “I was just about to lump him one. What’s his 
game?” I think that the local youth was indulging in a pre-emptive bout of drink-buy-
ing before the Irishman laid him out for not standing a round for everyone.

He went on, “I enjoy drinking a bit with me horse dealer mates back home.” 
His missus butted in, “They usually all end up fighting.” 
“But,” he says, “the Gardai usually come along and spoil everything. I’ll tell you 

one thing. It’s a very depressing place, the Fens. When you’re used to seeing a tree, 
ditches, valleys, hills. Ach, the biggest hill around here is Tesco’s.” We yarned and 
drank just a little bit more.

I slept like a log in my four-poster bed at the Causeway Guest house, and the 
breakfast in the morning was the best I’ve ever seen: bacon, egg, sausage, beans, 
tomato, fried bread, toast, tea, cereal, juice. A feast and a bargain.

Rain was forecast, and I decided to get a few miles under my belt. I headed up 
the A141, past H.M. prison Whitemoor, and up to Ring’s End. 

As I cycled along, I said to myself, “I reckon that traffic noise has got to be one of 
the blights of the end of the twentieth century. That and the pylons marching over.”

At Guyhirn, passing over the River Nene and Nene Way, I stopped to have a 
look at a funny lop-sided house. “Bin here a day or two,” said a perky old man, who 
emerged from the smart house next to it. “I call it a loppen barn. Oi don’t use ‘er, it’s 
been there so many years. ‘Caurse I’m 77, and it was there when I went to school. 
And it was just like that then. I s’pose that they reckon that there’s a big dyke, that 
other side, once upon a time, and that prob’ly let it go, you see. You know, the reason 
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it don’t goo over is that them ties hold it. They goo right through to yon side.”
I asked him about himself. “Warl,” he had quite an accent, “Warl, I wor a farmer 

for fourty year’, when I used to work, down the Peterborough road there.” 
“Oh,” I said cleverly, “What, towards, March?”
“No, that’d be towards Peterborough. I was brought up here, and I have this field 

here. Everything’s changed here. This house here has changed.” 
He reeled off a list of improvements to his house. He spied my recorder. “What, 

you takin’ a photograph on it?” 
I told him about the GMC and I asked him what Guyhirn was like to live in. 
“Oh,” says he, “It’s lovely. But I’ve been here all my life. I went to school here, 

started when I was about five, used to walk to school in them days, about two mile. 
We used to run ‘ome and go singling beets all day, and at nights. They used to do 
‘em in rows, you see, and they used to put about fifteen pound of seed an acre on, 
then, and they used to come up thick. So they used to goo along and chop ‘em out 
like that, and they’d leave bunches, so as then you ‘ad to goo along and single ‘em 
out and leave wun. They used to say, ‘leave wun for the wireworms, and wun for the 
crows, and wun for the master.’ So we’d run ‘ome from school and go singling beets 
all the way down to them council ‘ouses over there, for about tuppence. Them fields 
were long down there, that’s waht me father used to do with us.” It was nearly half a 
mile, I should say.

“I war born in 1922, and during the war I didn’t see service, I wor here on the 
farm. I didn’t get called up. It wasn’t very different round here during the War. We 
did get a few bombs round here though. Well, I lived in that farmhouse down that 
Peterborough Road, and there was a fella walking around the yard with a lantern, you 
know when they used to goo round for the cows or the bullocks. And this German 
was gooing over, y’see, and he seed the light, so he unloaded the bombs. There was 
four fell in there, about two fields away from our house, and it blowed the windows 
out.”

It was a nice house next door. “The Vicarage. It was sold. But it didn’t make 
much, not then. About £28,000. Me and my mate was going to goo and buy it, but 
when’s we got there, they’d sold it. The people what bought it, they come down from 
London, and they sold it a year or two later for £110,000. That’s how they makes 
money, i’dit? I thinks these people comes from Heathrow.”

He showed me his garden, and mentioned his wife a couple of times, but she was 
careful to keep out of the way.
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“That’s still my field that is. I let that. ‘Cause we’re going to get planning in here 
for four bungalows. I had it once for 24 houses in there once, but just when the boom 
went. But now they’re trying to get it to build four good bungalows in there. And 
give ‘em a half acre of land with each bungalow, so they’ve got plenty of room. So I 
think they’ll get it.”

I asked him if it wouldn’t spoil his view. 
“Nor, I don’t think so. It’s alright down there. I’m having new winders put in 

next week.”
I was reminded of Betjeman’s poems on the profitability of building bungalows 

on agricultural land.
Eventually we shook hands and I cycled off.
From Guyhirn, I cycled through Tholomas Drove, Parsons Drove, by hundred 

Acre Farm and over the North Level Main Drain. The clouds were thickening. I 
cycled along near Lady Nunn’s Old Eau, through Tydd St Mary’s Fen, and under a 
pylon in the middle of nowhere. At this point, I think I was possibly as isolated as you 
can be in the majority of England. I’ll guess that there was not another person for half 
a mile. It is not far, and certainly not when you compare it to a lone Apollo astronaut 
on the far side of the Moon. But it was lonely enough.

Cycling onto sheet 131, with its weird patterns of sub-B roads, I reached Saturday 
Bridge in a monstrous storm. I took refuge in a bus shelter at Crane’s Gate house, 
and picked a copy of the July issue of FHM magazine from a rubbish bin. I was ter-
ribly impressed with the forwardness of the locals, since it was still several days to 
the start of July.

Under another pylon, I passed between Whaplode and Holbeach, and passed over 
the least impressive river of all, the Moulton River past Moulton Seas End. Maybe 
the tide was out.

I got onto a beautifully deserted track which took me all the way to the River 
Welland. I turned right and followed the river out to Fosdyke Bridge, which for the 
Great Millennium Circle is a point of some significance. Fosdyke Bridge is one of 
the three points which constrain the GMC, since you cannot pass over the River 
Welland at any point closer to the Wash. The local scenery was all that I had hoped 
that it might be. It was deserted, the murky waters of the Welland were flowing to 
the Wash between muddy banks, the sky was massive, truly massive, and there was 
no-one around to spoil my solitary lunch and celebratory bottle of beer. Little William 
Wagtail joined me for a toast to the Fens. I took some photos, but like the climbers on 
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Everest, I didn’t linger since the clouds were massing again. Although this is really a 
‘walk on the mild side,’ it then absolutely chucked it down.

I sheltered for a while in the attractive ivy-clad church porch at Fosdyke, but 
there were no magazines to amuse me this time. Past Hill Six Acres I crossed over 
the motorway-like A16 (T) to Boston, and at Kirton I ducked past the clay pigeon 
shooters, hard at it, blasting away on a Sunday afternoon.

At Kirton End, I came across a singular set-up.
A mess of cars were pulled up on the verge and two spotty local youfs were gorm-

lessly lounging in deck chairs. I enquired, and they told me that it was the open day 
of the Lincolnshire Pet Crematorium: they were organising the parking. I decided to 
investigate a little further.

I walked in to the reception, to the sound of the “i£ching” of the cash register. 
“Hullo, I’m Russel, I’m the manager,” said a fit, middle-aged chap, with a strong 

Midland accent. I introduced myself, told him I was doing some recording, and filled 
him in about the circle. He suggested that a short tour of the premises was in order, 
and I agreed, curious.

“We been going ten years, now, this is our tenth anniversary opening. Baysically 
it’s for any sized pet, i.e., any pet you can think of...”

“Horse?”
“Not horses, baysically we have another outlet where we have another person 

where they do that for us, but baysically we do anything ranging up from spiders...”
We bumped into a chap wearing a dog collar. “There’s the Vicar,” I observed 

astutely. He was just off after turning up for the afternoon.
“Orlright Harry, thanks very much for comin’ mate,” said Russel.
“Baysically, we do Vietnamese pot-bellied pigs, goats, anything that someone 

will keep as a pet, we will do. Anyhow, this is the actual incinerator room. There’s 
nothing morbid or disgustin’ about the place, this is baysically where it happens. 
When an animal comes in, it’s no different from an ‘uman, it is toe-tagged exactly the 
same as an ‘uman, not round their toe but round their foot, ‘an all that, then baysically 
it’s brought over ‘ere. There’s two different groups of animals that we deal with, or 
ways they can be cremated. There’s one where they have their ashes back, which is 
called a private crematation, where the animal’s done on its own, and there’s another 
way, which is baysically a group cremation, which is baysically where they don’t 
want their ashes back, so the animals are incinerated and then taken into the garden 
and they are scattered there.”
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We were in a large brick-built shed with bare concrete floors, with a blackened 
incinerator in the centre, and a great steel chimney leading up to the roof.

“An individual, depending on the size, goes into trays, which are at the back 
there, and anything bigger than that goes into the bed, in here, and is swept up after-
wards.” He lifted the heavy counter-balanced lid of the incinerator. “It’s gas fired, still 
a bit warm ‘cos I keep firing it up ‘cos people like to see the flames. But baysically, 
the flame comes in through this side, comes down, hits the back wall and comes 
back round, so you get a circle of flames. It doesn’t blow them all over the place. 
Baysically, if I put an animal in the middle, it stays there. Baysically, an individual, 
when they come out of here, it takes two hours to get up to temperature, baysically, 
you’re looking, we burn at 750°C, after two hours, it’s enough to actually burn an 
animal. Placed in, it takes anywhere, depending on size, I mean a spider don’t take 
a second, but a pot-bellied pig would take anywhere up to an hour an’ ‘alf. After 
comin’ out, it takes anywhere up to three hours for the actual ash to cool down. If it’s 
a smaller animal the tray is removed, there’s a nice wind tunnel out ‘ere, cools ‘em 
down a bit faster.”

“People that want their ashes back, they baysically don’t want bones, they want 
ash. When they are taken out of the incinerator, they are not ash, they are bone. To get 
it to powder, we ‘ave to put it through another machine, which is a cremulator.” 

He indicated a squat steel machine with a metal swing door at the front, like a 
washing-machine.

“This is the actual cremulator, and people go, ‘What, you smash it all to bits?’ 
but baysically, this cremulator come from the Hooman crematorium in Boston. 
Baysically, me, you and all our relations, if they’re cremated will go through one 
of these machines. The bone is put in, it’s baysically a spin drier, but,” and here he 
started it up with almost deafening effect, “it’s full of titanium steel balls.” 

He switched if off, thankfully. The Chinese say that silence is worth buying. I 
agree. 

“The balls smash together and small the bones, and the little ‘oles, the ash goes 
through and then it comes out in a tray in the bottom. Nice powder, for when you want 
to scatter them in water or have them blown away in the wind. Bones won’t do that.

“Baysically, we’ve got a certain number of people, that, even though they wanted 
to do it privately, don’t want to take the ash ‘ome, so we’ve got gardens, where they 
can actually, in their caskets, bury them in our gardens, and have memorials and all 
the rest of it. I mean, we’ve got memorials on special offers an’ all that. And we’ve 
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got an ‘ome burial service where we come to your house and bury your dog, and do 
a complete service from start to finish, right through from digging of the ‘ole, right 
through to the coffin, everything.”

“This lady ‘ere, she comes three times a year, and spends a couple of hours, she 
cleans the memorial.” The simple plaque said ‘Sadly missed, never forgotten.’

“Over ‘ere we’ve got a new garden, baysically they will be buried there, and there 
will be memorials with ‘em.” 

The garden had an eclectic collection of far-eastern symbols, from a bridge, gei-
sha, budda and dragon to a griffin. I thought griffins were Welsh?

“We was ‘opin to have a Chinese sign down there, but to find a person, even a 
Chinese, who can even write Chinese seems impossible now. We’ve got the waterfall 
here.” Another little plaque said ‘Gemma, 1983-1988.’

“We are going to be extending the garden next year. We’ve got a charity event 
on tonight. Well, baysically, we couldn’t do it today because, really, it’s out of taste. 
We didn’t want to make it a too sombre affair and everything. But we can’t make it 
too jolly, because it is a crematorium. But tonight, we’ve got about 45 to 50 people 
coming, sort of for a barbecue, and we’ve got a chef comin’ down, and we’re going 
to have moosic and a disco and all the rest of it, and then there’s me, Steve who owns 
the place and one of the brothers, we’re having our chests waxed. And I’m a very 
hairy person.”

“And then, I don’t know if you’ve ever seen it on Sky, the Endurance thing 
they’ve got on there, we’ve got one of them that we’re doing tonight. With baked 
beans and gravy and custard and that sort of thing, just in here,” he gestured towards 
the Garden of Remembrance, “but that’s after the public’s gone. All the people who’s 
comin’ tonight are friends and relatives. We’re a local business, so we’re doing it from 
the local community centre. It just puts a little back into the community that you take 
out, like.” Quite.

Russel took me to the Chapel of Rest. “This is where the animals are brought in, 
and where the relations can come in and say their last goodbyes. We shut the doors, 
they are in their own environment then. People think that they are daft if they shed a 
tear. So if we are with them, they seem to try and hold back. And then they have to 
rush off, because they don’t want to cry in front of you. We have some tissues here. 
They can say their little goodbyes. I mean, if you’ve had a pet 15, 16 years it’s a very 
upsettin’ thing. I mean, I’ve ‘ad big ‘airy bikers absolutely in tears. I ‘ad one two 
weeks ago, absolutely bawling. It was a cat, and I nearly ‘ad to fetch ‘im another box 
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of tissues, ‘cos he was that bad. I nearly ‘ad to put me arm round ‘im, but I couldn’t 
put me arm round ‘im, he were that big a bloke. He came on his motor bike, he even 
brought the cat on his motor bike.”

I asked Russel what the vicar made of all this.
“He’s been down today to do a blessing.” I marvelled, once again, at the Church 

of England.
“Have you read Steven King’s Pet Cemetary?” I asked Russel. 
“I’ve seen the film. It was alright. Thing is, see, we’re not actually a cemetary, 

we’re a crematorium: there is a big difference. We could triple the size of the business 
next week if we wanted, but we want to keep it a family business. Baysically, we go 
out to thirty-odd vets,  and the large van goes out four times a week and comes back 
full every week.” 

The very friendly Russel gave me useful directions concerning the trains from 
Hubbert’s Bridge, and waved me off with a hearty farewell.

The whole set-up was most singular.
I cycled along to find that Hubbert’s Bridge is a kind of ghost station, with no 

trains calling on a Sunday, so I cycled into Boston instead, marvelling at the fat, 
squat tower of the Boston Stump. I visited Boston Cathedral, the ‘stump’ of Fenland 
yore, and listened to the Rhoades Saddlery Brass Band playing in the echoey nave. 
It started raining again on my way to catch the train to take me home. It had been an 
excellent weekend.

Sally was getting to dislike the Great Millennium Circle more and more. She, 
probably quite rightly, objected to my being away from home so much, with the 
embryo maturing and the house move coming up soon. However, I reckoned to 
myself that I would have precious little freedom after the baby was born, and that I 
may as well make the most of it while I could.

71

Great Millennium Circle



72

Great Millennium Circle



73

Great Millennium Circle



74

Great Millennium Circle



Chapter 7. Hubbert’s Bridge to Brownhill Reservoir

I just knew that it was going to be difficult to leave my bike behind: And so it 
transpired. I seem to have picked up a taste for cycling.

I skipped out of work early and drove up to Grantham, where I left my car. I 
then took my bike on the train to Hubbert’s Bridge, which happened to be receiving 
trains that day. I think they seemed surprised to see anyone actually getting off there. 
Without further ado, I started cycling, the winds careening over the Fens straight into 
my face at about 15 knots. Believe me, it makes a big difference. It was pleasing to 
see the grand Boston Stump slipping away behind me. 

Through Holland Fen, the roads are in a perfect orientation to make good progress 
around the GMC. However, I had forgotten that the next sheet, OS 122, was the one 
that I had decided not to buy, since it only had a single point of the GMC on it. I had 
to guess where I was going, and to be honest, I felt rather naked without the benefit 
of an OS map to buffer my hold on reality.

I knew from my labelling of the points on the two adjacent maps that I had only 
around 6km to travel over the missing map. In fact, what I did was to carry on in the 
same direction as I had been going on the edge of my last map, not difficult because 
the roads are perfectly straight, and then when it came to it, I headed for the first 
recognisable landmark on the next map. In fact, I met some anglers at a place called 
Chapel Hill, at the confluence of Kyme Eau and the River Witham, and they kindly 
showed me their road atlas, which more or less told me that I was on the straight and 
narrow. 

From Chapel Hill I followed the River Witham along its sinuous dyked banks, 
high above the surrounding fens, until I came to Tattershall Bridge. There are two 
bridges over the river here, an old beautiful one, and a new ugly one. Guess which one 
is having to have an overhall, relatively soon after it was built? From around here, you 
can start to see a massive sugar beet factory, way up in the fens, and the merest hint 
of a suggestion of what might possibly be Lincoln Cathedral. Maybe.

Along the banks of the River Witham it was bumpy and I had to lift the bike over 
a number of fences, but I was in the wrong really, since it was not a bridle path, nor 
even a footpath. It was a nice evening, and it was interesting to see the engine houses 
dotted along the edge of the fen, pumping water from the delphs and dykes into the 
higher River Witham, which eventually disgorges into the sea. It put me in mind of 
Graham Swift’s excellent Waterland. 

Swans paddling along the river with cygnets cruising in their wakes brought my 
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mind back to home: Sally was getting bigger and bigger, and with her increasing size, 
her plaintive cries about me going away were becoming ever louder. The house now 
looked like a bomb had hit it, since we were due to move in less than two weeks, and 
all of our worldly goods were packed into boxes ready to go off to the store while we 
worked on making the new house ship-shape. In fact, this was the weekend that we 
had originally intended to move. Any suggestion that I might have dragged my feet 
over some of the paper work in order to delay the move and to be able to complete 
another stage of the GMC was wide of the mark. Mostly. Anyway, I was coming 
under increasing pressure to compromise on various aspects of this old walk. I could 
see that at least one of my proposed GMC weekends was destined to be subsumed 
in general house-moving/decoration, and that the closer it came to the baby’s arrival, 
the greater would be the pressure for me to curtail or cancel my planned week’s walk 
through the Welsh borders. Well, I thought that I should take the advice of various 
friends and make the most of my freedom. It was only going to get harder in the years 
AB: After Baby.

I bumped along the track and into the White Horse Inn, opposite Southrey, and 
called my mate Robin, who lived not so very far away. I had previously arranged for 
him to come and get me, the plan being to leave the bike at the inn, and for me to 
come back down and pick it up in the morning. I suppose I ought not to have been 
surprised, but he was already lagered-up, and his girlfiend would not let him drive 
‘on pain of a jolly good spanking.’ So I cycled across Dunston Fen, with the wind in 
my face again but with a glorious sunset to moderate my curses, to finally arrive at 
Dunston. I sank a pint of beer very fast and got a taxi to Robin’s place. We proceeded 
to drink and yarn, as is our wont. 

I met his girlfiend, a lively lass who was gradually kicking Robin into shape, 
much to his chagrin. 

Next morning the girlfiend, who reminded me of Fern Brittain, was kind enough 
to make us a cracking bacon and mushroom sarny for breakfast, but in the middle 
of it, my nearest and dearest called me up, near hysterical. She basically wanted me 
back home, feeling very hard done by, and was not mollified in the least during the 
half hour call. I did try to explain to her that the GMC was something I felt compelled 
to at least try and complete. She was not buying it. She rang off leaving a bad taste 
in my mouth, although it could have been the previous night’s beer. I cycled under a 
cloud for the rest of the day. 

Robin borrowed his girlfiend’s open-top sportscar, the stereo blaring, to take me 
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back to Dunston to collect my bike and set off again. It was rather incongruous, I have 
to admit, and I was reminded of the tossers in Marlow. Oh dear. Robin told me what 
he was up to while I unchained my bike. 

“I’m now starting to write a book, and it’s now the middle of July, on a notorious 
criminal, called Charlie Bronson, who’s the nicest psychopath I’ve ever met. He’s in 
maximum secure conditions in Woodhill Prison in Milton Keynes, and I’m writing 
his life story, and it’s got to be done by the middle of October. And stand by, because 
it’s going to be a best seller, hopefully in January and February of 2000. God willing, 
anyway. I’m just about to give up my job, formally, with the Express, which I hate, 
and goodbye and good riddance to them.” I said that they had probably been saying 
exactly the same thing about him.

I’ve known Robin since school: he’s a good chap and a very good photographer 
and news-hound. But you wouldn’t want to trust him alone with your virgin daugh-
ters. Or your best bottle of Bollinger and your last packet of fags for that matter. 

I left him with my slight hangover, and cycled back down to the Fens proper, 
back to Wasp’s Nest Farm, past a curious wood carving that featured a number of near 
unidentifiable creatures emerging from an old tree trunk. I travelled back down along 
Nockton Fen, having to turn at right angles along the network of roads, sometimes 
the wind at my back, sometimes nearly in my face. They do say in the Fens that there 
be a lazy wind: “It don’t bother to goo round you, it just goo straight through you.” It 
reminded me a lot of tacking while sailing. 

I passed the enormous sugar beet factory at Bardney, at degree 47. I tried to 
continue along the banks of the River Witham, but the going was terrible to appal-
ing, totally overgrown. I guess it wouldn’t be a problem in the winter. I found a little 
tattered pink tag entangled in the undergrowth: ‘Notice to the finder of this card. 
Please fill in the details below and post the card to the address overleaf. A prize will 
be awarded to the finder of the balloon which has travelled the greatest distance.’ The 
card was from St Michael’s C of E School in Middleton, Manchester. I wondered if 
I might be a winner. 

(I wrote to them, giving details of my balloon find, and also asking if I might call 
in if I was passing on the GMC. I never heard back from them).

I took a short cut through the back yard of Boundary Farm, and eventually left 
the Fens, in this case Heighington Fen, near Fiskerton. The bridges here are the only 
ones crossing the River Witham for 7km in either direction, and they coincide exactly 
with the GMC.
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At Fiskerton itself, I came across three obelisks by the side of the road. The largest 
had an inscribed bomber on it, and on the plate it said, ‘RAF Fiskerton, 49 Squadron, 
576 Squadron. This stone and tree are sited on the airfield in memory of those who 
served here during World War II. 49 Squadron Association, 21 May 1995.’

The other two stones had poems inscribed upon them. One in particular, on the 
the right hand stone, struck home to me.

Spirits in Flight
I saw them return, seven spirits in flight,
engines fired by the sparks of the night,
lumbering, throbbing like a battered ghost, 
so thankful for a friendly coast.

Glowing and gliding, it roars without sound,
the rubber screams at it kisses the ground.
Perfect touchdown on a deserted plain,
now a cornfield, a field with no name.

Night after night, mission after mission, 
helmets, visors, masks and ammunition,
the seven sky warriors from long past,
all knowing tonight could be their last.

I hear the fields, alive with noise,
filled with brave men, some are just boys.
I see them walk, in their suits of leather,
slowly and proudly they walk together.

Where their planes rose to meet the foe,
the larks rise from their nests below.
Down the runway, only peace is heard, 
save for the wind, and the song of a bird.

Time passes, January to December:
from Spring to Winter the years drift on.
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Every April, every Easter, I will remember,
Cliff, Al, Pete and John, Mick, Stan and Skipper Don.

It was written by Eddie Coward, on the occasion of his visit to Fiskerton airfield, 
in memory of his brother, pilot officer Cliff Coward, who was killed in action on 11th 
April 1944. Cliff was a navigator on a Lancaster Bomber of 49 Squadron, flying from 
Fiskerton. There was a feeling of ghosts around that place. Friendly ghosts.

Nettleham was the closest I came to Lincoln itself, but even from four or five 
kilometres away, Lincoln Cathedral is still an impressive and imposing building.

I must say that I came to rather like the Fens. They fitted in with the geometrical 
nature of the Great Millennium Circle. The landscape is all straight lines and angles, 
alignments and sudden, endless perspectives. All the same, I’m very glad I cycled, 
rather than walked through them. If I was going to repeat the GMC, I think that I 
would cycle the Fens again.

The road into Nettleham at 42° was very wide for an old road with no markings. 
Perhaps it was something to do with the ancient manor, represented now only by 
‘manorial earthworks,’ which lies at the centre of Nettleham. It was the site of a very 
large country house, first built around 1066, which was then granted by Henry I to 
the Bishop of Lincoln in 1101. Edward I was a visitor in 1301, and Edward II vis-
ited in 1316. It was last in use in 1586, but nothing but a series of banks and ditches 
remains. 

I cycled past the ‘new’ Nettleham Hall, but it presents only a pair of exceptionally 
rusty gates to the outside world. Over the A15 (T), a perfectly straight former roman 
road, I stumbled upon the opening of a brand new pub, the Dambuster Inn. I bumped 
into two old chaps in the car park, smartly decked out and obviously there for the 
opening. I asked if they were ‘dambusters.’

“Groundcrew. Flight mechanic, both of us.” They both had rural accents, perhaps 
touched with years in foreign parts. “Lancasters. Fifty-four years ago, since we met.” 
He became loquacious in the presence of a listening ear.

“I joined up in 1939, Dad was called back into the army on the reserve from the 
First World War, and I thought, ‘Well if Dad’s going to war, so am I.’ At eighteen 
I signed up, and eventually got onto 617 Squadron. Keith went with me from 50 
Squadron, and we remained with them from ‘43 to ‘45. I stayed with 617 ‘til I was 
demobbed in ‘46. We just met up again today. Gibson, he got a VC, and then there 
was Cheshire, he got one too. He died recently. He was a lovely fella. Gibson died in 
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a mosquito, on a flight over France, so he never saw the war out.”
I pointed out that they were not as young as they used to be. 
“We’re not, are we?! Seventy eight, seventy seven. We haven’t stopped talking 

have we?” 
They asked what I was up to, and so I had to tell them. 
“What a long way,” they said.
I said, “I couldn’t have done it if the Reichstag was ruling the place and the Nazis 

had over-run the country. So I have you guys to thank for that.”
I said that it was nice meeting them, and thanked them very much for looking 

after the boys up on the airfield. “God bless you,” was the reply. 
Looking back, I notice that the majority of people that I have stopped to talk to 

are pretty old, and for the most part pretty hardy. Maybe it’s only the hardy ones who 
now survive. I must also admit that I do not find younger people so interesting to talk 
to. They have experiences which cover the same kind of ground as my own limited 
lifespan, life in a commercial, plastic age with so much more froth and less and less 
substance. Older people actually lived in a completely different world, and that is 
what makes them so interesting to talk to. 

I turned left at Ingham, and had a good straight road down Blankton hill, through 
a flattish golden agricultural landscape. I thought that I was not missing much by 
going by bike. A Lancaster bomber flew low over me, twice, like a noisy memory.

I used the pleasant back-country tracks near Coates (36°) and Kexby (34°), with 
the tractors out in force starting the harvest in some places and just finishing the first 
of the ploughing in others. The wheat was still green in places, but it would all be 
ready soon. It was developing into a hot day, so I stopped to lie down next to the road 
and had an apple break. An old man passed by me on his rickety bicycle: he didn’t 
have his teeth in, but it didn’t seem to detract from his cycling ability.

I got onto the A631, and shot around Gainsborough, not seeing the oilwells so 
prominently marked on the map. From the outskirts, Gainsborough looked perfectly 
addled, with dust blowing down its dirty streets. As I crossed over the mighty River 
Trent and into Nottinghamshire, I reflected upon the glories of Lincolnshire. What a 
great county. Down river from Gainsborough, there is no regular crossing of the river 
for fifteen-odd miles, and up river none on my map, which means at least another 
5km. The GMC coincides with the crossing at Gainsborough.

After Gainsborough, I passed through Beckingham, right on the inner edge of my 
2000m limit, cut onto the A161 and got off at Walkeringham. I must say, I was rather 
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surprised to find myself cycling down a steep hill and, over the Chesterfield Canal 
and the Trent Valley Way, into the Fens again. Except, instead of being Fens, they 
seemed to be called Carrs: Misterton Carr, Gringley Carr and so on. Land heights of 
2.3 meters above mean sea level made me think about the law of probabilities, and of 
the meaning of the word average. A storm surge of 3.8m would come up to my nostrils 
on Misterton Carr. Still, I’m not normally worried about storm surges even when I am 
on a beach at sea level, or for that matter, while I am in the sea. It’s just that I could 
easily imagine a towering wall of water surging in from the North Sea as a result of 
some Norwegian Fjord-quake, making Walkerington a village on a promontory, and 
carrying me off to pastures new. It was nice to be back into the flat peaty soils again 
anyway. A huge crop irrigator swung round and drenched me at Cattle Farm, so in a 
field next to a railway-sleepered bridge over the River Idle ‘Mother Drain,’ next to 
North Carr Farm at degree 25, I pulled up a couple of dusty beetroot, washed them 
off and sat down to eat them raw. They are certainly better pickled.

It was a dusty road to Misson, but, as always, it was good to get off one sheet and 
onto the next, in this case, onto the fabulous sheet 111. It rained on me as I bumbled 
through Low Common and over Austerfield Drain, but the sun had warmed up the 
roads by the time I got to the end of RAF Finningley’s runway, and there were clouds 
of mist rising from the heating tarmacadam. I remembered the time, as an ATC cadet, 
that I had chanced my arm and asked for a week’s sortie from Finningley. I guess it 
may have been partly because my father had served there that my brother and I were 
taken in as guests, and I remember flying as a passenger over the Outer Hebrides and 
the Orkneys on a training mission. A faulty fuel pump in our plane forced us to land 
at RAF Leuchars in Fife, where I had steak for my lunch in the Officer’s Mess, before 
we returned to Yorkshire, all in a day. Superb. That was my first visit to Scotland, 
and I have spent a lot of time there since then. Time spent in Scotland is never time 
wasted.

I decided to make tracks into Doncaster, where we used to live, but the only thing 
I recognised was the old stand at the racecourse. Everything else seemed to have 
changed, although I expect it was only my memories which had altered. It was my 
first visit back to Donny for over 20 years.

I had organised to stay with my sister-in-law’s brother, Matthew, who was house-
sitting for his parents. He had previously had a job in Bow, in London, and when he 
sold his one-bedroomed flat down south and moved back home, he bought himself a 
three bedroom terraced house in a pleasant neighbourhood in Donny. When I knocked 
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on the front door there was a pause, then much unlocking of bolts and finally the door 
was opened a crack. “Round the side,” he said, parrying my greeting with a scowl, 
“Southerners, using the front door. Huh.” 

After about a half hour, he slowly warmed up, and cooked me some tea. We went 
out for a mini-pub crawl around Donny, where the beer was cheap and good and 
the girls always looked like they were just about to get out of their already skimpy 
clothes. Lucky Donny fellas. I called home, and Sally, who despite being heavily 
pregnant had nearly single-handedly packed our entire home into boxes for storage, 
gave me a shocking earful about being away. If you ask me, men are from Mars and 
women are from Uranus.

I awoke the next day slightly thick-headed. 
Matthew had already gone to work, and as I made my breakfast, I decided to 

make quite a compromise. As I had warned myself, I decided that cycling was just too 
good to pass up on. Having the bike with me, but not using it to cover the next piece 
of ground and having to return via Doncaster to get it would be rather too contrived 
and artificial, even for me walking a self-imposed 4km-wide tightrope for 800km. 
The 44km that I had set myself for the weekend would also take a full two days to 
complete, and leave me no time to get back to my car, unless I cycled: so I decided 
to cycle again that day. I also decided that I would chance it and leave the very final 
part of the walk until after the birth of our baby. Perhaps it was my hangover which 
made me so thoughtful: perhaps I should drink heavily more often. When I finished 
my cup of tea, I got on my bike and I cycled off.

I made my way down to the River Don via Hexthorpe and the first outcrops of 
rock I had seen in about 200km. I cycled along in the pleasant morning sunshine, under 
the thundering A1 (M) and past the graffiti, and over the Don into Sprotborough. 

I passed a smart plaque on the wall of The Old Rectory which read, 
‘Group Captain Sir Douglas Bader C.B.E. D.S.O. D.F.C. Famous legless wartime 

fighter pilot lived here during his boyhood circa, 1923.’
I was on hallowed turf. 
After Sprotborough it was fantastic to be cycling along in the glorious sunshine, 

up and down the slight hills. I could see spoil tips from the old mines in the distance, 
but on the edge of Mexborough, between Barnburgh and High Melton, around degree 
14, it was as glorious a place as any you could wish for: just a delight. I cycled past 
an old slag heap on my way into Dearne, which was certainly looking past its best. I 
stopped, and said “Hullo” to a gentleman propping up a wall.
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I got talking to him, and asked him if he had been down the local pit, Goldthorpe. 
I must admit that I had some difficulty in understanding what he said. He seemed to 
have quite a lot of teeth. His name was Ken.

“Oh aye, I were down that coal mine, I used to work darn tha’ pit. They closed 
down pit in ninet.......ty two, only abar eight year’ agoo. Me, I used to shunt waggons, 
up top. I went down pit in ‘79. After they closed Eagleton Pit, I went to Askin, for two 
year, and then from there to Markham, at Doncaster. And then it was me retirement in 
‘92, well, early redundancy, like.” 

I asked Ken what it was like around here now. 
“Dead. There’s not much work. They used to have a farm down thear, that run 

for about eight year, and then that closed down. There were too many hangers-on 
and too many durty boogers. Too many durty boogers, takin’ all young lasses down 
there, having a bit wi’ ‘em, and then hanging them bloody condoms on fence, like 
it were clever. Then it, farm, closed down. Aye they were durty boogers they were. 
They were going down at neet time, they had a young pony down there, black and 
white. Four’een or fif’een year old’, the four o’ them on its bloody back, trying to 
jump bloody fences.” Ken was quite annoyed even to recall the memory. “The black 
and white died of a broken ‘eart, that booger.”

“So what do you guys do with yourselves around here then?” I asked, as another 
old geezer had shuffled onto the scene, and was pitching-in his tuppence worth. 

“Oh gardening, me,” says Ken. 
His pal, Robert, told me that he had been an equipment demonstrator, all over the 

country, “’til I got smashed up in ‘57. And been ‘ere ever since, in bloody Yorkshire. 
A bloody hole like this, Yorkshire.”

A BMW with darkened windows swept past the litter and the broken glass and 
the dereliction, its driver on a mobile phone.

 “He’s not from this area, at least, I doubt it,” said Ken.
They asked me where I was going, and they proceeded to give me all sorts of 

directions. They started to talk to each other, and I realised that they had been slowing 
down their speech for me, to allow me to understand. I picked up the occasional word. 
Something about a lawnmower, perhaps. 

I interrupted to ask them if they thought there was any prospect of regeneration 
in the area. “Well,” said Ken, “Well, thee’re doing a big complex at Mambers. Where 
Mambers pit wor, thee’ve developed aw that for factories.” He gestured at the local 
houses.”This is what they’ve got the time here for, rippin’ out bloody winders. Bloody 
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idiots. Pullin’ plants up.”
“I couldn’t move the other mornin’ the other day when I came to the paper shop, 

for flowers,” said Robert.
“Pullin’ up flowers, thee’re clever boogers, that’s what they are. Thee’re bloody 

schoolkids, four’een, fif’een year olds,” said Ken.
“Befower the police kem along and put a front in t’ shop, they used to stand here, 

buying beer, and drink it, and smash all this rim up here, but they can’t lift this rim 
up, they’re bloody lumps of steel,” said Robert, gesturing at the blocks on top of the 
wall he was leaning on.

“They should put bloody glass on it so that thee couldn’t bloody shit on it either,” 
rounded off Ken.

They started to commiserate with each other over their lack of success betting on 
the nags. Robert said he was originally from Durham. “Tha Yorkshire na,” countered 
Ken. I snapped a picture of these two geezers leaning on their wall, and they wanted 
to know if they were going to be famous, “in the papers.” I told them that my wife was 
six months pregnant, and that I was trying to finish the walk before the baby came. 
Robert said that I would be knackered if I wer’n’t careful, so I wished them all the 
best, and pedalled off.

They were building luxury homes on the western side of Dearne, and I wondered 
who might be in a position to buy them. Not ex-miners, for sure.

At Darfield I used the old main road to cycle down to a lovely little nature 
reserve, in the Low Valley, where a herd of pretty wild-looking horses where peace-
fully grazing by a shallow lake. It was an idyllic scene. I carried along the bridle path 
next to a gypsy camp, and made a silly unforced navigational error. Instead of going 
over to Wombwell and linking up with the Dove Valley Trail, I went on an arduous 
cross country bike ride, which eventually took me along a completely overgrown 
bridle path next to a field of rape. That remorseless plant got me in its vegetated ten-
tacles, but I also managed to go fast enough through the ‘bush’ that I got a thousand 
paper-cuts on the outside of my legs. My right leg started stinging and swelled up 
quite impressively, with a bright yellow-red rash. I eventually emerged into civilisa-
tion again at Cranford Hall.

I cycled down the A635 into Barnsley and stopped off at the Ship Pub in 
Worsbrough to have a pint of John Smith’s Bitter, a pork pie, chips, mushy peas, mint 
sauce and gravy, all for £4.14. Recommended. 

After this excellent stomach ballast, I eventually recognised that the Dove Valley 
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Trail would make an excellent route for me to make some westing. I carried on along 
the trail, which at this point coincides with the Trans-Pennine Trail. The TPT is a 
long-distance route specifically for the use of walkers, cyclists, horse-riders and peo-
ple with physical disabilities. It is due to be completed by the end of the year 2000, 
and runs for 329km, coast to coast, between Southport and Hornsea, north of Hull. It 
will be part of the National Cycle Network. It has also been designated as European 
Long Distance Footpath No. 8, or E8, a walking route through Europe and eventually 
to Istanbul. Now, that would be quite a walk.

The Dove Valley Trail is built on the disused Worsbrough branch railway line, 
which had some of the steepest inclines in the country, up to 1 in 40. I liked the idea 
of the Trans-Pennine Trail, and I was glad of some easy cycling, but there was a hell 
of a lot of foliage, and in consequence, not a lot to see. It would be different in the 
winter, but I was glad to be there at the height of the summer. I was becoming aware 
of my northern latitudes, with a chill on the unsunlit side of your body, even at noon. 
I was coming to my most northerly point.

I crossed over the M1 again, thinking to myself, “Where had I last seen that 
road?”and realising that it was a long way away and a long time ago. As I crossed the 
road, I saw my first ever crop circle, cut into a virgin field of wheat in full view of the 
southbound M1. I wondered if any crop circle ever goes undetected. Probably not.

There were some local yobbish yoofs helmetlessly riding a bashed-in motorcycle 
up and down the track. I almost read them chapter and verse on public use of bridle-
ways, but since they were all bigger than me, I thought the wiser of it. And I therefore 
lived to tell this tale and passed onto the challenging sheet 110. I came off the TPT at 
Silkstone Common, and with a lot of hill climbing on the bike, went along the cross 
country lanes over Gadding Moor to Ingbirchworth, the northernmost point on the 
Great Millennium Circle. After this point, for me at least, there would be no more 
north in my journey: from now on I would be heading south. 

I think that Ingbirchworth would be a very fine place to put a mighty megalith, if 
ever anyone was to build a Millennium Henge. Imagine that, a single piece of stone, 
maybe as big as the trilithons at Baalbek in Lebanon, maybe 300 tonnes or more, but 
upright, plumbed into the depths of the earth, a monument to our strength and ingenu-
ity, guaranteed to stand upright through the next 10,000 years and more. With other 
megaliths at the east, south and west of the circle, it would certainly give walkers or 
cyclists on the Great Millennium Circle an impressive landmark to aim for.

I was just soaking up the scenery next to a big sign for Barnsley, right at the 
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0°/360° point (which seems to be in someone’s back garden), when a little white 
haired old lady came tottering down the road, from off the moor. I asked if she would 
be kind enough to take my picture, and after some kerfuffling, she managed to take 
one. I got the impression she wasn’t used to modern cameras. Alvis was her name. “I 
live at Upper Denby, I’ve just walked over. The first village you come to, and then 
along, is Lower Denby. Is that the way you are wanting to go?” We were due to go 
along the same way. I asked her if she had seen much change around in the moors.

“Well, each village is expanding more, building a bit more. You know, but eh, 
we used to have three little farms in the village, but they’ve all gone, converted into 
dwellings, and the bigger farms have bought any land and put it with theirs. That’s 
what we’ve seen, the little farms going, you know. It’s sad, yes, especially for a young 
boy starting. You know, yers....maybe they can get a job as a farm man, but farm-
ing’s down, you know, it’s slumping. My brother’s son-in-law, they were in pigs, but 
they’ve converted an old building and they are going to start a shop, kill their own 
and sell their own meat.” 

“Just like on the Archers,” I ventured, helpfully. 
“I haven’t heard it for a long time, you know. But they do make it on everyday 

things, the Archers, it’s quite good.” 
I mentioned that one of the characters had just been had up in court for torching 

a field of GM crops.
“You hardly dare eat anything these days, dare you?” said Alvis. I snapped a 

quick photo of Mrs Alvis Nichols, named apparently after a bird, with a background 
of thundering traffic along the A629. “It’s a very busy road,” said Alvis, “It goes up 
to Holmfirth and eventually Huddersfield, and down this way it’s Barnsley. We call it 
the Manchester Road, eventually it goes through Huddersfield, M62.” 

I mentioned my wife’s pregnancy. 
“Will you be tied down after that?”
“I think every man is tied down after he becomes a father,” said I. 
I bade her adieu, but I saw her later, toddling down the road, taking the air. A 

tough old bird, for sure.
To celebrate getting to my northernmost point, I had a choc-bar, ‘Nestlé Nuts - 

may contain nuts.’ I pushed off, cycling back down to Ingbirchworth Reservoir, quite 
surprised and shocked at the intrusive appearance of a big wind farm up on Royd 
Moor. Once the initial shock was over of seeing these gleaming alien constructions 
moving so fast, in the slow almost timeless landscape, they began to develop a value 
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of their own as part of the scenery. I must say that I am pro-wind power. But still 
anti-noise.

At a place called Victoria, in the middle of nowhere, I phoned Sally from a call 
box. She seemed to be more contented, so I was able to carry on the day with a much 
lighter heart. I chose to come down to the inner limit of the GMC to skirt the Pennine 
National Park, by Snittlegate, Daisy Lee Moor, Holme Valley, Crossley’s Plantation 
and the Kirklees way. It was a simple route, elevated and with good views, and all 
on a level. The Kirklees way was quite rough, but it was going in the right direc-
tion, so I followed it down to Brownhill Reservoir, at 355°, the end of the GMC for 
now. I cycled down into Holmfirth, to a bed and breakfast, still impressed with my 
spectacularly swollen leg. I slept well that night. The next day, they buried the actor 
who played Compo in Last of the Summer Wine in Holmfirth. I cycled down to 
Brockholes and took the train to Barnsley and eventually to Grantham. And eventu-
ally to home.

At the end of this stage of the GMC, I thought that I would be having a break 
of about three weeks before I got back to walking or cycling. It was not to be. After 
much hashination, we managed to sell our house. I had imagined that the moving into 
the new house and decorating might take up to two weeks, maybe three at the outside, 
and that I might be back on the GMC before a month was out. Well, as you might 
imagine, it didn’t go entirely to plan.

Added to the stress of the house move was the fact that I had arranged to charter 
a yacht from Falmouth to sail over to the Isles of Scilly to do some climbing and see 
the last eclipse of the Millennium. I had arranged it a year before, and as things turned 
out, I had to leave the heavily pregnant wife to do the decorating of the new house the 
day after we moved in. I could not, after all, move the eclipse, and I was the skipper 
of the boat. Unstoppable force meets immovable object. Sally’s parents came down 
to help her out, but I still got a terrible earful when I called her from Hugh Town on 
St. Mary’s in the Scillies.

It was a busy time when I got back. The decorating took up every night and every 
weekend for a solid two months. I had contrived to organise a weekend of walking 
for myself at the end of September, just to get over the Pennines. However, Sally 
persuaded me not to go, since she was already eight months pregnant.

There were changes coming over which I was to have very little control. Although 
I was apprehensive about becoming a father, I was looking forward to finding out who 
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our baby was going to be.
I wonder what happens next?”
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Interlude - the birth

This is what happened next. Sally’s waters broke at 10.30pm on Tuesday 19 
October, just after we had gone to bed. We got up, made ourselves some sandwiches, 
and drove into Epsom General Hospital for midnight. After a fifteen hour labour one 
of the doctors came in, and after examining Sally, said, “Bugger this, that baby is 
coming out in five minutes.” So, after topping up with another epidural, Elizabeth 
Daisy McCaffrey was born at 4.25pm, using forceps. She came out frowning. The 
baby was given to me and I placed her onto Sally’s tummy. I was rather emotional, 
very pleased that we had a very healthy baby, and in fact, too overwrought to be able 
to cut the cord, which I had wanted to do. Sally was pretty tired and sore, but pleased 
as well. She thought that Elizabeth’s auburn hair reminded her of her grandfather’s. 
It was a blessed relief after so many weeks of uncertainty, that the baby had finally 
arrived. I really felt a weight lifted from my shoulders.

Elizabeth Daisy McCaffrey was a bright little baby, very cute and with a fairly 
even temperament. She was certainly very special to us.

That is one version of the arrival of the baby. The real story is that I found her 
in a crashed interstellar-spaceship in the Fens. I managed to take a picture of her just 
before she came down, and that is the picture on the front cover. This at least is the 
story I shall tell Elizabeth.

So, with the birth over and done with, and Elizabeth Daisy mercifully healthy 
(er...uninjured from the crash of her spaceship), it looked likely that I would have 
some small amount of freedom to continue with the walk.
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Chapter 8. Brownhill Reservoir to Eccles.

Well, as it happened, it turned out that I re-started the GMC a little earlier than I 
had expected. Lewis and I drove up to Holmfirth via Wiltshire, a dogleg which will 
be memorable for us because of the fact that it was 5th November. All the way up 
the M5 and M6, there were bonfires and fireworks to the left and right of us, which 
made it a very spectacular journey. We drove over the Pennines in driving rain and 
high winds, looking forward to the next day. We arrived at the bed and breakfast well 
past 11 o’clock, but the owners were quite understanding, and even gave us a glass of 
Boddington’s to help us off to sleep.

Lewis and I were on the road at 8.30 the next morning, walking up the road to 
Holmbridge. Luckily for us, the weather had blown over and it would have been dif-
ficult for it to be a more beautiful day, blue-skied, crisp and vividly autumnal. We rose 
up to Ramsden Reservoir, where we picked up the course of the GMC again, at 355°, 
where I had left it three eventful months before. Across the reservoir, we crossed 
boggy ground with tall golden grasses blowing in the wind (reminding me of the 
Broads and well-travelled Lewis of the foothills of Lesotho) to the A6024, and walked 
up a short lane at a place called, appropriately, Lane. We were brought up short by 
two enormous Alsatian dogs which would have eaten us up for their zweites Früstuck 
or second breakfast, but for being held back by stout chains. We were directed to the 
correct path by the dogs’ mistress, and walked up the steep flank of the Pennines, 
discussing how to accomplish the Great Millennium Henge.

The GMH would be an amazingly difficult project to complete. If you recall the 
prologue, I had envisioned building the largest possible circular henge monument 
in the UK, coinciding, of course, with the GMC, and giving the walker some more 
landmarks to aim for. I imagined that it would stand for 50,000 generations, showing 
our descendants that we too were capable of building great monuments. I guessed that 
you would have markers at the centre of the circle, and at the cardinal points, North, 
South, East and West. You might also have markers at the point on the circle in the 
direction of where you would see the sunrise and sunsets at the central marker on the 
longest and shortest days of the year, giving you eight markers in all. You might wish 
to make the markers of considerable size, since, in theory, we have all of the benefits 
of modern technology, civil engineering, and Very Big Machines to help us. Say for 
example that you want to make your markers 20m tall, and 3m on each of their sides. 
That gives you a volume of 180m3, and a weight of around 540t. This is a large 
weight to stick onto a low loader and have it go along a motorway or even an A road. 
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It is not a possibility for a track, and when you think that you might have to get such 
a rock up a hillside somewhere, then the mind just boggles.

So we got to thinking about heavy lifting possibilities, helicopters, balloons and 
the like. We came to the conclusion that if you used 600 one tonne lifting capacity 
helium balloons, and a helicopter to tow the whole lot, then you might manage it. But 
where would you find the rocks? Lew and I had visited Baalbeck in Lebanon after a 
cement conference in Beirut in 1998, and we were amazed by the trilithons built into 
the temple of Jupiter there. There was also an enormous quarried block of considera-
ble size nearby, maybe 600t, but it had never been moved. If they could do it, so could 
we. There are plenty of sites around the UK where you should be able to find a body 
of rock without fractures that you could work into a ten thousand year monument to 
the accomplishments of our age. To avoid some of the massive transport problems, 
you might select rock from different parts of the country for the different standing 
stones. Maybe even rocks landed by ship from the Hebrides or Norway. It would be 
an interesting feasibility study to complete in your spare time. Maybe next year...

Anyway, back to planet Earth, the terrain at the top of the Pennines at this point is 
bleak, and similar in all directions, so that if you want to find the triangulation pillar 
at Soldier’s Lump at the top of Black Hill, you have to use your compass. This is not 
a place that I would like to be in sub-optimal conditions. It was very cold and quite 
disorienting even on this bright day. We passed a crashed RAF plane on the way up, 
the aluminium of its bodywork crumpled like a sheet. Nearing Soldier’s Lump, we 
came across the course of the Pennine Way, a barren sea of churned peat. Lew and I 
sat at the base of a triangulation pillar, which had obviously had its foundations dug 
some way into the peat and then some way into the thin sandy soil beneath the peat. 
Today you can see its naked foundations, and you realise that this area has undergone 
some incredible erosion since the pillar was built. 

We met up with one other walker, Steve, who was originally from the area, but 
who had moved down to Kent to be an environmental health inspector at Smithfield 
Market. “Bloody roadworks down that M1, oh dear, oh dear. Really bad. A three and 
a half hour journey took us four and a half. One of those things I suppose.” 

We started talking about the Pennine Way. 
“I’m a bit disappointed that they’ve paved it with the peakstone, but it helps with 

the erosion, doesn’t it. Let’s face it, being such a popular route.” 
We asked him about growing up in the area. 
“I didn’t appreciate it at the time. ‘Cos in those days it was heavy woollen mills, 
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coal mines and sort of typical heavy industry. Shipping and steel and all work and no 
play type of thing.” He had a southern accent, with a slight hint of the north. He’d 
been a long time away. 

“But since the wool mills have closed down, and the coal mines, and since tour-
ism has started, with Last of the Summer Wine and all this sort of thing, I mean, I 
can’t still imagine Holmfirth being a tourism centre. It just won’t register at all. It’s 
just a sleepy little village in the middle of nowhere. No, I appreciate it now even more. 
Since I’ve taken up walking I come away on a regular basis, I escape when I can. 
The women have gone shopping, so I said, ‘That’s it.’ I knew it was going to be ankle 
deep, but it was such a beautiful day, I had to come high. I think I’ll turn back. That’s 
what I’ll do. OK chaps, have a nice walk.” A nice chap himself.

Passing over the top of Black Hill (582m), we had an excellent view over to the 
east, with the power station cooling towers in the distance looking uncannily like 
Stonehenge. In crossing over the hill we said goodbye forever to all the views over the 
eastern half of the GMC, with the power stations, the far-distant Fens, perhaps even 
a hint of the far-off sea. I scanned the horizon from the east down to the south, trying 
to pick out the course of the GMC. I can tell you, it’s a hell of a long way. 

Passing over Black Hill, you just start getting views to the west, and it feels like 
you are over the worst, and that it’s all downhill from here on. In fact, it is, mostly. 
From this point I reckoned I had only about 15 days of walking to do to arrive back 
at my start. And in fact you do walk downhill, at least for the rest of the day. 

We set off across Wessenden Head Moor, where once again a compass is abso-
lutely vital. The horizon is often invisible and there are no landmarks to aim for. This 
is a difficult stretch to cross because of its nobbliness, but it is a fantastically wild 
patch of country, full of beautiful desolation. During this part of the walk, Lewis and 
I were discussing the colonisation of Mars. Perhaps, we thought, they should send 
some of the older astronauts to live and die up there, since it will be mighty expen-
sive to bring them back. We felt sure that there would be plenty of volunteers for 
this 100% suicidal mission. If anyone volunteered for a mission like that, surely they 
are would be too imbalanced to go? The other option would be to send a man and 
woman team, to provide each other with, er..., companionship on the way. Being in a 
politically correct age, they would have to step onto the surface at exactly the same 
moment, which would be interesting.

We stumbled over to the spectacular edge of Middle Edge Moss, at 352°, and 
decided to try to find the ‘standing stones’ which are marked on the map at 036055. 
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We climbed up to the little plateau overlooking Greenfield Reservoir, but there was 
no sign of the stone, although the rock formations here do stick up in weathered pil-
lars, and look superficially like standing stones, at least from a distance. We had our 
lunch in the lee of a huge rock, and noted that there would be very good climbing on 
the rocks around here, although we did not see anyone on them. Perhaps they were 
too wet after the recent rain. 

We walked down past the infamous Saddleworth Moor, down to the reservoir. 
Since I hadn’t seen anyone for the last couple of hours, I decided to take a leak. 
Immediately five or six walkers with their dogs ambled past, gawking. It seems to 
be a very popular path. We followed it around the reservoir and then picked up the 
Oldham Way, over the A635. Although the view opened out onto an impressive pano-
rama of the Tame Valley, I was pretty busy with some tricky navigation through the 
lanes of Greenfield. We finally got off sheet 110, and onto sheet 109, at degree 349.

Greenfield seems to the swanky end of somewhere, since there are some pretty 
fancy houses here, well tended and with great views. Down into Greenfield town, we 
picked up the Tame Trail and started off through an industrial landscape of palimps-
est-like complexity, with canals, railways, roads and factories all written over one 
another again and again. We slowly went via the towpath and over the railway to 
Quick. This is certainly horse country, with plenty of stables and horses in the fields, 
and spirited riders on the tracks, and it was a notable moment when we saw our first 
cow of the day. Lewis bet me £20 million that we wouldn’t see the sun again, and, but 
for a bank of cloud that rolled in from the west, I would have won and never would 
have had to work again. We went up hill and down dale, across the grain of the land, 
to Hollybank, and then had a climb up to Hartshead Pike.

The tower at Hartshead Pike sits on a ridge of 300 million year old sandstone, and 
there is a fine view in all directions, back up towards the Pennines, and then out over 
Oldham and over the great sprawl on Great Manchester. I shuddered to think that I 
would have to walk through that grimy soup of humanity the next day. The sandstone 
of the hill once contained coal, and the miners are said to have quenched their thirsts 
at the nearby Colliers Arms. The Pike has a very long history, from the Iron Age to the 
modern day. The Romans used the ridge as a communication route, while the Anglo 
Saxons are said to have held their annual ‘Doom’ or law there, marked with an animal 
head. The first tower on the site was built in 1751, but it was struck by lightning 50 
years later and fell down soon after. 

Hartshead Pike was partially rebuilt in 1853 to commemorate the marriage of 
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Edward, Prince of Wales, later Edward VII, to Princess Alexandra of Denmark. A 
stern edict from 1750 promised severe financial penalties for anyone defacing the 
tower, either with stones or with clods, up to three shillings and fourpence for each 
offence. The local Tameside Leisure Services does not seem to have heeded the edict, 
since the tower is now derelict, which is a great shame. I reckoned that the imposing 
stone edifice of Hartshead Pike would be a very good landmark, allowing us to gauge 
our progress in the same way that we used the towers of the Severn Bridge to help 
gauge our early walking, but, such was our pell-mell haste to get into Oldham before 
dark, that we didn’t look behind us and we never saw it again.

We must have passed back over the Tameside Trail, but we didn’t see it, I ripped 
my trousers on a barbed-wire fence and we were enveloped in blackness by the time 
we were past Park Bridge. We picked out a path from the bright puddles reflecting 
the sky, and eventually walked through a dark stretch of wasteland in the pitch dark. 
The boom of massive stereos reached us through the trees, and we could see bright 
lights at the end of our dark track, illuminating the clouds. We carried on walking in 
the dark towards the light and noise until we found ourselves arriving at a big fun fair, 
with people milling around, and all sorts of delicious smells in the air. I guess that 
that experience, which was quite memorable, must be similar either to being born, 
or to arriving in heaven. The fair was in town for another night’s celebration of Guy 
Fawkes’ Night. We had a cheeseburger to take the edge off our hunger, and met up 
with some lovely old ladies working for the Red Cross. I asked them if it would be 
safe for me to walk to Salford, which I planned to do the next day. They all spoke at 
once in their excellent Yorkshire accents.

“Oh yes. Safe?”
“Yes, safe,” I said.
“Yes. Oh yes, on a Sunday you’ll be okay.”
“Why, what happens on a Sunday? Are all the drug dealers and villains all in bed 

are they?”
“No! you’ll be okay. The traffic won’t be as bad on a Sunday either.”
They asked about our route, and I told them about the circle. 
“Janet Street-Porter went in a straight line, d’’n’t she. We have to look after the 

mayor when he arrives, it’s for charity, this, that’s right, for the Mayor’s Bun Fund.”
“So you know what that moor’s notorious for - Myra Hindley and Ian Brady,” 

said another of them, her diamante earrings catching the light of the bonfire. “He’s on 
hunger strike at the moment. Well they buried them children on the moor, and there’s 
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one of them’s still on the moor. And his mother cannot rest till he’s found. And she’s 
been on that moor herself. She can’t rest till he’s found. They toook Myra Hindley 
for a day out to see if they could locate it. They were from Hyde, Manchester. Same 
place as that GP, that Dr Shipman. The case is still going on. It sounds like he did it. 
One of our lot, he’s his doctor, and he says, ‘He couldn’t have done it, he’s too nice,’ 
and I says to him, “Who did then?”

One of the ladies piped up that she though that he looked like a nice man. I was 
amused, and said that I thought that he looked like a raving psychopath who could 
have killed 15 women. We all parted on good terms, having discussed the local mur-
derers.

After the fair, we got some directions to our B&B from a friendly local police-
men, although it was rather difficult for us to understand his thick accent. He told us 
to turn right at the ‘Murr und forl’ pub, which turned out to be the Mare and Foal. We 
arrived at the B&B pretty tired and stiff, and the landlady showed us a twin room, 
which was appropriate. She was very friendly, showing Lewis and myself how to 
work the television and the gas fire, and then told us why her adopted son wasn’t 
going to school in the neighbourhood.

“Do you not get the ‘Mail?” she said in her soft Canadian accent, “Oh it’s been 
in the papers. We have a terrible problem here with the young Asian lads. That’s why 
I said I wouldn’t be walking down there at night. They just attack ya, five or six of 
them, they just go for you, ask you for a cigarette, rob you, knife you, beat you up. 
They put our local bobby in hospital, Mike, two or three months ago: he’s still off 
duty. They attacked a policewoman, knocked her about, she’s in hospital. They’re 
vicious, dreadful. Dreadful. I’ve no quarrel with the older ones, you know, the older 
generation, or the kiddies of course but the young ones are dreadful, and the girls are 
getting just as bad. We have six, seven, eight racial attacks every week, and it’s not 
white on black: it’s the asians against the whites, you know. The papers are full of 
it.”

I asked her, “Why do you think that is then?”
She replied, with a slight sneer, “It’s because they are arrogant. They want to take 

over. Um, we have two parks, and you just can’t go in them, they are just not safe. It’s 
a cesspit, it’s just terrible, terrible.”

“Is that Oldham in general then?”
“Oh I think so, yeh. The papers are full of it. The police chief a week and a half 

ago set up a hit squad of five policemen just to tackle racial attacks against the whites. 
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That’s how bad it is. So, he’s not going to school around here. That’s for sure. No, it’s 
not very nice. I’ve been in Oldham....twenty six years, and I’ve seen it go so downhill. 
I mean, it’s always been a dirty industrial town, but people were friendly and nice. 
They are lovely people, but since the Asians have come in, it’s pretty bad.”

“But presumably there has always been a big Asian population in Oldham?”
“Erm, only about seventeen years. There weren’t many when we first came to 

Oldham. But to start with, they breed like rabbits. I mean, the women, they have four 
or five, six kids, and you see them going down the street and they are pregnant. And 
that might sound awful, but that’s true. But they have very large families. And all 
those now that are causing the problems are seventeen, eighteen, nineteen years old, 
and they go oat in gangs, five, six of them. They wouldn’t attack two or three people, 
it’s always one on their own, ‘cos they’re cowards. We had the riot police in three 
weeks ago, down Oxford Street, the Pakistanis against the Bangledesh. They had 
petrol bombs, knives, machetees. They can’t even get on with themselves. And then 
they come over from Bradford, gangs of them. It’s dreadful, dreadful. I really regret 
ever leaving Surrey. It’s the young ones. They say they can’t get work and so on, you 
know, but that’s general with the whites as well, isn’t it? They says it’s because they 
are deprived. I just don’t know, but it’s a problem. And it’s not going to go away. So 
that’s the reason we don’t send him to school in Oldham.”

“Blimey!” we both said to ourselves.
All this racist claptrap had made me hungry, so Lewis and I went out and braved 

the roaming gangs of Asian thugs to go to the pub. We went and had an excellent meal 
in the King George Hotel. We did not encounter any thugs on the way there, or on the 
way back, either. Maybe they were all at the fireworks displays.

We walked stiff-legged to breakfast the next day, where we met a ‘healer’ attend-
ing a local alternative medicine exhibition. He was extremely cynical about the effi-
cacy of other healers and alternative therapies, and sniggered when we suggested that 
lonely women might throw themselves at him when he laid his healing hands upon 
them. “Oh, yeah, and the men too, heh heh heh,” he snickered. Lewis reckoned that 
he was as bent as a bottle of crisps.

We were on the road for 9am, with only concrete, asphalt and tarmac in prospect 
for the day’s walk through Greater Manchester. We ambled down on to the Oldham 
Road, the A62, and decided that, since it was going in more or less the right direction 
and was pretty interesting, that we would stick on it for a while. There was, however, 
very little alternative, since any footpaths along this section are short and uncom-
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mon.
We wandered over the new M66, the final section of the Manchester orbital 

motorway, but it was still a good eight months off being completed, and was only a 
muddy track in consequence. The next people to walk the GMC will have to shout to 
make themselves heard at this point when the road is opened.  

We walked through Hollinwood. There were lots of derelict buildings, lots of 
houses for sale, lots of barbed wire and lots of litter. We saw one house desperately 
advertised on a board standing outside: ‘For sale, £99 down and move in.’ 

A superbly-drawn advertisement for ale caught my eye on the side of the Grey 
Horse pub, further down the Oldham Road. A chap in a flat cap looked lovingly at 
a pint of beer: ‘Mine’s a ‘John Willie.’’ The fact that the advert was created in tiles 
meant that the temporary ads for fags and films on the billboards on the opposite side 
of the road looked so much more tawdry and insubstantial in comparison.

On down the Oldham Road, we walked into Failsworth: the place was deserted. 
The Failsworth Pole was an arresting sight, a fifties style brick plinth with a great pole 
sticking out the top. The monument commemorates ‘the King, Church and present 
glorious constitution’ of 1793. For a hundred and fifty years, each time the pole blew 
down, was struck by lightning or rotted through, it was replaced on the 24th of August 
in any given year. That is until the present clock tower was inaugurated on the 15 May 
1958. Why they couldn’t have waited three months, I do not know. The plaque on the 
front was set into a plinth of porphyritic granite, featuring great euhedral crystals of 
feldspar. It gave a small frisson of excitement to a geologist walker like myself.

Next to the Failsworth Pole, there was a sculptured stone fireplace, stone couch, 
stone pillow and two stone pint pots of ale on the mantlepiece. Lew took a rest on the 
couch and declared it ‘unforgiving.’

We carried on down the Oldham Road. The burnt out church, ‘1902 Bethel 
Church Methodist new connexion’, the newly-built house guarded by a snarling 
Alsatian, the sad-looking pensioners, the graffiti. An airgun shop had a sign on the 
front: ‘Warning. These premises are fully protected to doors, walls, windows and roof 
with electronic and other alarms, any attempt to gain access alerts the police, who can 
be here in under one minute.’ Pigeons flew from the smashed window of a deserted 
building, half of a mini sticking out of the wall next to their airy home: ‘Car spares.’ 
A sign proclaims ‘Welcome to the City of Manchester. Manchester 2002, host of the 
XVII Commonwealth Games.’ Graffiti on a post box suggests that ‘Domo is a fat ugly 
Kosivo kid and make water from his tits like a bitch can - by Andrew J-.’ Quite.
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After all of this urban entropy, I was quite surprised to find a poster at the end 
of the road depicting a tall black chap dunking a basket: ‘Oldham Road: the route of 
regeneration.’ The very best of British luck to them, that’s what I say. 

Coming down to the end of the Oldham Road, and into Manchester city centre, 
we passed an excellent mural on the side of St. George’s Community Centre, depict-
ing many of Manchester’s landmarks, including the CIS building, the Old Packhorse 
Pub, a local gas holder and even the mural on the side of St George’s Community 
Centre. Some little toe-rag had sprayed graffiti on it. Death by Um-bongo is too good 
for them.

Suddenly we found ourselves in the city centre, walking down Tib Street, a mini-
red light bohemian district with two special shops, ‘Love Boutique: lingerie, leather, 
rubber, PVC: toys and magazines’ and ‘Big-in Amsterdam: Video and Magazine 
Specialist,’ living literally arse-to-tit next to each other. Manchester has a few bright 
spots, but it feels very much like the decaying merchant capital of an empire gone 
to seed. We were soon among the flashier shopping streets, the Arndale Centre, the 
Cafes Rouge and the Bella Pastas.

We bumped into a family from Rochdale who had come down to Manchester to 
see the famous inflatable Santa Claus at the Town Hall, and we walked there together 
to see him, 100 feet high and seemingly smashing out of the top of the gothic roof 
of the building, trying to climb the tower, a bag of swag on his shoulders including 
an inflatable space shuttle with ‘2000’ written on the side, as big as a man. Quite 
bizzare.

Lewis and I walked up to Victoria train station and had a quick slash in the loos. 
The graffiti on the back of the toilet door read ‘Gen. Nov 99. Young male wanted for 
fit girl, only 17yrs. She sucks nice. Only available Sat nites for 1 hour. I will meet 
you at Rochdale train station. It’s only 2 min walk to my flat.’ Oh, good. Not far to 
walk then.

Another toilet door plea requested the use of another man’s bottie for the evening. 
You what? Do they not have television up North?

Lewis caught a train to Huddersfield and then a bus to Holmfirth to get the car.
I wandered out of the train station, had the world’s blandest sandwich in a posh 

bar, and for some reason then became completely lost. I could not reconcile my map 
to my surroundings, and my compass did not seem to be of any help at all. I asked one 
chap but he was a foreign student and could not really be expected to know where he 
was. He pointed me in a direction at right angles to the way I was walking. There was 
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no way I could be that lost. I walked ahead for another half hour and asked again, and 
another student, Russian this time, told me to walk back up to the Palace Theatre and 
turn left. I followed his instructions to the letter and found myself again. It is just pos-
sible that the first chap I asked might also have been correct, but I certainly wouldn’t 
like to admit it. My track on the map looks like an ‘&’ on its side. The Ordnance 
Survey has an impossible job to try and place all that information on its Landranger 
map. However, they could help us by not putting a great big blue splodge saying 
‘Exhibition Centre’ over the most intricate bits of the map of the centre of Manchester. 
To be fair, Manchester does have some spectacular buildings, and there are signs of 
regeneration, but it is still quite a grim-looking place.

Partly trusting my compass again, I found my way past Castlefield, under the 
railway, across the canal, over the river and into Salford. I was immediately struck by 
how much more run-down Salford was than Oldham, and I had thought that Oldham 
was pretty run-down. A pedestrian footbridge crossed over Liverpool Street, from one 
fenced-off piece of waste ground to another. Kids were chucking fairly heavy-duty 
bangers around, waiting until the blue touch paper was really going before tossing 
them in the air. The place was totally deserted, a dismal grey, the tower blocks and the 
gas holders silently observing it all. I shuddered to think of what might be going on 
behind the unwashed curtains of some of the houses that I passed, with their unkempt 
gardens and their shivering bedraggled chained-up guard dogs. I asked one old chap, 
who was about to cross the road at a crossing and who had had to stop, if Salford was 
as dire as it looked. 

“This is Sunday afternoon, and everybody’s inside. If you came back any other 
day, it would be a picture of life.” 

I said that the place felt oppressive, partly because of the security and the barbed 
wire.

“I don’t see any security or alarms,” he said, in his strong Irish accent, “Do you?” 
His friend yanked him away across the road as the green man flashed. 

No one met my eyes as I walked along. Salford really looked as though a neutron 
bomb had hit it. There were just a few kids about, and a fat one passed me on his roller 
blades, a great scar down the side of his closely-cropped head. I muttered to myself 
that Salford was a forlorn and unlovely armpit, one hell of an ugly place. I thought 
it a fair summary. Today was turning out to be as dispiriting and as depressing as the 
day before was uplifting and impressive. All I could say to myself was “Good luck to 
these people, because it must be quite a job to get on.”
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I accosted one poor nervous woman as she stood waiting at a bus stop. I knew she 
wouldn’t be going anywhere else, at least not until the bus came. I asked her what it 
was like living in Salford. She threw her head back and laughed. She calmed down 
and started to tell me. “Diabolical at the moment. Used to be nice areas, but not now. 
Too many criminals about. Round the corner from us, and I live on Littlewees Lane, 
on Wees Lane there’s a chap has opened two houses, and he’s opened them into flats, 
for so-called ‘homeless people.’ But a lot of them are drug addicts. Drug addicts and 
alcoholics. I mean, we’ve lived here since 1963, when we moved here, and it was nice 
then. I lived on Wees Lane until I was about ten, so I haven’t moved far at all. Have 
you not been on Walgworthy Road? They’re going to bulldoze that, so it said in the 
paper, ‘cos of all the houses that are empty, the crime in the area. In fact there’s an off 
license there, closed down, they got fed up of being broken into, being ram-raided.”

I asked her when all this had started to go downhill.
“Oh, I couldn’t tell you. It’s just grown gradually over the years, deteriorated. 

See, when they demolish places, they put problem families in, and it only takes one, 
to start the rot. Started off on Tootle Drive I believe, and then it’s just spread all over. 
Seedly’s a bad area.”

I asked her, after this unremittingly unhappy tale, if there was anything good 
about living in Salford. She laughed heartily again and eventually composed herself. 
“The people. The people. They haven’t changed on the whole, no. There’s good and 
bad areas of course. As I’m sure you’ve found out and it’s raining now and I haven’t 
got an umbrella, and I’ve left me washing out.” She laughed heartily again. I left her 
in the rain.

I continued walking along Liverpool Street and turned right after the Phoenix 
Chippy, which stands at degree 339, at the end of Barff Street. I walked past the 
optimistically-named Hope Hospital, and felt a strange change, the dropping away of 
some veil of fear. The houses were smarter, the streets were neater, and there were 
more signs of affluence. I had left Salford behind, and had arrived in Eccles.

I was interested to see what the municipal ‘What’s on in Eccles?’ information 
board in the pedestrian precinct had to say. It was absolutely blank. Enough said 
about Eccles.

I walked along the B5230, under the canal and walked out on to a bridge over the 
Manchester Ship Canal to have a look at the body of water that will be a feature of 
the GMC for a little while. The ship canal is impressively wide, but unimpressively 
quiet. If you really wanted to, you could sail this part of the GMC from Salford Quays 
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to Irlam, missing out Salford completely. You might have to do some portage over 
the Barton Locks.

Out of the other side of Eccles, with the dusk rapidly gathering, I was slightly 
worried to see a number of youths hanging around underneath the M63 bridge over 
the Manchester Ship Canal. Every now and again, a helmet-free rider and a young 
pillion passenger would roar past me along the long straight stony road as I walked 
towards them, and a while later would give me a fright as they roared back past me, 
close enough for them to have easily knocked my hat off. They were therefore rather 
surprised when I stopped under the soaring concrete supports of the bridge to talk to 
them.

“Hi,” says I, “How’s it going?”
“Motorbikes” one of the girls squeaked.
“Who’s got the motorbikes?”
“Gasko.”
I asked one of the lads how fast he went on his bike.
“Fifty, sixty.” 
“You liar,” said one of the girls, who was around thirteen. 
They asked where I had walked from and when I said Oldham they gasped. “My 

feet get sore walking to the shops,” said one of the girls. 
They were very inquisitive, and kept on asking questions. Another lad came up on 

his bike, revving it to show off. They were just laughing. There was only one of them 
wearing a helmet, and he wasn’t taking it off. A yooff roared past on a quad bike. I 
asked if he was a farmer. 

“No, people come here with motorbikes and quads. That’s a quad. Only about 
three or four grand.”

I asked them if there was anything else to do on a Sunday.
“Boys,” the girls giggled. “There’s usually more’n this, but Pete and Girby aren’t 

here.”
They were telling me that the female pillion passenger of one of the bikes fancied 

the rider, but there were shrieks from one of the other girls: “She’d best not, she’s 
going out wi’ ‘im,” indicating another underage biker. They were pretty friendly. I 
took a quick photo of them, and they loved it, larking about. I asked the girls who was 
the most beautiful, and they all called out and put their hands up, just like in school.

One of the lads, the one with the helmet came over and complained that they were 
thinking of developing the waste land next to the Manchester Ship Canal. 
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“It’s all getting shut down, this, at Christmas. It’s a motorbike track at the 
moment, yeh? Years ago it used to be a BMX track. All this is getting turned into 
factories.” One of the girls chimed in, “It gets the kids away from their parents for the 
day, it gives us sommat to do.” I liked this one, she was pretty spunky.

I pointed out that if they turned it into factories, then at least there would be more 
jobs for them to do when they came to look for work.

“Yeah, but it gives us summat to do,” she repeated.
“Yeah, then there’s nowhere for us to go on motorbikes then, and then everyone 

goes round wi’ a mood on ‘em,” said Mr Helmet. 
“Aye, complainin’, said Miss Spunky. 
I reckoned that they would never be able to build under the bridge itself, and that 

factories or no, they would always be able to ride their bikes beneath the motorway. 
They asked more and more about me, and I told them about young Elizabeth Daisy, 
born only two and a half weeks before. I asked them the way and one of the lads said, 
“Carry on down the track, past the burnt out car, turn right at the big metal gates.” 
Right you are then.

They did a drive-by for my microphone, and I said my goodbyes. 
Miss Spunky, as I was walking away, said “When your girl grows up, tell her 

about this place, won’t you?” 
I promised her that I would.
I walked past the burnt out car to Barton Locks on the Manchester Ship Canal, 

then cut across the waste ground and walked to the inn next to the aerodrome, just as 
darkness fell. Lew was waiting for me with the car. I was tired and sore, but glad to 
be back on the circle.
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Above: (Left to right) Kevin Hannavy, Lewis McCaffrey and Robert McCaffrey starting the GMC on 16 April 1999, 
from the centre of the ‘old’ Severn Bridge.
Below: Silbury Hill from Cherhill Down, on stage 2 of the GMC.
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Above: Pig Town, near Boxford: Arbeit macht frei.

Below: The public pronouncements of R.W. Rooke, OAP.



113

Great Millennium Circle

Above: A traveller swallows the plough, Sutton West Fen.
Below: The view from Fosdyke Bridge, over the River Welland, one of the three constraining points of the GMC, look-
ing out towards the Wash.
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Above: The pet crematorium: pelmet or teeth?

Below: German airmen buried at Skampton churchyard on stage 7.
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Above: Ken and Rob, unemployed miners at Dearn: “Will we be in the papers?”

Below: Alvis at zero degrees, Ingbirchworth: ‘Welcome to Barnsely.’
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Above: Lewis finds a friend, at last, near Lane, on the east side of the Pennines.

Below: Aluminium aircraft wreckage, near Black Hill.
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Above: Rob shows the strain approaching Saddleworth Moor.

Below: The new M66 motorway under construction, looking down from the Oldham Road.
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Above: Lewis takes a rest in Failsworth: “Mine’s a John Willie.”

Below: The Oldham Road: ‘£99 down and move in.’
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Above: The Mural at St. George’s Community Centre, Oldham Road, Manchester. If I catch the toe-rag with the spray 
can, he is toast.
Below: Abandoned unfilled toothpaste tubes on Liverpool Street in Salford. Why?
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Above: Young bikers next to the Manchester Ship Canal, under the M63, stage 8.

Below: The Runcorn-Widnes Bridge, and Fiddler’s Ferry Power Station, on stage 9.
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Above: Runcorn refineries: beyond the Manchester Ship Canal can be seen the two cooling towers which were shortly 
to be demolished. The Mersey can be glimpsed on the right.
Below: Massive gates near Llangollen on stage 10.
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Above: A snowy awakening at the stone circle on stage 11.

Below: No sign of the Donga Tribe in the Black Mountains, but a midget yeti was photographed.
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Above: Liz cleans up after a bivouac: note the bra hanging from the branch.

Below: The Canadian is unimpressed with Cheapstow.
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Above: Elizabeth Daisy McCaffrey welcomes her Daddy to the end of the GMC.
Below: (left to right) Margaret Crane, Liz Ross, Robert McCaffrey (pushing Elizabeth), Lewis McCaffrey, Val 
McCaffrey, Sally McCaffrey and Mac McCaffrey: Finishing the GMC, 16 April 2000.



Chapter 9 Eccles to Chester

Before I started on the next stage of the Great Millennium Circle, I found out 
that I was going to have a bit of a problem sticking successfully to my original plan. 
You see, when I first calculated the course of the Great Millennium Circle, I used 
three separate points to constrain the circle: the mid-point of the Severn Bridge, the 
Fosdyke Bridge near the Wash, and a weir on the bank of the Manchester Ship Canal, 
near Ellesmere port. This last point was, I now recognised, a slight miscalculation. 
I had thought that at that location in the circle that the circle would ‘graze’ the point 
at a tangent, but instead, the course of the GMC continues northwards, basically 
through part of the Mersey Estuary. I had consoled myself with the thought that if I 
could only manage to walk down the northern bank of the Manchester Ship Canal, 
along Frodsham Score and the Ince Bank, then I would be able to keep within my 
2000m limit.

However, the week before I set off on the next stage, I tried to obtain permission 
from the Manchester Ship Canal Company to walk down Frodsham Score and the 
Ince Banks, and to cross the Manchester Ship Canal via the ferry at Stanlow Point. I 
had eventually been passed up the chain of command to John Rutherford, the assistant 
to the director of the MSC.

“Hello there,” he said, “I can’t really oblige you with this proposal. We just don’t 
allow anybody on that bank of the canal. It’s unsafe, it’s impenetrable in places with 
thickets, there’s no sort of footpath along it. And then one particular area of the bank, 
a construction which we call Weaver Sluices, you can’t pass across it. They are very 
large sluices that allow water to pass across from the canal to the Mersey, when it’s in 
flood from the Weaver. It’s basically that you just can’t get past it.”

“Physically impossible then?”
“Yes. I mean, one part of it we call ‘No Man’s Land,’ ‘cos no one’s ever been 

there. It’s just an area of land which is inaccessible. Part of it where we haven’t been 
has grown up with trees and shrubs into a thicket, so that you can’t pass through. Then 
other areas, when the River Mersey is in high tide, it laps right up to, it even laps over 
the top in storm conditions, actually laps over into the ship canal. So it’s not an area 
that we allow the public access to. It’s just not practical to walk it, that’s all.”

I asked Mr Rutherford if it might be possible, somehow, to go down the canal in a 
boat. This, at least, would allow me to proceed along the canal, under my own steam, 
and to keep within 2000m of the GMC.

“No, we don’t have canoeists on, it’s a commercial waterway, with, you know, 
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ocean-going vessels on it.”
I asked it he ever had a yacht going down it.
“We do, very occasionally, but you have to pay, unfortunately, to navigate the 

canal, and you have to comply with the harbour master’s conditions, certificate of 
seaworthiness, this, that and the other, insurance in place. Otherwise the only other 
passengers are in the summer months, when Mersey Ferries do trips up and down the 
canal. There’s probably twenty or thirty trips a year done up and down the canal, it’ll 
go up there on a Saturday and come back down on a Sunday. It takes, like, eight hours 
to navigate the canal. It’s probably full of about three or four hundred people. They go 
from the pier head on the Mersey, all the way up to the Salford Quays. 

“Anyway, I’m sorry not to be more helpful, but the canal wasn’t built with any 
kind of towpath. I mean, on one side you’ve got private property right up to the canal 
bank, along its entire length, and then, as I say, we’ve got the Mersey Estuary.”

I was somewhat peeved. But then, it was my mistake. I would have to take a 
somewhat convoluted route and get onto the southern side of the Manchester Ship 
Canal, but in doing so I would certainly have to break my 2000m rule. Bugger.

Now, the other thing about this little episode, is that it meant that no one else 
who tried to do the GMC along this route would be able to satisfactorily complete 
it either. Given the other constraints that I found along the way of the circle, I now 
am sure that it is not physically possible to walk this route along the 4km corridor. 
However, it was worth a try. If anyone else wants to walk the GMC, they can either 
walk my coordinates, or calculate their own. My advice to them, for what it’s worth, 
is that they should not assume that they will be able to walk along the north bank of 
the Manchester Ship Canal. But come the day of the glorious revolution….

By the start of December, Elizabeth Daisy was growing up apace, and weighed 
nearly ten pounds. She grew so big and so fast! Sal’s folks had decided to come over 
to dote on their new grandchild, so I made the most of the situation and bolted for 
the outdoors. Lew and I drove up to Lymm, west of Manchester, on a stormy Friday 
night, and dossed down on our mate Helen’s floor. We were up early, a little cloudy-
headed, but the nutty weather soon drove any fuzziness away. We drove over to 
Barton Aerodrome, where I kitted up in the dark, just after 8am. Lew drove back to 
Helen’s, enticed by the lure of a warm female companion. She immediately set him 
to work stripping wallpaper from her front room, clever girl. He eventually dropped 
the car in Chester and came back to meet me in Warrington, half way through the 
day’s walk. As he drove off, I set out into the dingy morning, immediately rattled by 

126

Great Millennium Circle



a tattering hailstorm.
I decided to walk through Chat Moss, an area of the map which is gratifyingly 

blank after Manchester’s urban sprawl. Manchester is ugly even on the printed page. 
I was a little surprised to find myself back in landscapes exactly like the Fens. I man-
aged to walk along a dead straight road for around 3km, and although it was nice 
to get into a rhythm, I could not help but reflect that cycling through the Fens was 
certainly the best idea. The landscape here is perfectly flat, with the soil made up of 
peat. This is mined at one farm along the road, but at another it is used to cultivate 
turf, for garden lawns. With the black clouds sweeping in from the Irish Sea and the 
hail causing the power lines to fizz, the perfectly manicured bright green lawns the 
size of fields were a strange sight. I could just see the Pennines in the distance, and 
gave a pitying thought for anyone caught out in this weather, up there.

Past Ring Pit Farm, I walked through an old wood with a swollen stream running 
through it, and then headed up towards Little Woolden Hall. This small stately home 
looked exceptionally cosy from the outside, and I wished I could contrive some way 
of getting inside and warming myself up. I guessed that there was no way in a million 
years that I could, so I trudged off down towards the main road. At the road itself, I 
saw a sign saying that there was an art exhibition on that day inside the hall, and that 
everyone was welcome to visit. So, needless to say, I trudged back to the hall, and 
made myself at home.

The art exhibition was being staged by Valerie Wright, while the harp music for 
the exhibition was being provided by Hilary Rushmer. Inside the hall it was extremely 
warm, and after saying hello to the girls, I sat down, took the opportunity to take some 
of my clothes off and dry them, borrowed a pair of scissors to cut myself a new pair 
of inner soles for my boots, phoned Sally on my mobile,  soaked up the Christmas 
atmosphere (it being 4th December) and generally made myself at home. Hilary came 
over to talk to me, just as I was about to fit my cock sock, so that I had to go without 
for a while longer. All the same, we had a nice chat. She is a harpist of some reknown, 
and had arranged, produced and published the CDs of music on sale at the hall. She 
was also a sailor, so I sang her the Sailor’s Chorus from Dido and Aeneas. 

Valerie and Hilary were both interested in the GMC, and were somewhat amused 
by the thought of me going outside and walking on a day like that. Eventually I had 
to get the rest of my clothes back on, but I was pleasantly warmed up, and in fact the 
wind, rain, snow and hail kept off for the rest of the weekend. It was still jolly cold. 
Having said that, I ended up wearing only my Berghaus inner shirt, which keeps you 
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warm and does a very good job of wicking away moisture, Sally’s fleece and a Gore-
Tex outer coat, and a pair of Lowe Alpine trousers. Same thin cotton socks, and a pair 
of my mother’s woollen gloves. Nothing very fancy.

I wandered along the side of the M62 for a little while, having lost the path dur-
ing a short cut, but then picked it up again, crossed over the motorway (too noisy) 
towards Holcroft Moss, and headed in towards Risley. The place looked a bit like a 
green new town, but in fact, it could be much worse. Risley was one of the country’s 
main munitions factories during the Second World War, and the factory covered over 
1000 acres. After the war was over, the site was long derelict, until the development 
agencies took over the site, and transformed it into part of the Merseyside Forest. It is 
pleasantly green, and some very hardy young men were out booting a football around 
on the soggy fields, even though the wind had more control of the ball than they did. 
This sliver of greenbelt gives you a channel to walk along for 2km, heading into the 
heart of Warrington. Risley also has an infamous remand centre, which at one point 
had had Charlie Bronson as its guest.

Warrington itself looks a bit like Salford, only with some heart. The streets were 
busy with people, the cars were nearly gridlocked with all the Christmas shoppers, 
and the place had a busy air about it, even though it is another ugly town. The IRA 
detonated a massive bomb in the town years ago, blowing up a gas holder. I wondered 
if they were trying their hand at urban improvement.

I met up with Lew at the train station, and I bolted down a hot chip butty with 
curry sauce: delicious. Lew guided me through the streets, through the thick crowds 
going from the bus station to the shopping centre, and we eventually emerged out 
onto the other side of town, down by the docks on the Mersey, off sheet 109 at degree 
329, and on to sheet 108 at degree 328. An enormous pink building with a crying eye, 
next to the river, was certainly the high point of Warrington for me. What it meant, I 
do not know.

We picked up the Mersey Way at Sankey Bridges, just past the Sloop Inn, a 
pub built expressly to help slake the thirst of the workers on the old Sankey Canal. 
The canal itself is now pretty much overgrown, but there is a nice path which runs 
alongside, and it goes in the perfect direction for the circle, so we were happy to take 
it. We could already see in the distance the enormous Fiddler’s Ferry Power Station, 
over by Widnes. We also caught our first glimpse of the River Mersey, which at this 
point is a fast-flowing muddy estuary about 100m wide. We walked the towpath along 
to Fiddler’s Ferry, where a ferry had once crossed the Mersey. The river is described 
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at this point as ‘treacherous.’ We also encountered another one of the excellent way-
markers sponsored by the Royal Bank of Scotland, to commemorate the founding of 
the National Cycle Network. The wind whistled through the halyards of the yachts 
sensibly parked up in the Fiddler’s Ferry Yacht Club boatyard.

Carrying on along the Mersey Way, you pass settling ponds for the power sta-
tion which, on the map at least, look for all the world like a giant pair of Y-fronts. I 
wondered aloud to Lew why anyone would bother to go all the way to South America 
to see the Nazca Lines, when we have their undergarment equivalent, the Fiddler’s 
Pants, right on our doorstep?

Past the power station is the St. Helen’s Canal, which is sadly disused and badly 
reeded up. The air hereabouts was redolent with scents of lavender, of soap and of 
fresh raspberries. Since the berries had withered on the branch months before, I could 
only assume that there had been a small leak of odiferous chemicals from a nearby 
industrial plant. Nice. 

We walked into Widnes in the gathering gloom, and found our way onto the 
extremely impressive 1960s Runcorn-Widnes Bridge, which spans the Runcorn Gap. 
Here the Mersey punches through a band of Permian and Triassic mudstone and 
sandstone, well exposed on the river bank on the north side of the gap. The bridge 
looks quite similar to the Sydney Harbour Bridge, only a lot colder. The other major 
difference is the presence within the bridge’s box girders of tens of thousands of star-
lings, which made a fantastic sight as they flocked in massive clouds of birds at dusk. 
Unfortunately, they and their excrement really stink, and you can still smell them 
down in Runcorn Old Town. Still, beggars can’t be choosers.

Lew and I found our way to the hotel, and were thankful to sit down, have a pint 
and rest our weary feet for an hour. We arrived at 5pm, by which time it was pitch 
dark. We eventually struggled up to our twin room and, after an hour of lounging and 
a quick shower, we wandered out into Runcorn’s bright lights.

We wandered with some trepidation, since Runcorn has quite a reputation. When 
I booked the room (only £12 each for the night, excluding breakfast), I had asked Pat, 
the landlady, if Runcorn was a nice place. “Er... no,” she said, surprised to have been 
asked such a silly question. I asked her if we were likely to get duffed in. 

“Well,” she said, “You’re not thinking of stopping out late, are you? Only there’s 
Runcorn New Town which has 40,000-odd Liverpudlians, and it can get a bit rough 
late at nights, especially when the pubs and clubs turn out.” 

Lew and I decided to go out early and be in our beds early as well. On account 
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of our dawn start the next day, you understand.
We found a curry house called the Millennium Tandoori, which we really ought 

to have eaten in, especially since it had a funny picture of the Millennium Dome on 
the outside, but it was only a takeaway, so we had a curry in another place. I could 
not taste any trace of curry in my meal (and it was not cheap, either), so I won’t be 
going back.

Lew and I got back to the hotel just in time for the warm up of the karaoke. 
Lew had never done it before, and was chomping at the bit. He wanted to do ‘Under 
pressure’ by Queen and David Bowie, even though I warned him that it would be 
extremely difficult. A chap got up and sang ‘A boy named Sue’ in a local accent, 
which was very funny, but eventually our turn came, and we got up and sang. I was 
Bowie, Lewie was Mercury and we were totally rubbish. It was all the ‘debedobedos’ 
which tripped us up, and we realised that the original singers needed super high 
voices. Lewis cringed at the thought of how totally awful we were. I think they gave 
us a round of applause at the end for having the balls to even try such a difficult song. 
We both sloped off to bed, chastened and impressed that everyone else was singing so 
well. The karaoke tunes drifted up to us as we climbed into bed, zonko.

Without breakfast to slow us down, we stumbled bleary-eyed into the dawn at 
8am sharp. Lew and I walked under the south end of the Runcorn-Widnes Bridge, 
which was looking fantastic in the flattering morning light, and we tried to follow 
the land along the south bank of the Manchester Ship Canal. Fat chance. With a 
hundred yards or so, the first industrial facility sends up its high, barbed-wire fence, 
and the way along is barred. We looked wistfully at the north bank of the Manchester 
Ship Canal, and thought to ourselves that it looked perfectly passable. However, we 
doubled back on ourselves and took a route through the houses, parallel to the A557. 
It was an icy morning, and we could hardly walk along the convex cambered road 
without slipping down into the verge. Eventually we climbed up an embankment, 
and found ourselves walking along through a very large train marshalling yard. We 
walked along next to the tracks for probably twenty minutes, wondering if there was 
any kind of security at the site: apparently there was not. Eventually we climbed over 
the fence at the end of the yard, and walked along the back streets of Runcorn toward 
the massive ICI works. Just before we arrived there, we had cause to thank the gods, 
since there was a shop selling breakfast and pornography. We both ordered a bargain 
breakfast-in-a-bucket, and were not put off when the lusty young shopkeeper told us, 
“Sorry luv, but we’re out of black puddin.” 
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Lew had a good skim through the mags while we were waiting. Where do they 
find good-looking girls, willing to do those things? That’s what we both wanted to 
know. It amused me when Lew couldn’t get the magazines to stay on the shelves after 
he had looked at them, on account of them being so shiny. They all fell to the floor, 
and then everyone looked at him as he fumbled around trying to get them to stay put. 
When he finally managed to replace them all, he turned around and glared at every-
one, like he had a perfect right to drool on the merchandise and then throw it to the 
floor if he wanted to. How I laughed.

We ate our bargain bucket breakfasts sitting against a wall looking at the ICI 
works. Big business indeed. Our buckets were excellent: full of stodge and grease, but 
sadly no black pudding. We had to walk up to the A557, and had some difficulty find-
ing a footpath past the Rocksavage power station. There were fantastic views from 
here, looking out along the Mersey, along the Manchester Ship Canal, out towards 
the refineries and power stations of Ellesmere Port and over all of these big chemi-
cal works in Runcorn. As we were walking along, and as I was retelling a tale from 
Annie Proulx’s book Close Range, we were both nearly knocked off our feet by two 
enormous bangs, which, as it turned out later, had been the demolition at 10am of two 
big cooling towers at the Ince B power station, 10km away. If we had been looking 
up at the right moment, we would have seen them go down. Blast. We left sheet 108 
and moved onto sheet 117 at degree 321.

Eventually we found ourselves down by the Weaver Navigation, a canal head-
ing north-south towards the Manchester Ship Canal, and we bumped into a bunch 
of chaps getting their boat ready for an outing on the water: Runcorn Rowing Club. 
Needless to say, we stopped for a natter, and asked them how fast they could go in 
one of those things.

“Well,” said a chap with a definite Mersey accent, “We can get up to abowt ten 
mile an hour” We asked them the best route to go. 

“Go up dat sighde, past the motorghway, up to the swingbridge, go across the 
swingbridge, go down dat sighde, there’s a road goes under the motorghway, but I 
don’ know where the ‘ell it goes then. I don’ know if you can ger along there, you’ll 
just have to walk along an see.” Great. I asked him what he thought of Runcorn. 

“It’s greaght. It’s pretty compact and everything. From ‘ere the Old Town’s 
about three miles, there’s a shoppin’ place a mile out of town. I can usually bike to 
where I want to get to. Runcorn can be a bit of a rough place, it depends where you 
go. Saturday night in the Old Town is a bad place to go. There are some fights, not 
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much, you get the odd battle down there, its not that bad. There’s a place called the 
Cherry Tree where all the kids go drinkin’, there’s fightin’ in there. I go down there 
and there’s no trouble.” 

Glad to have avoided any minor local battles the previous evening, we said our 
goodbyes and ambled off.

We would have liked to have been able to cross the Weaver Navigation (which is 
parallel to the River Weaver) and the River Weaver itself, close to the ship canal and 
therefore close to the original course of the GMC. However, in fact the first crossing 
of these two bodies of water south of the canal is the M56, which is illegal to cross 
on foot, and the second closest to the canal is a rail bridge. So we were forced to walk 
nearly 4km inland (south) from the canal, and then another 4km back out to the ship 
canal from Newtown. It was a pleasant enough walk, but rather dis-spiriting, since it 
took us a long way outside my original plan. 

As we walked back to the Manchester Ship Canal, along the series of banks, 
dykes and ditches which contain various lagoons and settling ponds from the chemi-
cal works, we came across a couple of old twitchers out for a walk in the bracing air. 
We stopped to have a quick chat. The well-spoken local gent was exceptionally full 
of himself, and his wife could hardly get a word in sideways.

“Did you see the towers come down? Towers come down this morning, ten 
o’clock. I was up Helsby Hill watching it. You see them come down then all of a 
sudden there’s a bang. They missed it,” he said to his wife. “The old power station is 
down now, completely: they’re building a new industrial park.” 

They asked about the GMC, and we told them about having to go around the 
houses, past the motorway. “Oh well,” he says, “you wouldn’t have got far along 
there, they had the motorway closed off, ‘cos they thought that it would be a distrac-
tion, see.” 

We asked after their tick list for the day.
“Curlew, oh yes, seen curlew, tufted duck, shelduck, not much. See where that 

car is? When you come to that, that’s a dead end: turn left. There’s a footpath to the 
end, but that’s as far as it goes. Frodsham Marsh Farm, and he won’t let you across 
his land. He’ll stop you. What he does is, is his cattle, you see, he just won’t cover 
you, you see, he just says ‘no.’ Just follow that one wall there, and you’ll come to 
Elton. You’re going to Chester are you? Well, the easiest route is to go to Ince, then 
Elton, then you come across the Shropshire Union Canal, and then you walk along 
that to Chester.” I pointed out that we had to keep to the circle, but I think that he had 
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some difficulty with this particularly ridiculous concept. He then told us about the 
swing bridge we had recently walked over, near Frodsham. “They are going to close 
that swing bridge in six months, for nine months. They’re saying that people from 
here are going to have to go back to the motorway and go across there. Well, people 
won’t even be able to walk across. Cheshire County are up in arms about it, but it’s 
the water authority. I thought that they would get the army in to put in a pontoon 
bridge, but there you go.”

His wife chimed in, “I love to read. What was it called, the ‘three degrees 
walk?’

“Two degrees west, by Nicholas Crane?” I tried.
“No, no, it wasn’t that, this was three degrees. Three degrees west, who was that 

who wrote that? Four degrees was the one we’ve just seen, he went on a walk across 
Britain, and he went on a four degree, he did. Chap with the umbrella.”

“Well, that was Nicholas Crane,” I said, getting slightly peeved.
“Oh, was it? Well who was the other one then, three degrees?” The conversation 

was degenerating swiftly. 
“What about that woman with the big teeth?” Lewis contributed, helpfully.
“Oh no, that’s that Janet Street-Porter, that’s the straight line as the crow flies. 

And then she did the Offa’s Dyke.” He, at least,  knew his celebrity walkers then.
“I like it,” she says, “when they set out, and they meet such terrible places, espe-

cially in Scotland. Because you have a right to roam, but it’s not very easy.” Okay, 
I’m with you, up to a point.

Ron and Vera Parker, as it turned out, were local people, out for a local walk, 
with their local accents, rather like in the League of Gentlemen. They were excited to 
think that they might appear on the silver screen (or at least on the printed page) as 
the Parkers of Frodsham Marsh.

Anyway, we ignored his advice, and turned right at the car, and headed north 
again, off along the banks of the River Weaver. There is no footpath, but there is no 
earthly reason why someone should not walk along here. When the right to roam 
comes along, I do sincerely hope that this is one of the little corners of England 
which becomes a little better known. We walked up to a point at the confluence of 
the Weaver and the Manchester Ship Canal, and reflected upon the fact that we had 
just had to walk an 8km detour to get over the strip of industrial estate on the oppo-
site bank and across the narrow strip of water, a distance of no more than 500m. The 
Weaver Sluices, on the opposite bank of the canal, also looked passable, and in fact 
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had a walkway going over the top of them. So someone is able to walk along there. 
I felt a bit miffed that the Manchester Ship Canal Company Ltd had not given us 
permission to walk along the north bank.

We made a 90° turn and started to walk south west again, along the line of the cir-
cle and following the south bank of the ship canal. We soon came to Frodsham Marsh 
Farm, and were a little surprised to see a chap in a waxed jacket use a small boat to 
go from our side of the canal to a little stone quay on the other bank. We presumed 
that he was the famous gentleman farmer of Frodsham Marsh Farm. We ignored him, 
and continued walking, eventually finding a very good asphalt road which runs along 
to the MSC’s dredger’s berth. As we were walking along, the chap on the other bank, 
who had been shadowing us for twenty minutes or so, tried to hail us. He seemed 
to be saying that there was no footpath where we were walking, and that we should 
immediately get off his land. He had a gun with him, and his two dogs at one point 
nipped down to the water to seize a bird and retrieve it for him. There was not one 
good reason to pay any attention to him, since, even if we were trespassing, we were 
in fact proceeding in a direction off the land in question. Oh, and he was on the other 
side of the canal, and he could have done very little even if we had dropped our 
trousers and showed him the whole of the moon. Apart from blasting us full of lead, 
I suppose. Anyway, we ignored him and continued along our way, and after a while 
he disappeared from view, probably shooting things. The other side of the canal, the 
Ince Banks, are licensed to the RSPB as a bird sanctuary. I wondered what the RSPB  
would say about him wandering along with his gun and his gun dogs.

At the end of the flat land on the south bank of the ship canal, we turned inland, 
and said goodbye to the Mersey and to the far-off sea. We stopped in the friendly local 
pub in Ince, where we had a pint of water and pint of shandy each, and then got on our 
way, since we had lost a lot of time with our detour. We walked down along the side 
of the road to Elton Green, past the entrance to the massive Esso refinery at Stanlow, 
and over the A5117 (T). We turned to cross a number of fields, and I was delighted to 
see some of the best stiles and footpath signs that I had seen so far on the circle. It was 
almost as if they were trying to make a point. In fact it was so good I took a picture 
of it. We passed over three stiles in a big bare field, each of which was a stile over a 
single strand of electric fence, which is quite unusual. and then we were brought up 
short. The footpath obviously went through someone’s back garden. They had placed 
a high wooden gate across the path, and had chained it shut, and there was a warning 
about a dog in the garden. Well, we were not going to be put off by that. So we slid the 
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chain over the top of the gate post, and opened up the gate. There was a roll of fenc-
ing wire in the way as well, so we moved that off the path, and then walked through 
the back garden of this modern house, our hands in our pockets to avoid them being 
bitten off by any dog. The gate to the front of the house was also barred, so we took 
the bar out of the gate’s handles, and walked through. 

Lew and I decided to let the owner know that he was illegally blocking the foot-
path. I think that we must have been rather hungry and tired, and I think that we were 
becoming a little bit more belligerent than normal. We knocked on the door. A dog 
barked from inside. We knocked again: the door opened.

“Hello,” I said.
“Hello,” said the young man in the doorway, who I guessed was in his early twen-

ties, and who was taller than Lew or I. He spoke with a strong Merseyside accent.
“I just thought I’d let you know that you are illegally blocking the footpath just 

here.”
“Yeah, I know.”
“Do you know about that?”
“Yeah.”
“”That’s breaking the law,” said Lew.
“Yeah.”
“That’s illegal,” I said. “Why would you do that?”
“’Cos we are.”
“Why would you do that then?”
“’Cos we are. ‘Cos we had some knob’eds go through there.”
“What did they do?”
“Kicked shit out the dog. So that why it’s all shut up.”
“But it would be illegal to have a dangerous dog in there anyway.” (I said it, but 

I don’t know for sure that it is true).
“Well it’s our garden.”
“But it’s a public footpath as well.”
“Yeah but we’ve been told that it’s our garden, we’re allowed to let people 

through who we wanter let through.”
“You’ve got to let everybody through.”
“Don’t care. Fuck off.”
Hmmm. This was not going according to plan.
“You know we’re recording this?” Lew helpfully chipped in. The lad saw red.
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“I don’t give a shit what you record. Get off me drive now.”
Now, my understanding of the law of trespass is that if you are on someone else’s 

property, (and we were off the footpath and on his drive at that moment) if you are 
asked to leave, then you must leave, although the route that you must take is not pre-
scribed. Anyway, we started to comply with his request.

“Get off me drive now.” He came along and started to push Lewis along with his 
chest, like a couple of stags fighting over territory.

“Oh, I say, you can’t do that,” I said, with curiously little effect.
“Get off me drive, Get off me drive.”
“If you touch me you’ll be guilty of an offence,” said Lew, standing rather too 

much upon the letter of the law.
“Get off me drive. Go on, get off me drive now,” he pushed Lewis some more.
“We’re going to get off your drive,” I shrieked. All of our voices had risen a few 

notches in pitch.
“Go on, get off me drive now. And you.”
“We are just going.” He started pushing me now, and made a grab for the micro-

phone, which was sticking out of the recording bag at my side.
“Now. You’d better watch it,” I said, “because you cannot do this. We are just 

about, we are going. We are going.”
“Get off or I’ll break your nose.”
“I’m afraid that you’d better watch it,” said Lew, as we reached the safety of the 

end of his tarmac drive.
“Okay, we’re off your drive now.”
“We could take you to court for that. Yeah? Understood?” Lewie’s blood was up 

a little.
“Do you want to meet me dad?” he tossed over his shoulder as he returned into 

the house, after having pushed us from his property, “Go on, go and walk somewhere 
else.”

“We are allowed to walk through there,” I said, the confrontation rapidly descend-
ing into farce. However, his Pathian shot was his best.

“Have you got nothing better to do that go for a walk?” He slammed the door 
behind him, the dog still barking.

Lew and I walked off, a bit surprised at what had happened. “Shall we have him?” 
said Lew.

We walked on down Yew Tree Gardens, Thornton-le-Moors, and went over the 
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events. We were most disturbed by his threat of violence, and we decided that we 
should let the police know about it, and also ask the local council to do something 
about unblocking the footpath. Are we trouble makers or wha’?

That little incident gave us plenty to talk about as we walked along. We crossed 
over the River Gowy, and went under the M567 and M53 at Stoak, picking up the 
Shropshire Union Canal and practising our Tarzan impersonations under the echoey 
bridge. It was rapidly getting dark, so we decided to finish our walk at Backford, 
which happens to be on the A41. As we walked through the little village it got darker, 
and by the time we arrived at the bus stop on the outskirts of the village, it was night. 
We started hitching, but before anyone stopped, a bus turned up, so we got on and 
went straight to the centre of Chester. We picked up the car and drove home, pretty 
much done in. We had walked from 336° at Eccles to 315° at Backford, about 40km 
along the GMC, but probably more like 50km when all was said and done. Enough

That particular weekend has a postscipt. I sent a couple of faxes off, to the county 
council and to the Chester police, to let them know about what had happened.

PC Morse (no, really) of Chester police rang me back and we went through what 
had happened in Thornton-le-Moors. He had actually been out to look at the scene, 
which I thought was admirably thorough, and had even spoken to the lad, who turned 
out to be just 17. PC Morse had a good knowledge of the law pertaining to footpaths, 
since, it turned out, he had owned a house with a footpath on his property some years 
before. He pointed out that, even though the gate was chained, there was a roll of wire 
in the way, and the gate had been barred, that I had actually been able to travel along 
the footpath, and in effect it had not actually been ‘blocked.’ Hmmmm. He also said 
that if anyone wanted to travel the other way along the path, all that they would have 
needed to do would have been to knock on the door of the house and request them 
to un-bar the gate. Hmmmm. He also questioned whether or not it was wise of us to 
suggest that it was ‘illegal’ to block the footpath, since such an action is a case for the 
civil court, rather than a criminal court, and as such has nothing to do with the police. 
Perhaps it might have been ‘unlawful,’ but not ‘illegal.’ Hmmmm.

PC Morse asked if we wanted to press charges against the lad for threatening 
behaviour or breach of the peace. I said that it was probably enough for him to have 
had a visit from the police, and that my main concern was that the footpath should be 
fully open. PC Morse, who was very diplomatic, said that he would go back to speak 
with the boy when his parents had returned from their holiday in America, and that 
he would make sure that they understood their obligations under the law concerning 
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the footpath. 
I then had a call back from Steve Holden, the public rights of way officer for 

Chester. He told me that when they first checked the footpath in the early summer of 
1999, it was completely blocked, and that the owners had no knowledge of the path. 
Apparently, the search for rights of way on a property is not a standard part of the 
search when you are buying a house, and unless you ask that specific question, and 
pay an extra fee, you will not hear any answers back about it. Mr Holden said that 
the gate at the front of the property had to be unlocked at all times, and that it would 
not be enough to be able to go and ask the owners to unbar it. He also suggested that 
to have a dangerous dog on the footpath would be illegal, since it is, in effect, public 
land. However, you would have to prove that the dog is dangerous.

Steve also said that Chester County Council had about 1700 miles of footpaths 
and rights of way under its control and mentioned that the rights of way department 
in Chester far exceeds the budget and staffing levels of comparable authorities around 
the country. He told me that one landowner who had persisted in blocking a number 
of footpaths on his land had been served with a notice about two months before, and 
then a week back, five rights of way officers, along with a police escort and some 
contractors, went to work to clear the ways. They bulldozed a big pile of earth which 
had been put across one path, and chainsawed in half a chicken shed which had been 
built over another. Yeah! Right on! Power to the walkers! Luckily for everyone, there 
were no chickens in the shed. That would otherwise have been quite a mess, with half 
chickens flying around in circles everywhere. Still, now I know where they get the 
half chickens you sometimes see in chip shops.

It was coming up to Christmas, and I was looking forward to our first Christmas 
at home together as a little family. Then we had ‘The Millennium’ to look forward to. 
Hmmmmm. The ‘real’ end of the Millennium was really a year away, on 31 December 
2000. Still, it’s a good excuse for a few drinks. I was already looking forward to the 
next stage, which would see me walking into Wales at last, a stage which was bound 
to be packed full of meaty goodness.

Post script.
PC Morse faxed me with glad tidings a week before Christmas.
‘I have discussed the ‘blocked footpath’ at 12 Yew Tree Close, Thornton-le-

Moors with David and John Richards. They are now fully conversant with the legal 
requirements over the ‘use’ of the footpath. David Richards apologies for any ill-will 
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caused by the incident. Any future problem, don’t hesitate to contact me. Merry 
Christmas. PC 2404 Morse.’

Respect to the festive constabulary!
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Interlude 2

You may remember back in Chapter 6 that I came across the pinned-up notices of 
Mr Rooke, OAP. Well, I had an opportunity to call by his place, sadly on my way to 
a funeral, a couple of days before Christmas 1999, so I was smartly dressed. 

I stopped at the front gate, by his notices. I looked up at his house: it was a very 
forlorn looking place.

‘Christmas 1999 by R.W. Rooke, O.A.P. IE an £800m Millennium Dome, 
£35,000 a week footballers and IE and 1600 homeless on the nation’s streets sleeping 
in cardboard boxes. My R.W. Rooke’s one question, namely: Who’s the comedian? 
Signed R.W. Rooke, O.A.P.’

I decided to go in and see if Mr Rooke was taking visitors. He had carpet down on 
his path. As I walked up the path, there was a wheel barrow and a bicycle, and there 
was a sign on the back of the bicycle. 

‘7th July 1997, a true public statement. I, R.W. Rooke, do publicly state that in 
the case of murdering trickery by the Cambridge administration, who have already 
murdered by sheer trickery my disabled brother, Marshal Rooke, the general public 
know this to be true, that IE that I use only at my premises No. 28 Highfield Road, 
Caldecote, the following, IE Calor gas for cooking and an ordinary domestic candle 
for lighting purposes. Signed R.W. Rooke, O.A.P., murdered Marshal’s brother.’

There was an old car, ‘H’ reg, with flat tyres. There was a moat around the house, 
and a caravan, empty. Calor gas bottles stood around. 

“Hello, Mr Rooke?”
The windows were all whitewashed. 
“Hello, Mr Rooke?”
I knocked several times on a door around the back.
“Hello, Mr Rooke?”
I walked around for a minute or so, until I started to hear noises from inside. An 

elderly gentleman, his clothing in some disarray, emerged from a side door. In his 
gnarled hand, he held a large piece of wood. He eyed me suspiciously.

I would say he was about 85: he was very very thin, he was about five foot eight, 
and I’d guess that he hadn’t shaved for a couple of days. He had large sticky-outy 
ears, great sinews along his skinny neck and a jutting chin. He wore a flat cap and 
his torso was bare to the navel, and although he had an old suit on it was pretty dis-
sheveled. And he had a clothespeg, attached to the bottom of one trouser leg. He wore 
old shoes and no socks. He looked at me with piercing blue eyes.
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“Hello, Mr Rooke? Hello, there’s no need for that stick. I was doing a large walk 
around the UK earlier on the year, and I passed by your house. I saw your notices, 
and I was very interested to come and meet you.”

“Did you read ‘em?” He had a wheezy Fenland accent.
“Yes I did! I thought they were...”
“They are self explanatory.”
“Er…yes. What happened with your brother?”
“Like I said, they are self explanatory. You can believe ‘em, or you needn’t. 

That’s it.”
Mr Rooke was obviously quite an oasis from the outside world. I tried a different 

tack.
“You’re pretty self-sufficient here. I read your latest notice about you just using 

Calor gas and nothing else.”
“That’s self explanatory, ennit.” He rapped the side of the Calor gas bottle with 

his stick.
“You don’t have recourse to the council for any...”
“That’s none o’ your business, is it, whatever I do. Quite frankly.” 
I could see that he was suspicious of me. And quite right, too. I probably looked 

a lot like a Gestapo officer in my grey greatcoat.
“Yes, I’m just a member of the public, I was passing through earlier on in the 

year, and I thought they were very interesting.”
“Well you should have read ‘em and walked on. You’ve no right to come up ‘ere 

and try and interrogate me.”
“I wasn’t interrogating you, I was just...”
“What was yer doin’?”
“I was just interested to meet you.”
“Yer weren’t, you were interrogatin’ me.” 
He was getting a bit riled, so I decided to back off a bit.
“I beg your pardon for that then.”
“You know what that means don’t you?” 
I though that he was going to say “I’m gonna make you squeal like a pig, Boy! 

And then you gonna die!” I decided to look for another way out.
“Do you want me to leave now?”
“I don’t think you’ve got any right to be ‘ere. Quite frankly.”
“I just thought I’d come along and say ‘Hello’.”
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“That’s not the case. You come up ‘ere and you started interrogatin’ me. These 
are my premises. Those notices on the gate there, they’re for people to read. They 
read ‘em, they don’t come up ‘ere and interrogate me. They think what they like and 
walk on. That’s it.”

“Okay. So you don’t want anyone else to visit you or find out anything more after 
your notices?

“I’ve lived ‘ere for thir’ee four years. I’m quite capable of, of knowin’ my rights. 
Like you. I ‘aven’t walked up your garden path and started interrogatin’ you, have I? 
I ‘aven’t even asked you ‘oo you are, and I don’t really care.”

“Well, you’d be very welcome to come and visit me, if you ever wanted to.” 
As a rhetorical gambit, this one might just backfire on me in the future.
“Well I don’t know who you are, and I don’t care.” 
We had started to sound a little bit like a broken record.
“Shall I introduce myself then? My name’s Robert McCaffrey, I’m just a walker. 

A member of the public who was interested to meet you.”
“Well you’re a member of the public then. Have you been up everybody else’s 

path and interrogated them?”
“No, no I haven’t.” I had to admit it: he still had his stick in his hand.
“Then why are you comin’ up mine?”
“I was just most interested to see your notices...”
“Well thousands of people are, but they don’t come up ‘ere and start interrogatin’ 

me. If you’ve got any grievance, you’d put a notice up. For people to read. That’s 
what I do.” 

I decided to see just how independent he really was: he seemed nearly totally 
disengaged from the outside world.

“Or you could write a letter. I mean, if I wanted to write to you, could I send you 
a letter?”

“No, I don’t want you to write to me. You’ve got no reason to write to me.”
“No, no I haven’t.”
“I don’t know you and, quite frankly, I’m quite happy not to.”
“Okay. That’s fair enough. Do you have many visitors here, do you mind me 

asking?”
“That’s none of your business. You’re interrogatin’ me again.”
“Do you object to being asked questions?”
“You might as well be a policeman.”
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“I’m not a policeman. I’m just a member of the public.”
“You could be for all I know.
“I’m actually on my way to a funeral. I’m sure you have nothing to fear from the 

police.” I was baiting him now, a little, just to see.
“They don’t all wear uniform you know.”
“Do I look like a policeman?”
“I don’t know who you are from Adam, and I don’t really care.”
“Right. Were you going to hit me with stick?”
“Well that’s none of your business, is it?”
“Right.” I laughed. “Well, I wanted to meet you. I wish you the best of luck with 

your notices.”
“Well, it don’t matter if you do or you don’t as far as I’m concerned. If I want to 

say something, I put up a notice. And as I understand the law, you’re entitled to do 
the same. And you can read it, and if you agree with it, you agree with it. And if you 
don’t, no harm done. If more people protested, about different things, over the course 
of the country, the country would be a lot better place.”

“Yep. I read your notice about the incident with the ambulance. That was very 
disturbing.”

“I beg your pardon?”
“I noticed the notice about the ambul...”
“You’re interrogatin’ me again. Now look, I don’t want to be interrogated. And 

I don’t wish to further the conversation. And being that these are my premises, I’d 
like you to go.”

“I’m going now.”
“Thank you.”
“It was interesting to meet you, and I wish you the best of the winter.”
“I’m not interested in what you wish me. Not at all.”
“Okay. Would you take my best regards?”
“Ahu, I don’t know who you are, and I don’t care. I’m not interested if you’ve 

got good regards, bad regards or anything else.” 
I could hardly believe that he wanted to shut himself off from other humans so 

thoroughly.
“Does it matter who I am..?”
“Not at all. Not at all. I’m not interested. I just don’t want to be interrogated.”
“I understand. Goodbye.”
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He at least had the good manners to reply to my own farewell, with a ‘Goodbye’ 
of his own.

It had been a frustrating conversation. I came away with the impression that Mr 
Rooke was well-versed in counter-intelligence. I had first heard about these interest-
ing tenets in the book ‘Spy on the roof of the world,’ which tells the story of a British 
mountaineering expedition that ventures across the Indian border into Chinese-con-
trolled Tibet, mainly to go climbing but also with the intention of doing a little snoop-
ing around on behalf of the Indian intelligence services. The protagonists are captured 
by the Chinese and interrogated at length, but manage to gain a lot of information 
from their interrogators as well as sowing a few wild untruths, while giving away 
nothing that was not already known. The main thrusts of counter-intelligence tactics 
are admit nothing, deny everything, keep them talking and keep your ears open. Mr 
Rooke certainly had the ears for the task. 

I had learned next to nothing about the R.W. Rooke behind the notices. But per-
haps, as he had pointed out, there was no more for people to know about him than was 
recorded in his public outpourings. He did not divulge one tiny scrap more of himself 
than was in his notices. I seemed to have failed to find out more about R.W. Rooke, 
O.A.P. As I wandered down his garden path, along the carpet laid along it and back 
to his notices, I wondered what it might be like to be R.W. Rooke. I shuddered, and 
not just because it was a cold day.

‘November 29th. Northern Ireland, by R. W. Rooke, O.A.P. I, R.W. Rooke, hope 
the new set-up works. But if it all falls apart, I suggest the following: namely that 
three governments, the British, the Irish and the Australians solve the Ulster problem 
once and for all by providing Australia with 3/4 million new Australians over a five 
year period. Britain and Ireland financing homes, jobs and healthcare. PS. a vote in 
the affirmative would be needed from Ulster protestants. The prize, a united Ireland. 
Signed R. W. Rooke, O.A.P.’

Hmmm. Radical thinking.
 ‘November 30th 1999. Cattle truck Britain. By R.W. Rooke, O.A.P. Radio 5’s 

verdict: total rubbish. Rooke’s solution: abolish trains, get rid of them, goods and pas-
senger, enough. Use existing tracks as bus and HGV lanes. Also rebuild track chopped 
off by Beeching. Leave the roads, country-wide, for private motoring only, which is 
what the general public wants. PS. If successful, more bus and HGV lanes could be 
built. It’s worth a try, considering total, total balls up. Signed R.W. Rooke.’ 

He must have been feeling youthful that day, since he left off the O.A.P. at the 
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end.
‘December 3rd 1999. The present political scene, by R.W. Rooke, O.A.P. It must 

now have become obvious to all who voted at the last general election that all that 
happened was the exchange of one conservative-minded government for another, 
with MPs that preferred power to principals, which leaves the Lib-Dems, and it 
appears that secret talks - not to be divulged - were held last weekend. Putting two 
and two together it would appear that the electorate has already been stitched up for 
next time. IE. Whatever you vote, you lose. Signed R.W. Rooke. O.A.P.’

Not a big fan of Tony Blair then?
‘6th December, 1999. Hard Facts, by R.W. Rooke, O.A.P. IE, the only way to 

solve the transport chaos is to get HGVs and buses off the roads. And the only way it 
can be done is by tarmacking over the railways. Yes. Give the general public what it 
wants, namely door to door transport in comfort and safety. Yes. Signed, R.W. Rooke 
O.A.P.’

He wasn’t accepting any kind of transmission from the outside world, of any 
sort, but he had a touch of pride that ‘thousands’ of people were reading his notice, so 
perhaps he was not totally isolated after all. As I retreated to my car, I wondered if he 
was watching me with binoculars from behind his uncleaned windows. Spooky.
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Chapter 10 Chester to Llangollen

I started off the next stage by driving to Llangollen, parking the car and hitching 
to Ruabon. Lew was chasing after some girl or other, so I was on my own again. I 
managed to get a lift within a minute of sticking my thumb out, and got picked up by 
a chap in a huge landrover that had ceased to pay vehicle excise duty, since it was over 
25 years old. He fixed computers and ‘dabbled in a bit of IT.’ I hoped that he was also 
adept at fixing cars, since his old motor appeared to be on its last legs. He dropped me 
at Ruabon, and since I was an hour early for my next train, or an hour late for the last 
one, I wandered into the local pub and ordered a pint of the local brew. Even before 
I managed to sit down, the locals had asked me who I was, where I was from, where 
I was going and what the bloody ‘ell did I think I was doin’, carryin’ all that clobber. 
They were a friendly bunch, and it felt a lot more welcoming than the vast majority of 
English pubs I have been in. Mind you, they did warn me about Rhosllanerchrugog, 
a town up the valley, which wasn’t for the likes of me, oh no, not with my English 
accent. They also mentioned the cement plant that I was due to visit the next day at 
Padeswood. In general they were against it, but I suggested some of the benefits of the 
proposed new works, like decreased pollution and continuing employment and they 
gradually seemed to come around to a more positive view.

I eventually bowled out of the pub and wandered down to the railway station, 
where I was accosted by three young lovelies, who asked me how old they looked. 
They were obviously too young to legally gain entrance into the pubs and clubs of 
Chester, and wanted to gauge just how illegal they looked. I was amazed that I man-
aged to guess two of them spot on, at sixteen, and one just a year out: she was sev-
enteen and I had thought she was eighteen. We got on the train, still chatting, and by 
the time we got off at Chester, I had decided that I had never met three more vacuous 
people in one place at the same time. For their part, they probably thought that I was 
the oldest and dullest person they had ever met, a bit like a walking fossil. And me 
only 32!

My old friend Hannah picked me up from the station, and I went to stay with her 
and her husband Barry in the ancient walled city of Chester. They wanted to be in this 
book, and wondered if they had to dress up in chicken outfits in order to qualify. The 
fact is, anyone who is prepared to feed me steak, fill me full of wine and give me a 
comfortable bed for the night gets an honourable mention.

Hannah dropped me off at the start of my walk the next day, at Backford, dead on 
9am. It was a beautiful day: blue skies with a nip in the air: a lucky break for the start 

151



of February. This area is part of the Cheshire Plain, and the walking is a little bit on 
the monotonous side, although the interesting navigation makes up for the flatness of 
the terrain. The kissing gates at Mollington, a couple of kilometres along the route, are 
quick fattist, since I had to take off my rucksack to get through them and a corpulent 
pie-buff would have no chance, short of a radical bellyectomy.

I met an old character in a little village near the Welsh Border. “I’m off for me 
daily walk, to get me daily paper,” he said. We were going in the same direction, so 
I tagged along. 

I asked him what this place was called. “Sorgal,” he replied, and it took me a 
moment to realise that it was written Saughall on the map. He had a pronounced 
Liverpudlian accent. I asked him if he was from around the area originally. 

“Well, not originally, no, although I’ve lived in Sorgal for sixteen years, since I 
retired. I worked for th’ Shell at Stanlow. We wuz operatin’, the best job of the lot, you 
got different varieties, worked on different plants. Brilliant firm to work for.”

I asked him if he saw any service overseas at all. 
“Only in the Navy in the War. I was an ASDIC rating, submarine detectin’, I think 

they call it Sonar nowadays. That’s it, the one with the ping – it was enough to send 
people daft, it was. You got this ‘ping ping ping ping ping ping’ all the time in your 
ear’ole – I can still hear it. I was on the ships lookin’ for the subs, North Atlantic and 
the Med’, not a lot in the Med’, more on the North Atlantic Convoys – America and 
back. It wasn’t a lot of fun, sometimes you got a decent passage, was a bit hectic at 
times, you didn’t get much sleep.”

I mentioned that quite a lot of the people I’d spoken to who went through the war 
said that it was one of the best times in their lives.

“A lorra th’ people did I suppose, it just depends what period you were at, dudn’ 
it. You know, the very beginning, it wasn’t so bad. In the middle it was terrible, but 
in the last year of the war, ‘45, it calmed down a bit, ‘cos the U-boats took a bit of 
a hammerin’. It was an experience. See where the pub is, facing the clock? There’s 
your path. When I had me two dogs I used to go across there, ‘cos it’s nice. Anyway, 
enjoy your walk.”

After the worst of the winter, the daffodils were out. The fields were covered with 
the first green shoots of the forthcoming summer’s harvest, and although there were 
no lambs in the fields here, there were quite a few fat ewes getting ready to drop. Past 
Saughall, I crossed into Wales, on a tiny footbridge over a wee trickle of a stream. It 
would be a different situation when I crossed back out of Wales in about 180km, over 
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the Severn Bridge. Just along from the border, I passed over another disused railway 
which is being incorporated into part of the National Cycle Network. When it is fin-
ished, the network of paths will be a real bonus for the outdoor-types.

I walked along a pleasant elevated sandy bank all the way along to the A550 (T). 
There was a colossal amount of litter scattered along the verges of this hideously 
noisy road, and instead of leaves the trees along the carriageway had only a few plas-
tic bags entangled in their branches, blowing in the wind. My hands were cold, since 
I had forgotten to bring any gloves. I saw three gloves, none matching, amongst the 
litter, but I preferred to go numb. 

To cross over the Afon Drfrdwy, or River Dee, I was once again forced to walk 
outside of my 2000m corridor, on this occasion on the outside of the circle. The Dee is 
such a big river, and the bridges so scarce here, that I would have needed to go 3.2km 
off the ‘pure’ line of the circle if I had wanted to go on the ‘inside’ route. As I stood 
on the bridge, I reflected that there is probably no ideal solution to fitting a perfect 
circle within the bounds of the outline of the UK. Or perhaps there is, but at a much 
smaller circumference. I had to be content with doing the largest circle I could, and 
then walking outside my self-imposed boundaries when I was forced to. After all, if I 
set my boundary at say 4000m on either side of the line, it would not be a problem. 

Walking along the River Dee was a lot like walking along the Manchester 
Ship Canal – it was perfectly straight as far as the eye could see. Along this stretch 
plenty of noxious whiffs blew over me as I walked along, from the adjacent indus-
trial estates, from smouldering bonfires on the rough ground and from a council-run 
travellers’ encampment.

As I was wandering through Sandycroft, the next village along the circle, a lady 
stopped in the street to talk to me. As quick as a flash she had all the relevant informa-
tion out of me, and then started to tell me about her own youthful peregrinations, and 
her latter-day vicarious wanderings through the ‘telly-walkers.’ She was exception-
ally affable. Somehow, when I came over the border into Wales, I expected there to 
be marauding mobs of angry red-faced Welshmen wandering about, shouting ‘Yacky 
Dar’ and burning English holiday homes. However, I was rather disappointed to see 
that all was calm and, in fact, very friendly.

I climbed slowly up the contours rising off the Cheshire Plain towards Hawarden 
(pronounced ‘Harden’). A new extension to a primary school was being built on the 
outskirts of the village, and just opposite the building site I spied a single sheet of a 
newspaper, blown behind a wire fence. I stopped to have a quick read. It was the true 
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story of a chap who had lent his car to his best friend. This friend had then taken the 
car across the channel, driven to the Alps, gone climbing for three months, and then 
finally brought the it back with an extra six thousand miles on the clock. This chap 
told his now ex-friend to keep the car and to never darken his door again. He also 
chose a new best man for his imminent wedding. Forgive and forget, that’s what I 
say: you’re friends with your friends despite their imperfections. That’s good, since 
it works both ways.

Hawarden is the site of the ancestral home of the Gladstones, of prime-ministerial 
fame. The public can enter the estate via a very grand crenulated gateway, and can 
walk through the spectacular park, but only up to a certain point: only locals with per-
mits are allowed past a gate which is a couple of hundred metres in. As I was walking 
along, I met a local lady from the Estate Office, who told me in no uncertain terms 
that she was against the new cement plant project. She gleefully added that the entire 
project had now been referred to the new Welsh Assembly. I told her that I reckoned 
that they had decided to have a look at the project, and to flex their muscles, just to 
show that they could. We parted amicably, even though I thought I heard her tut as 
I headed off in the direction of the locals-only part of the park and ambled off into 
the woods.

I wandered up through Bilberry Wood to the point where a marker for the 
Midsummer sunset would be positioned, for the Great Millennium Henge. I must say 
that you could hardly hope to find a better place for a marker. The view from the field 
on the edge of the wood is great: as far as Helsby Hill past Chester on the left side, and 
over to a distinct hillock, Beeston Castle, on the right hand skyline. Any marker in this 
position would be easily visible. Perhaps, unlike a cement plant, it would be a nice 
thing to see: a reminder of our place in the world, the solar system and the universe: 
a reminder of our smallness in comparison to everything else, and a reminder of the 
passing of the seasons and the tilted rotation of the Earth. 

After our discussions on the way up the side of the Pennines at Lane, it had 
become plain that shifting 300t henge stones to the furthest corners of the circle might 
be too much even for modern man. Why not, Lewis had said to me a few days before 
this weekend’s walk, make them out of a true 21st century material. What about 
making them out of polished stainless steel or aluminium? That way you could make 
them hollow, perhaps even make them out of interlocking rings to make them easier 
to shift and erect. The sight of a mighty silver shaft soaring to the sky on a distant 
hillside might be quite impressive. I think I must have started to wax quite eloquent 
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to myself. 
As I was talking into my recording machine, a couple of locals turned up: they 

probably thought I was mad, but we got talking all the same. The lady said that the 
place had ‘gone very industrial’ since they had moved to Hawarden. “Especially over 
by the power station and by the new bridge that’s been built, over by Queensferry, 
over the Dee. It’s not a bad bridge, but it’s just creeping change.”

I asked them what they thought of this new cement plant that was going up.
“Not a lot really: terrible,” said the early-middle-aged lady, “No, it’s sad. They’ve 

built another one on the other side of Wrexham. They were petitioning in Mold, and 
these poor old ladies were going, ‘Sign, sign,’ and one lady went up to them and said, 
‘It’s no good, we did all this, and they’ve still built it.’”

“It just seems a shame,” said her male companion, “the one that’s already there, 
we walk around the back in the summer, and everything’s white. When you’re look-
ing down on it, all the tops of the trees are dead, and you get the lorries coming out 
and the roads are covered with dust. I suppose we need cement. There must be better 
ways and better places, I don’t know.”

I said that the new cement works was supposed to be cleaner.
“Apparently so,” he said, “but it’s the fallout from the state-of-the-art furnaces 

that people are concerned about, as part of the process.” I told them that I worked for 
a magazine called European Cement, and that I was going to see the manager of the 
proposed new plant and give him a hard time. They seemed rather pleased to hear 
that. 

“Not to be a stick-in-the-mud,” he said, “but if they get their act together, they 
could do the industry a whole lot of good. If they can prove that there’s very little 
fallout coming out from there, and the traffic and the noise and all that doesn’t cause 
too much disruption, anyone else wants to build one, they can use it as a role model. 
They can say go and have a look at the one up here. Sometimes I think they lose the 
plot a little bit and the £ signs take over. Yeah, it’s a cause of concern. There needs 
to be a compromise.”

I ventured to suggest that there were now two classes of environmental cam-
paigner - the NIMBY, ‘Not In My Back Yard’, and the BANANA, ‘Build Absolutely 
Nothing Anywhere Near Anything.’ They concurred, and we parted with a cordial 
farewell.

I continued up through Bilberry Wood, over the A55 (T), and on to Penymynydd. 
Perhaps at this point I should attempt to give a short lesson on Welsh pronunciation. 
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If you remember only three things, you should be OK. A double l, ‘Ll,’ is pronounced 
by putting the tip of the tongue just behind your top front teeth, exhaling and allowing 
the air to bubble through the spit on either side of your tongue in a kind of combined 
‘l’ and ‘thhh’ sound. The more spit you can muster, the more authentic the sound. A 
double d, ‘dd,’ is pronounced as a hard ‘th’ sound, and a ‘y’ is pronounced like the 
‘i’ in ‘in.’ So Penymynydd might be pronounced ‘Peniminith,’ and Llangollen, rather 
than being ‘Langollen,’ would be ‘Bubblingspit-lango-bubblingspit-len.’ I trust we’ve 
got that straight then.

I had a cross-country trek to get to the gates of the cement works, passing over 
the railway with its useful sign ‘Stopiwch Edrichwch Gwrandewch,’ or ‘Stop Look 
Listen.’ Unfortunately, I have no hints to give on the pronunciation of the ‘wch’ bit.

The security guard at the front gate of the cement works was obviously not 
impressed with either my demeanour or my appearance, especially after I whipped 
out my camera and took a picture of the old plant. He asked me who I was and what I 
wanted, and I told him that I was here to see the works manager, Tony Allan. He said 
that Mr Allan wasn’t there, and that it was most unlikely that he would want to see 
me anyway. I gave him my card with a flourish, and he hastened to ring through. He 
returned smartly and said that if I wanted to walk down to the reception building, then 
I would be most welcome. I guess that he doesn’t get many visitors arriving on foot.

I was eventually shown through into a busy office, and Tony Allan, a Londoner 
with a commanding tone, came and sat down to answer my questions about the new 
plant.

“We have three old kilns, and the plans are to shut all those three kilns down, 
and build one modern five-stage preheater kiln. We put the application in to the coun-
cil in January 1999, and it went to committee in February 2000, after a very long, 
drawn-out debate in the local community. Anyway, the councillors voted for planning 
permission to be given to the project, so we thought, ‘Great, here we go, we’re ready 
to build.’ But then two weeks later the Welsh Assembly called it in to have a look at 
it. They’ve said there may be a public enquiry.”

“What we’ve applied to do is go up to 40% replacement alternative fuels, and 
in the application we included CemFuel, tyres and ProFuel, which is shredded paper 
and low-chlorinated waste plastics which would otherwise go to landfill. Now, all 
those fuels have been successfully trialled at another cement works. The local Health 
Authority came out saying that they didn’t see a problem with it, in fact it would be 
an improvement. The Environment Agency are saying that it is the Best Available 
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Technique, and that they would not have a problem with it.”
“However, there’s a protest group which has been working very hard behind the 

scenes. They call themselves CANK, the Campaign Against the New Kiln. They’ve 
managed to create enough stir in the local community to get the planned new works 
project called in by the Welsh Assembly. They are saying that the emissions from the 
stack will pollute a 48 mile radius and they are saying that within a 12 mile radius the 
full emissions will be landing on everything. It’s just ridiculous. And the reason that 
they’ve done it is because Chester is 10 miles away, and they are trying to get the local 
movers and shakers involved in the protest, and they’ve succeeded.” 

Ah, the local movers and shakers: the Chester Set. I had heard about the Chester 
Set before I arrived in the area: a wealthy local elite with plenty of cash and superior 
opinions, and a force to be reckoned with.

“Of course, the people of Chester have been saying, ‘they never told us about 
this.’ Well of course, why should we tell them? Don’t get me wrong, we’ve got an 
open door policy, but we have not deliberately gone out in Chester and said ‘Hey, 
we’re building this new stack,’ because it won’t affect them, in any way, shape or 
form. But what the protest group has done is that they’ve gone out there and said ‘It’s 
going to affect you, it’s going to land on your heads.’ I mean, they’ve been making 
claims about, for example, high levels of fetal abnormalities in the area, or that we’re 
going to give all the children asthma, or that cancer rates will go up. It’s just pure 
scaremongering.”

“Don’t forget,” continued Mr Allan, “When this factory was built, the community 
at the top there, at Penymynydd, was just a little village, and they’ve been building 
closer and closer. We’ve been here 50 years, and it’s an opportunity now for them to 
see this place shut, so they are lobbying quite hard. And there are some very influen-
tial people who have moved in. As someone said to me, ‘It’s not the great unwashed.’ 
It’s the intelligentsia of the area: they commute now into Chester and Manchester, so 
there’s lawyers, a professor, solicitors, doctors. But what they don’t realise is that this 
place is designated within the local development plan as being a Development Zone, 
so we’ve got the rights to be here, and to develop this site.”

I asked Mr Allan what what would happen if the company did not, finally, get the 
OK to go ahead with the rebuild.

“Without any question, it would shut. We would not be able to meet the air quality 
standards of 2005. If we don’t invest, this place will shut.”

“So what will be the effect on the local community if you shut?”
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“Well, we directly employ 200 people, and we reckon we indirectly employ 
450 people. We are the highest paying employer in northeast Wales: our jobs are not 
‘minimum wage.’ So I think that it would be devastating for the local community. 
Buckley and Mold depend upon us for employment and support. We spend half a 
million a year on rates in this county: that’s a lot of money as well. After the new kiln 
is completed, we would have 185 people working here, compared to 205 now, but at 
the height of construction work, we would be employing about 400 workers.”

“We reckon that the lifespan for the new kiln will be 25 years, which will secure 
the factory for the next quarter century. I calculate that we would be putting some-
thing like one hundred and twenty million pounds into the local economy over that 
span of time.”

Mr Allan began warming to his theme, and the office became uncomfortably 
close. I asked him if there were any occasions when the emissions of trace elements, 
particularly heavy metals, might increase. 

“Not that I’m aware of, no. And it hasn’t happened at the other cement works 
where we received permission to burn these alternative fuels, either. I’ve been told 
that the total of all metal emissions from here will be reduced by something like 
300%.”

I pressed him on the point, and asked if there were any specific elemental metals, 
such as mercury, cadmium or zinc, for which there would be increased emissions.

“The numbers that I’ve seen say ‘No.’ It’s locked up in the clinker: 99.99% of 
what goes in, in the form of metals, gets locked up in the clinker.”

The company also wants to burn tyres in its new cement kiln, and this is one of 
the areas that has caused most outrage in the local community.

“Around 35m tyres are scrapped in the UK each year,” said Mr Allan. “Landfilling 
of tyres has got to stop in 2003, so what are we going to do with them? In Germany 
last year, they burned 35m tyres in their cement kilns. They are already doing it: we 
are just talking about it.

I was still a bit suspicious and asked, “If a brand new cement plant is to be con-
structed promising secure jobs and all-round lower emissions, why is the local com-
munity still against the plan?”

“Well, you say they are against us, but I’m not sure that the general public is 
against us, to be quite honest. The lads who work here say that most people are OK 
with the plan, but of course it’s headline stuff isn’t it?”

Tony Allan’s secretary, Ann, came in and told him that a member of the European 

158

Great Millennium Circle



Parliament was waiting for him downstairs. The Big-Wigs were obviously taking 
quite an interest in this project.

“Where was I? Oh yes. The workforce here are positive about the new project, 
and have formed their own committee in favour of the plan. When the protesters sent 
a petition against the kiln to the local council, the works committee got one together 
matching it but in favour of the kiln, and sent that to the council as well.” As it turned 
out, the anti-kiln protesters had 1500 signatures, and the pro-kiln protesters had 1400 
signatures, but I didn’t like to be rude and remind him of this.

Eventually, after the MEP had been waiting for a few minutes, Ann came in again 
and said that one of his colleagues wanted an urgent word with him, so we wrapped 
up our conversation and said goodbye. I walked out past the smartly-dressed lady 
MEP, my boots caked with mud, my bedding roll hanging off the back of my muddy 
pack, and I think I nearly knocked her hat off as I tramped past.

I was eventually glad to leave the cement plant behind me, for although I am a 
bit of a connoisseur, one can have too much of a good thing. However, it is such an 
enormous object, and is situated in such a visible position, that you cannot help but 
see it for a long, long way. I crossed over Wat’s Dyke, according to the map, but if 
there was any trace of it, it had been obscured by a railway cutting. Stumbling over 
the fields and through a couple of hedges with the shadows lengthening, I started to 
scope-out possible places on the Hartsheath Estate for my night’s bivouac. One place 
would have been out of the wind, but was six inches deep in sheep droppings. Another 
was on a flat piece of land, next to a lake, and in the lee of a couple of bales of straw: 
I didn’t fancy it. Eventually I found a place on a pile of leaves in the lee of a dry stone 
wall on the edge of a wood. Not perfect, especially if it came on to rain, but relatively 
sheltered, and most importantly, well away from other humans.

Having chosen my spot for the night, I wound my way down to Pontyblyddyn, 
to the Bridge Inn, which had been recommended to me by the folks in the pub at 
Ruabon. I put my feet up, wrote my journal, had a couple of pints of the local brew, 
read a copy of the scurrilous Sun ‘newspaper’ and generally chilled out for a couple 
of hours, until it was bed time: 9pm.

While filling up my water bottle at the bar, one of the locals, who had been drink-
ing and smoking all evening, chatted me up: she was a manager at a local company 
involved in making plastic bottles. She inspected my water bottle to see if it was one 
of hers, and returned it disdainfully when it turned out to be French. “Anyway,” she 
said, a half-smoked fag dangling from her lips, “you’re not big enough to be hardy.” 
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Charming.
It was as black as night when I turned out of the pub. Trudging back up the lane, 

with my torch shedding only a feeble circle of light, I was feeling a bit tense. One of 
my only irrational fears, as far as I can tell, is of people following me in the woods 
at night. Thinking about it, maybe it’s not such an irrational fear after all. I got to the 
end of the lane before heading off over the fields, and reassured myself that there was 
no-one behind me. Relief: I was alone. It was a clear night, but the moon had not yet 
risen, so it was still pitch black. The ten billion tonne cloud of stellar particles that had 
been ejected by the sun at a thousand kilometres an hour a week before had failed to 
arrive in the upper levels of the atmosphere, so that the forecast aurora borealis was 
nowhere to be seen.

I spread out my sleeping roll on the leaves that had blown into a pile behind the 
lee of the wall, put on all of my thermal underwear, and climbed into my sleeping 
bag. I had my mobile phone with me, and gave Sally a quick ring, telling her where 
I was and what it was like. She seemed pretty scared for me, but putting on a brave 
face for her made me feel a lot better. She said that she thought that I might be eaten 
by the wild Welsh hedgehogs. I rang off feeling much happier, and after watching 
the stars through the branches of the trees that towered over me, I drifted off into a 
fitful sleep.

Apart from the fact that I awoke every time I needed to shift my weight, I think 
I slept pretty well. At one point in the night I watched a bright moonlit bank of cloud 
progressively covering up the inky starlit sky. It certainly wasn’t a cold spot, and 
although there was a brief shower of rain at six o’clock in the morning, it was a fairly 
pleasant night’s bivouac.

I rose at seven thirty, and took off as many clothes as possible, having learned 
from our bivvy at Silbury Hill. I was walking by eight o’clock. I decided that I needed 
to get a few miles of the circle under my belt, since I had a fairly heavy pack and 
a long way to go. I walked up the road to Coed-Llai, had a quick cup of tea from 
the shop there and ate the remains of the previous day’s cheese sandwich, and then 
walked up the very B-minor-road to Trueddyn. I passed a couple of anonymous man-
sions on the way, and thought to myself that someone around here has a good deal 
of money: probably English outsiders from Chester or Manchester. In contrast, the 
Welsh Dragon flag was flying proudly on a tall and immaculate flagpole outside a 
dilapidated council house in Trueddyn.

Gaining height and better views with every step, I walked up to Cae Mawr farm, 
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where a helpful and very rustic-looking farmer (also with a distinct Liverpool accent) 
guided me away from one of his fields, which was awash with mud, onto another 
field which was much firmer and still in the right direction, towards Cae Hic (“The 
Chickenhouses, we call it,” he said, with a wink). He also commented that most 
people walking through his farmyard are going in the opposite direction. If the Great 
Millennium Circle ever becomes a popular walk, then perhaps that tide will turn. 

I passed under the fifth and final set of pylons of the weekend and walked up 
to the B5430 at Cloddiau Duon. Here I decided to go around the northern margin of 
a forest plantation, and after some bog hopping, found a reasonable path and made 
good progress, singing the latest sea-shanty I had learned, ‘The girls and the boys 
went a huckleberry huntin’.’ I found the unimpressive tumulus (or should that be 
toomooloos?) at Maes Maelor farm and stopped to rearrange myself at the entrance 
to a run-down farm on the edge of the A525. As I was rummaging in my bag, a 
rough-looking character drove up in an old Citroen, towing a clapped out 2CV. He 
manhandled this old 2CV from the verge and managed to roll it down onto the farm 
track, padlocking the gate behind him and giving me some black looks and a grunt in 
reply to my cheery “Hello.” I decided not to stick around to ask further questions and 
potentially to get a slap in the snotbox for my troubles.

I walked up to the entrance of the Llandegla Forest and started in, finding another 
electricity line hidden in the woods. I thought to myself that there must be better 
places to put them, like in a trench. A spatter of mountain bikers rattled passed me as 
I passed up to the Pendinas Reservoir. Don’t tell anyone, since they’ll want to arrest 
me for polluting the water, but I washed my face, cleaned my teeth and refilled my 
bottle with delicious cool water from the reservoir.

I started up through the forest, still gaining height and better views. I made up a 
really filthy final verse for my latest sea-shanty. The former last verse goes

“And then he put his hand yet higher still, 
To me way, to me hay, to me hay-o-way, 
She said, “Oh hem, young man, that is really quite a thrill,”
Sing hilo-me-ranzo-ray,”
so I took the proceedings a couple of stages further. It’s a pleasant enough game 

to while away the miles. 
I crossed over the Offa’s Dyke Path as I walked along a long straight forest track, 

and couldn’t see that there was much to it, but I know that it has an excellent reputa-
tion for great scenery and hard walking. It very loosely follows the English-Welsh 
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border for its length, and is a popular hike, requiring a good pair of legs.
Eventually I had enough of my walk in the woods, and emerged to scramble 

through the knee-deep heather and up Cyrn-y-Brain (562m) to have my lunch at the 
ruin of Sir Watkin’s Tower. The view is simply stunning. On your left side, facing back 
the way you have just walked, you have the Snowdon Range, then the Irish Sea, and 
the low hills of the Clywidian Range, along which passes the Offa’s Dyke path, then 
the Cheshire plain (with the cement factory in the foreground and Chester behind), 
and in the far distance you can see Helsby Hill, and you get a hint of Runcorn. Or 
maybe it was just an acrid taste in the air. Sweeping round to your right you have the 
extension of the Cheshire plain to the west. It was cold up there, and it was blowing 
half a gale, so I didn’t linger, although I was aware that I was leaving behind another 
chunk of the walk and starting on a new, and very much harder, segment.  

I made my way over to the transmitter compounds on the top of the hill: ‘This site 
contains microwave radiation, which is dangerous to your health,’ and after tying my 
bootlaces and simultaneously cooking my insides, I made haste along the track. Even 
as you are descending from the summit you are confronted with a superb view, which 
rather churned my insides. To the south, there was an uninterrupted sequence of low 
but significant hills, all of which I would have to cross. In the foreground though, 
the rounded limestone buttresses of Eglwyseg Mountain were dramatically lit by the 
drifting shafts of sunlight, and were topped by plumes of smoke and leaping flames 
from heath fires fanned by the strong wind. Over on the other side of the mountain is 
Rhosllanerchrugog, the rough and strongly pro-Welsh former mining town that I had 
been advised to avoid by the locals in the pub in Ruabon.

I stubbed my toes on the insides of my boots on the way down (tip: cut your toe-
nails before going walking), and landed up at the Ponderosa Café on the high point 
of the Horseshoe Pass (396m). It was incredibly smoky inside and one of the other 
customers said it was like being in a Turkish bath, only colder. I had a pasty and asked 
for a couple of chips on the side, but they charged me the full whack and it wasn’t 
cheap either. I won’t be going there again.

Leaving the excellent sheet 117 you are on the corner of three maps, which is 
annoying, but with judicious folding you can cram them all into a map case and get 
along pretty well. I decided to stick to the circle rather than wuss-out and go straight 
to Llangollen, so I climbed back up, passing some kids on trails bikes scrambling over 
the slag heaps of a former slate mine, to get to the top of Moel y Faen (about 540m) 
part of the Llantysilio Mountains. From here I walked on deliciously airy tracks 
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around the side of Gribin Oernant (577m) and eventually descended into a sheltered 
valley leading to Llandynan. The romantic-looking ruined farmhouses at the top of 
the valley told another story as well: hardship, destitution and abandonment.

Walking down towards Llantysilio Hall, I noticed a massive pair of stone gate-
posts on the left side of the road. They were so enormous that I actually stopped to 
take a picture, and was pleasantly surprised when the farmer turned up in a Landrover 
and came out to talk to me, the first person I had spoken to all day.

“Nice aren’t they?” He was a ruddy-faced fellow, trim and, I would guess, about 
39. He was very friendly. “They are quite brittle, sandstone. When you think they 
were put in by hand, by manual labour, just to hang a gate on.” He had a well-spoken 
voice, with only the slightest hint of a Welsh accent. I guess he sounded most like 
Quentin Crisp, the naked civil servant.

We did a quick calculation. Each gatepost was about 3m high, and sandstone 
has a bulk density of about 3g/cm3, or three tonnes per cubic metre, so each of these 
gateposts weighed about nine tonnes. 

“The original doors are long gone, wooden doors which fell apart.”
“They must have had some money back in those days,” I said.
“Well, money, but then labour too was very cheap, and craftsmen were more 

available I think.”
His name turned out to be Rupert Greenwell, and I asked him who lived in the 

hall down the road.
“The person who lives in the hall? Well, when the hall was built, this was built 

at the same time as a sort of model farm.” He indicated his own very substantial 
farmhouse next to the massive gate posts. His dogs whined in the farmyard. “The hall 
was built around 1870, and I think that everything else was built at the same time. It 
was all built by a railway engineer called Bayer, a German. He had no family here, 
but came over, taught himself to be an engineer. He had his works in Manchester, 
and people who know their trains will know of him. He linked up with a man called 
Robertson, a railway engineer. Now, Robertson built the railways and the aquaducts 
and the bridges, and Bayer, his partner, supplied the rolling stock. So Bayer built his 
pile here, but died before it was completed: he must have been 60 or 70, I think. He 
had no family, and he never married, so it was left to Robertson, who had also built 
himself a pile, Palais Hall, near Llandervil.  Money was no object.”

I asked him if he farmed the farm.
“Yes, I farm the farm. It’s not actually a very big farm, for all the buildings, 
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only about 200 acres. It’s all sheep, a few cows. The price of sheep is not too bad, 
this time of year. Things are pretty good: there’s a huge Muslim festival quite soon, 
is it Ramadan? After the festival, they have tremendous feasts and everything, and 
there’s tremendous demand for mutton, for the ewes. They all go off to Birmingham, 
Wolverhampton, Walsall and that area. France is the biggest importer, since they have 
a large ethnic population. They take a lot of mutton. All your curries, that’s all mutton. 
You think you’ve got lamb rogan josh? It’s not lamb, it’s mutton. And thank God for 
that: it’s a very good market.”

We were still standing between his two massive gateposts, although the day was 
getting on. I asked him again about the hall.

“The people who have got the hall now, well, you’ll see if you look through the 
electric gates. He’s a businessman, works in Manchester. His wife is decorating it in 
her own style and for peace of life he lets her get on with it. The colour scheme on 
the outside is bright blue. The front door, it’s bright blue, and last year she changed 
her car to match it. Paint can be taken off, but it makes you wonder what they’ve done 
inside the house. They’ve put street lights up the drive, and things like that, electric 
gates. It has spoilt what was a very nice place, which used to blend into the back-
ground, into the scenery. They’ve cut down the garden, put up these ornaments.”

“So are they Welsh? I notice that they are flying the Welsh Dragon flag from the 
flagpole on the front lawn.”

“No, no they are not, and that gave everyone a funny chuckle. I don’t know where 
they are from. He’s obviously done well, business-wise. He commutes from here to 
Manchester. Manchester airport is a good flat-out hour from here. There’s no golf club 
here. They seem to have fallen out with most of their neighbours, one by one. They’ve 
just no idea. We all wonder how long they are going to last. There used to be a lovely 
walled garden down below. It’s all falling down, they’ve done nothing to it. They 
are not interested in gardens. The Leylandii hedge was the latest one. They’ve just 
planted a Leylandii hedge along the boundary. It’s their place, it is listed, you can’t 
build an extension to it, but it is rather sad. But it makes all the locals laugh.” 

“We all know that the roof has had it, and was leaking twenty or thirty years 
ago. It’s got dry rot, electricity is all the original wiring, we all know that that needs 
replacing, all the windows are rotten. It needs a couple of hundred thousand spent 
on it. They’ve done all the little frilly things, but no builder has ever been there, and 
they’ve been there seven years now.”

I asked him if he was from around there himself.
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“No, I come from about ten miles away. I come from a much smaller, quieter val-
ley over the way there, where my parents live. I asked him if he was on the internet, 
just in case he might want to look up the circle’s web page at www.greatmillennium-
circle.com.

“No, I wouldn’t even know how to switch one on. I worked a word processor 
once. We’ve got a business I started up with my brother, but we’ve got a secretary 
now who does all that. There’s a computer up there in the office, but I don’t go near 
it. Farm-wise, it’ll come. Soon every sheep and cow will have to be on a computer, 
so it will be flaming awkward.”

When I left, I wished him luck with his gate posts. He said that he would be all 
right, just so long as nobody knocked into them. 

I had a good look at Llantysilio Hall on my way past, and I had to agree with him: 
new money. I passed by the dinkiest little church next to the hall, and walked down 
to the river, where a weir, the Horseshoe Falls, is a local beauty spot. It also marks 
the end of the Shropshire Union Canal (Llangollen Branch). I climbed over the canal 
and crossed the intertwined road and rail bridges over the River Dee to get to the little 
station of Berwyn. The view from the station platform must be one of the most arrest-
ing in Britain, since you look down into a deep river valley with the Iron Bridge hotel 
across from you. I decided that this would be the end of this segment of the circle, 
and that I would get the next train down into Llangollen. I was very pleased to find 
that it was to be a ‘Thomas the Tank Engine’ steam train. In the meantime, I got deep 
into conversation with the stationmaster, who was obviously a bit of a steam buff. If 
I am honest with myself, I drifted off, so I will not divulge all of the details of the 
various engines and branch lines we discussed. I found myself coming back time and 
again to the view from the station platform. Across the picturesque river valley of the 
Dee was quite the most ugly building I had ever seen. It was a monstrous flat-roofed 
1960s extension to a mock Tudor hotel. It was totally out of place, and if and when 
the voracious River Dee in flood undermines it and it falls into the river and is carried 
away, leaving not a trace behind, it will not be a minute too early.

Eventually ‘Thomas’ arrived, and I gratefully climbed aboard, into my own car-
riage. The journey to Llangollen was evocative of past times, with the plume of steam 
overhead, the toot of the whistle and with the smuts of soot sticking in the corner 
of my eye. At Llangollen, ‘Thomas’ disgorged the sticky-fingered tots and beaming 
Mums and Dads, all of whom seemed to have had the best day of their lives. I cleared 
off to my car and drove back to Wiltshire, to surprise my wife.
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What an exhausting weekend. I made up my mind that I would have to pack more 
carefully for the final section of the Great Millennium Circle. I also decided that I 
would try to get fit for the next stage as well.

“My twenty-week-old daughter, Elizabeth, is sitting on my lap as I try to type 
this. Obviously it’s great to have such an enthusiastic helper, as well as one who is so 
uncritical of all my faults. She is doing her best to write down her thoughts, but is just 
producing spit bubbles instead. Perhaps she is practicing her Welsh.  Time for her to 
go to bed, and for me to finish typing. We are nearly done.”
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Chapter 11 Llangollen to the Severn Bridge

On the 8th April, Lewis and I skipped out of work after lunch, and drove up to 
Llangollen. We eventually stayed at the excellent Jonkers bed and breakfast, which 
features some ornate interiors decorated with artifacts from around the world. We ate 
downstairs, and although it was not cheap, the food was great. Lew and I had to share 
a big double bed that had big brass knobs on. We didn’t care. 

We were downstairs for 8am the next morning for a huge breakfast, and we were 
away by 9am. I accidentally left my favourite pyjamas behind, which upset me just 
a little bit. We got a lift up to Berwyn station, where I had finished the last time. 
We got out, after having heard tales of the snowstorms of the week before from the 
chap who gave us a lift, only to find a warm, sunny day. We took our first steps on 
what, for me, would be a walk of about 180km, the largest uninterrupted walk I had 
ever attempted (compare, critically, with the unbroken trail of Ranulph Feinnes and 
Mike Stroud, of about 1200km in Antarctica). Our first little hill was a sweaty one, 
as we started to burn the layer of city-fat from our out-of-condition bodies. I hadn’t 
had a chance to get fit, after all. We walked up past Vivod House, and eventually up 
a long wooded spur leading to the top of Vivod Mountain. We had good but hazy 
views looking back to the Llantysilio Mountains. There were scrawny looking lambs 
everywhere, in every field.

From the top of Vivod Mountain, we could not quite marry-up the map with real-
ity: surely the OS map could not be wrong? Well, it was, but only because the map 
was now out-of-date. The foresters had been along and had cut down a large chunk 
of Ceiriog Forest, changing its shape from that depicted on the map. As we wandered 
along, Lew and I discussed the possible number of different ways of doing the Great 
Millennium Circle. We reckoned that if you had a ‘left or right’ choice three times 
every kilometre, and that the total distance you walked was about 800km, then you 
would have two to the twenty-four hundredth power of different ways of walking the 
circle. I reckon that such a number might be larger than the total number of atoms in 
the Universe. It is certainly a large number.

We walked through Ceiriog Forest, by Bwlch y Dolydd, and then went up and 
found a memorial on the very edge of the forest that said ‘JAMES DARLINGTON, 
1854 + 1933. Go and do thou likewise’. Who the hell was he to tell us what to do? 
Cheeky bugger! We crossed a bog  (I guess we shouldn’t have done: bogs are superb, 
and very delicate), and found the path again, descending along the spectacular valley 
of the Ceiriog Ddu (Ddu =dark) stream. There were lovely waterfalls to be seen, but 
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it was tough on the legs.
At Swch-cae-rhiw, at the confluence of the Ceiriog Ddu with the Nant Rhydwilym, 

we caught up with four girls from Chester who were doing their practice weekend 
for the Duke of Edinburgh’s Gold Award five-day expedition. Lewis started going up 
and down at the sight of these buxom sweaty young lasses. Anyway, within 200m of 
catching up with them (we had not been running, honest), their laminated maps took 
them off at 90 degrees to our course. Our friend Kevin (who did the first section of 
the GMC with myself and Lew) would probably have abandoned us and gone with 
them. Lewis, however, is more skirt-tastic.

We wandered down under Graig Fawr (‘small crags’) to Pentre, where we 
stopped for lunch – snaffled sausages from breakfast and shop-bought porkpies. I 
called Sally from a callbox, and thanked her for my ‘secret’ card, which she had put 
inside my map case for me to find. It had a nice little picture of Elizabeth inside, 
which was just as well, since my memory for faces is not so great. Sally had gone 
back to her parents’ house for the week, so in consequence, the domestic heat was 
well and truly off. Result!

Lunch finished and feet aired, Lew and I decided to take the direct route up Rhos, 
619m. However, after we had already climbed about 150m, a young chap on a quad 
bike headed us off.

“If you want to be goin’ over the top, you’re going to be climbin’ fences. So, I’m 
afraid that’s not on. The only way round is by the roads, ‘cos to go over that way, 
Christ, you’ve got ten, a dozen fences.”

“No gates?” I asked, incredulous.
“No gates: they’re all border fences.”
He asked about the points on my map, and I told him that I had been able to keep 

within 2km of the centre line all the way around from the Severn Bridge, which was 
nearly true. He reckoned that going by the road would still be within 2km of the line, 
but it was three and a half, quite a diversion. It was quite a tense little stand-off, with 
lots of long pauses, some pensive sniffing and a bit of kicking of the turf.

“Well, if you’d come round beforehand and asked, maybe we could have done 
somethin’, but I’m not happy with you goin’ over fences, and the neighbours won’t 
be either. I don’t want to be awkward, but….”

“No,” Lew chipped in, “It’s your land. Pretty wild on the top is it?”
“Yeah,” he said, “Nice.”
“So, it’s not actually possible to walk on a footpath up to the top of Rhos then?”
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“No, and if he catches you, he will not be happy at all.”
“Ach well, the best laid plans of mice and men…”
“Sorry about that, but if you go straight over, nobody will be very happy.” By way 

of peacemaking, we had a chat about the state of the farming industry. “A 12kg lamb 
three or four year ago, you’d be getting on for 35 quid,” he said. “Last year you’re 
down to about 14 quid. Supermarkets here are makin’ twice the money they do on 
the Continent. Old ewes, we used to get 12 quid, now you’re lucky to get three or 
four quid. They’re importin’ milk an’ that. Milk is being sold at 15 pence a litre to the 
supermarkets, and what are they charging? About 45 pence? We went on demonstra-
tion outside one of Lord Sainsbury’s depots, and he had the riot police out, and he 
paid for them out of his own pocket. 

“It’s a hard life, but I wouldn’t change it. It is a bloody hard life now, lambin’ 
time, I suppose eighteen hour days, bloody hard work. We’re comin’ round here 
three times a day, but you got six hundred inside the shed, so you’re turning lambs 
out, sorting lambs out, making sure everythin’s alright. We lost a half dozen or so in 
the bad weather last week, but you can tolerate those sort of losses. But I just had a 
lot of Duke of Edinburghs come through, behind the shed over there, down the path, 
straight over a gate. Perfectly good swinging gate, and they climbed straight over 
it.” He lowered his voice and looked slightly abashed. “I’m afraid I lost my rag with 
them. There’s no need for that: that does annoy me. I’ve got nothin’ against people 
comin’ out to the country, just so long as they respect our ground. So, sorry about 
that, but….Okeydoke?”

We descended, mumbling to ourselves, but it was fair dos. Down on the road, a 
woman in a car pulled up and asked if we ‘had been seen by someone.’ I said that we 
had and she said, “That’s right then,” and drove off.

We had to take a long detour around Rhos, breaching the inside of the circular 
corridor (to go on the outside would have been a detour of 6km, which is not worth 
the bother). We walked past Llanarmon Dyffryn Ceiriog village without stopping, and 
trudged up a long rounded ridge that seemed to go on forever. It was the long way 
round, for sure, and it was here that I applied my first blister plaster of the week. We 
climbed to a col between Rhos and Gerneddwen, with the weather closing in, and 
descended back down to the valley via Votty. At Tyn-y-Ffridd, an old gnarled farmer 
saw us coming, and called for his disabled son, in a motorised carriage, to stay still: 
“Son.” The carriage stopped, motionless, until we passed, the son looking at us out of 
the corner of his eye. That was a world glimpsed in a moment.

173

Great Millennium Circle



We had the option of roadwalking down into Llanrhaeadr-ym-Mochnant, or of 
walking the rustic way over the hills. We chose the hills, even though rain was threat-
ening and both of us were getting tired. We skirted around Moel (521m), with a cold 
wind coming from the North, although it was warmer once we got into shelter in the 
lee of the hill. We used the footpaths and roads to descend down into Llanrhaeadr, 
and had a quick look at the churchyard to see if it might be suitable for a bivouac. It 
was not, so we went into the Wynnstay Arms for a pint. We looked at the photos on 
the walls, to find a lot of pictures of Hugh Grant in this same pub. It turned out that 
the film ‘The Englishman who went up a hill and came down a mountain’ was filmed 
in this very village back in 1994. Everyone looked as though they were great mates 
with Hugh and the rest of the cast. As Lew was leaving the gents though, one of the 
locals turned to his pal at the next urinal and muttered under his breath, “There’s too 
many strangers in this village.”

I found my way to the B&B at the Vicarage, and told Mrs Morgan of my telephone 
quest to find her bed and breakfast establishment. The chap at the Wynnstay Arms had 
given me a telephone number the week before, telling me that it was Mrs Morgan’s. 
I had called it and asked for a bed for the night, only to be told by a very plummy 
voice that I was speaking with Lady Williams Wynn, and that, No, I could not stay for 
the night. “Ooh,” said Mrs Morgan, “You’ve contacted the Upper Class there.” Lew 
and I had some good grub in the Hand Pub, staggered home to the Vicarage and went 
straight to sleep, the silence of the countryside buzzing in our ears.

On Sunday 9th of April, we were away by 9am, after a good breakfast. The other 
couple that were staying at the Vicarage were celebrating their 49th wedding anni-
versary. She was very bright and chipper: he kept his head down, and concentrated 
on his bacon and eggs.

Walking through the village, Lewis and I immediately took a wrong turn at a 
plaque next to a young tree that commemorates the filming of ‘The Englishman 
(WWUAHACDAM).’ However, the road took us in more or less the right direction, 
across Pedair-fford over the Afon Tanat. Both of us were a bit stiff. We decided to 
get a few kilometres under our belts, and took a road up a wild valley. We passed a 
peacock displaying his fantastic plumage next to a peahen, and looking all the more 
fantastic for doing it next to an old Morris Minor. Gusts of wind kept on knocking 
him over, but he managed to maintain his dignity. Just down the road, a chicken wire 
kennel full of foxhounds made a howling cacophony. I was taking a quick picture of 
them, when the young farmer came down the lane, obviously bristling that we were 
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‘sabbing’ his hounds. I explained myself, and he seemed rather pleased that a Townie 
was taking a moment to appreciate the country way of doing things. 

We continued up this wild valley, up past the farm at Blaen-y-cwm, until a red 
pickup truck passed us on the steep track at the head of the valley. A fat bloke from 
the Midlands and his skinny compadre got out and loaded up a trap containing a mag-
pie from the trackside. The bird was pretty annoyed at having been trapped, and was 
flapping around furiously in the makeshift cage. They hefted the trap into the back 
of the pickup, passed the time of day and the weather with us, and crunched away, 
gravel flying. There was already another full trap in the back of the truck: I wonder 
why they were trapping magpies?

We took the up and down road to Pont Ysgaden, where we ate our zweites 
Früstuck in the lee of a concrete bus shelter next to the main road. We said a tem-
porary goodbye, since I had forgotten my mobile, and I needed it to arrange rendez-
vous with Simon and Liz, ex-husband and wife who were to come out walking with 
me on separate days later in the week. I arranged to meet Lew at Llanerfyl, a dozen 
kilometres along the circle.

Alone again, I walked up to Llanfihangel-yng-Ngwynfa (you are on your own 
with that one), past an immaculately-kept graveyard, where nearly all of the head-
stones were inscribed in Welsh. I decided that I had walked on enough roads for the 
day, and had a country diversion via Cefn-Cleisog, where I met a local couple who 
were trying to eke out a living with a plant nursery and hardwood business. This was 
such a totally isolated spot that I despaired of them ever finding any passing trade. 
Still, I was there. They asked if I wanted a cup of tea, and I would dearly have loved 
to have had a sit down and a chat, but I had to keep my old legs going if I was to 
meet Lew at Llanerfyl.

The thing about this walking lark is that once you have found your own pace, to 
go even a quarter of mile an hour faster than that pace will quickly tire you out. Given 
that you go at your own fixed pace and no faster, the only way to cover a reasonable 
distance is to put the time in. It’s not exactly like punching in at work, but there is a 
kind of tyranny about time when you are trying to walk a good long distance.

I took a fork in the road at degree 283, and walked down by an old abandoned 
chapel, and then next to a stream in a valley that eventually led to the Afon Efyrnwy 
(River Vrynwy). Down along the river valley I came across signs for the Glyndwr 
Way, as well as the Ann Griffiths Way. A slight shiver ran down my spine: Lewis had 
been scaring me with tales of the Sons of Glyndwr, a radical band of Welsh activists 
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that had burned a number of holiday homes belonging to English people in the 1980s. 
He reckoned that whenever they caught an Englishman on Welsh soil, they would 
tie his testicles to a tree stump with chicken wire, bind his hands with chains, secure 
the chains to a tractor and then use the tractor to drag him away, with the inevitable 
high-pitched consequences. However, since the Ann Griffith Way was named after 
a famous local composer of Welsh spiritual hymns, I was somewhat reassured as to 
my safety.

At Dolanog, I happily used the public conveniences, and then left a note under a 
stone for Lewis if should happen to go past. It is probably still there today. Climbing 
into the hills south of Dolanog, I met a Mr Evans, as I was skirting the back of his 
house. I showed him where I thought I was on the map, and where I was going next. 
He gave me the most emphatic directions I have ever heard, in a voice that Richard 
Burton would have killed for.

“Go up this way, up to the road, there’s a road there, been done under the EC 
grant, then you come to the top. There would be a little gate, go through the little gate, 
and then go down, on your head, through the wood. Go past the gate which has the 
same pattern as that one there.” He pointed to a gate at the edge of his field.

“Oh, so you know all the gates around here then?”
“Well, I been livin’ around here, still farmin’ around here, 220 sheep.” Three trails 

bikers roared past on the road down the hill from us. “Take your time you silly fools,” 
said Mr Evans, who had a good amount of hair sprouting from the unlikeliest places, 
and a good deal of baling twine in one shirt pocket. I told Mr Evans where I was head-
ing for that night. “Cefn Coch? Bloody heck, you want to walk to Cefn Coch tonight? 
And you walked from Llangollen since yesterday? I’ve seen the times I could walk, 
but now, it’s different.” He rattled his crutches, and I asked him what happened. “Bits 
and pieces. I’d never go through the customs and excise. I’d be tinkling all the time. 
I’m a good half bionic. I was born ‘ere, enit, in this house, 72 years ago. I’ve been up 
here on my own, but I’m used to it.  I’ve been living on my own for, what, eight years, 
since my parents died. They lived to a good age, 91 and 93. There’s a history to this 
house, going back to the seventeenth century. It was Dolanog’s old Vicar’s house.”

I asked Mr Evans if he had many walkers going through his back yard, which, in 
fact, was a field, on a hill, surrounded by woods.

“Well, I met a young lady two years ago, she was on a bicycle she was, going 
round over the side there, well, over the common there. On a Sunday afternoon, and 
I’d been feeding the sheep. She was coming from Holland, heading down to south 
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Wales, she’d been all round north Wales. She was doing some survey of some kind. 
She was very fit, oh she was. A nice lady to talk to. And when I shook hands with her, 
I said, ‘It’s nice to meet you,’ I said, ‘It’s most likely we’ll never meet again.’ ‘You 
never know,’ she said, ‘I might intend in doin’ this ride again in two years’ time.’”

“Maybe,” I said mischeiviously, “she’ll stop by for a cup of tea, or maybe a little 
longer?” Mr Evans, at 72, certainly still had a little twinkle in his eye.

“Well, you never know, do you? Well, that’s it, have a nice walk. I hope you won’t 
lose the way. It’s forecasting not very good news towards the middle of the week.” He 
had the knobbliest hands of anyone I have ever shaken hands with.

I went across country a little, although I had no great choice since a couple of the 
footpaths were blocked, and I ended up at Gro, down on the fertile flood plain of the 
Afon Banwy. I met a couple of walkers from Chester, who were doing a very respect-
able circular walk themselves, and walked with them for a while. I was telling them 
about the Great Millennium Circle, and when I got to the bit about me writing a book, 
the chap, with a spadeful of Liverpudlian accent thrown in, said “Oh, ‘ere we go, I 
knew this was comin’!” I outpaced them and had to leave them behind, but it was a 
lot like the tortoise and the hare, since they kept on catching up with me as I looked 
at the map, or stopped to chat with the local farmer. In fact the farmer, in pointing out 
my way, up towards Hafan, pointed to a knot of sheep on the far hillside, and said, 
“You see those sheep over there that have just been fed?” Neither he nor I could see 
the feed, but he was right, they had just been fed, and they were still tightly packed 
about the fresh fodder. They are a canny bunch in Wales. 

I arrived at Llanerfyl a bit early to meet Lew, so I wandered up to the top of a 
delapidated motte and bailey mound near the road, and had a snickers bar and a drink 
of water in the afternoon sunshine and chill air. The walkers from Chester caught up 
with me again, and I walked the last half kilometre on the road into the village with 
them. Their pace had certainly picked up: perhaps it was the feel of homely asphalt 
beneath their feet that spurred them along. I decided to wait for Lew on the bridge, 
and said goodbye to the other walkers, but at 4.30, Lew had not turned up, so I 
decided that he was not coming. I wandered through the village, and was just puzzling 
over the map, when I heard a slight squeaking sound from the road. It could only be 
Lewis, whose car has the most pathetic-sounding horn in the whole world. It wouldn’t 
be too frightening to grace Noddy’s car in Toy Town. He gave me my mobile and my 
transformers (what a pain to carry those – never again), and lent me his tiny radio, and 
I gave him my only spare pair of trousers. He told me to keep my spirits up, gave me 
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a hug and drove off, his pathetic horn squeaking as he went. I felt a little bit lonely.
On my own once more, I walked up the contours to a farm at a place called Drum. 

I half expected to see Simon Le Bon of Duran Duran wandering around, since he had 
called his yacht by that very same name. When I knocked at the farm door to make 
sure that I was on the right path, I was very surprised to be shouted at to come in. I 
am sure that they were not expecting me. Anyway, I poked my nose around the corner, 
and since they were all semi-dressed, I backed out and the English couple inside had 
to come out to talk to me on the doorstep. They kept horses, looked very healthy on 
it, and directed me up yet more contours in a friendly manner.

I climbed up the end of a long hill called Disgwylfa, and walked along the top. 
I was impressed with the fantastic panoramic views, to which no camera could do 
justice. At the end of the hill I found a place that would have been near perfect for a 
bivouac, with water, fuel and isolation, but at 6pm it was still too early to camp, so I 
walked on. The wild tracks that wound through the rounded terrain reminded me of 
the downs at Marlborough and the area around Holmfirth combined. I walked past 
a super-isolated farm at Tre-gwynt, and walked off path for a short while, with four 
lapwings doing space invader impressions over an area of bog to my right. I walked 
clean off the edge of sheet 125 (I salute you, glorious map) and on to sheet 136. I 
found another place for a camp, but it was still too early. I certainly had a weather 
eye out for a good spot.

I passed through Waenglapiau Farm, where a flinging muck-spreader looked 
beautifully picturesque in the slanting rays of dusk, through the farmyard where a 
young chap was fixing his car with his mobile perched on the engine block, and down 
to the valley of the Afon Rhiw. 

The Rhiw is a small stream, but the spot I found in the woods surrounding it 
afforded me isolation, relative shelter, peace, fuel and water, and I could ask for no 
more. As darkness was falling, I gathered together some fuel, taking care to gather 
enough dry tinder from beneath fallen logs to be able to start the fire, and went to 
fetch some water from the stream. As it got darker, I frantically tried to light the fire, 
quickly realising that with no fire, there would be no hot supper for me. Ugg! With 
a lot of blowing and half a dozen matches, I finally coaxed a decent flame out of 
my sticks, and made a blaze to get a bed of coals. I boiled up some water and had a 
packet of Pasta ‘n’ Sauce, with a can of herring thrown in for good measure. It was 
truly delicious. I tried to call Sally as a treat, but there was no signal on my mobile: 
I was alone. I settled down for the night, listening to a programme on Radio 4 on 
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alcohol abuse, using Lew’s tiny radio, and was asleep by 9.30. I had a cold, stiff and 
uncomfortable night.

I woke finally at 6.15 the next morning, with cold feet, since I was 100% sure 
that I had not packed my warm socks. While brushing the frost from my bivvi bag 
and making my breakfast, I was entertained by the frantic clucking and flapping of 
male pheasants as they fought each other over the ladies. I rekindled the fire with a 
half dozen matches, had a bowl of Super Noodles, and then a bowl of coffee, and was 
away by 8.15.

In the lovely cool, still early morning, I walked up to Cefn Coch, took most of 
my night-worn clothes off, and got down to some serious walking. I passed over the 
River Rhiw at Glan-yr-Afon, and past a place called Pant (which I felt I just had 
to visit), and then walked up a very long and dusty track up to a fairly featureless, 
rounded hill called Mynydd Clogau, 402m. I cut off across country to find my way 
down to a little place called ‘The Heath’ on the map. As I came down the path leading 
to the place, I heard a woman’s voice calling to a dog. By way of getting to speak to 
someone for the first time that day, I thought I would ask for directions; it never fails. 
The lady, Sarah, showed me where to go, and asked me if I needed to fill my water 
bottle. There was a barn, in a serious state of disarray, and I asked her if it was being 
put up or taken down.

“It was a farm house,’ said Sarah, “but there was only one wall left, and there 
were trees growing in amongst the rubble. We’ve being doing it up for eight years. 
The frame went up in 1998. I think we’re going to get it done this year, since we’ve 
really broken the back of it.” She had a very well-spoken English accent. I asked her 
who did the carving I could just see on the gable end. “I did, even though I’m actu-
ally an artist. That’s my studio up there.” She gestured up towards a large shed, at the 
end of the barn. “ I just decided that I wanted to do some carving. There’s a Welsh 
inscription along the bottom, which says ‘A work is love made visible.’ It’s from the 
Prophet, by Khalil Gibran.” 

I had happened to visit Mr Gibran’s tomb in Lebanon in 1998. It was rather pleas-
ant, at the head of a wild valley leading down from the Lebanese hills down towards 
the Mediterranean, but I digress. I asked Sarah, who originally came from Surrey, 
what kind of paintings she did, and she invited me up to her studio to have a look. I 
must admit that at this point I did notice that Sarah was quite a good-looking lady.

“So are you up here on your own?” I asked, slightly wary.
“No,” and she sounded relieved to have this point clarified, “My husband is just 
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away at the moment. He’s a plastics recycler and that’s his van.” Phew. We went 
inside Sarah’s studio. “I’ve got a show in June, at Gredanog, at the University of 
Wales. Yeah, this place is a bit chock-a-block, isn’t it? I’ve been doing all sorts of 
things, really. I often do shows down in London, so I’ll have to invite you along.”

There were paintings stuck up all over, and I got the idea that the studio would go 
up in flames pretty well. It was lucky that Sarah Philpot did not smoke. She had clas-
sical music playing in the background, and natural light was streaming onto her easel 
from a dormer window. I asked how much one of the pretty impressionistic/abstract 
A3 sized painting would go for, “Oh, about £400. I don’t charge a lot, I mean, it may 
sound a lot, but when you see galleries in London, they charge thousands. I don’t 
really believe in doing that. I spin in the winter, but the garments that I’ve made have 
all gone off to market. We don’t have any mains power or any mains water, we just 
have a little wind turbine.” Sarah had a post card of a painting by Khalil Gibran up 
close to her desk, and a sack of home-brewed wine above her wood-burning stove.

I asked Sarah if she had ever heard of the Donga Tribe.
“Yes, I have. A friend of mine, she’s not exactly a member, she’s more of a, well, 

a Donga groupie. I don’t know where they are at the moment, but I could probably 
find out. They travel to sites where help is needed to stop…tree chopping or what-
ever.” Sarah had led me from her studio into her caravan, and allowed me to refill 
my water bottle. She reckoned that I might get liver fluke if I drank out of the surface 
water streams, and since she actually had spring water on tap, I had my fill. I told her 
what I knew about the life cycle of the liver fluke, which apparently emerges from 
sheep faeces, is eaten by an insect, passes into the brain of the insect and takes over 
the brain of the bug, so that it walks to the top of a leaf, and is then eaten by a sheep, 
so that the whole cycle starts over again. It sounded pretty unlikely to me as well.

“I got the idea that the Donga moved around. This friend of mine, she met up with 
them when they were challenging some kind of motorway, and they all went down 
there to be in the trees to stop it happening. I don’t know whether they succeeded or 
not. If you bumped into a traveller, you could probably find out.” 

Sarah had a chart of the phases of the moon on her caravan wall, and I asked her 
about it.

“Well, we did some biodynamic growing a couple of years ago. Certain plants 
are influenced by certain movements in what’s going on, and depending on what 
their chemical constituents are, there are better times for planting certain plants. It’s 
quite an ancient sort of a thing. Rudolph Steiner was quite a proponent. It works for 
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all plants, you just have to know what their humours are. Some people believe that 
you should plant things just before the moon is at its fullest, because that is when the 
energy, or whatever it is, is at its best.”

I asked her how she found herself, a Surrey lass, in deepest rural mid-Wales.
“I just wanted to bust out really. We just sold our house and came and looked. 

We were flying a kite from the top of a local hill, and I looked over here and saw this 
place and I said to my husband, why can’t we live in some place like that? So we 
found out who owned it, and phoned him up. He said to phone back in a week and a 
week later he said that he would sell. We applied for planning permission, and eventu-
ally, at the next planning meeting, one of the more ancient members of the committee 
got up and said, ‘We must do our dwellings up. If nobody from here wants them, we 
must let other people come in and do it.’ And it all went through. And we’ve been liv-
ing in this caravan for the last eight years, the four of us, including the two children. 
My friends come up quite often, and we’ve made friends around here. My children 
are in the Welsh unit of the local school, so they speak Welsh fluently. I don’t speak 
Welsh, but I understand quite a lot. I haven’t got the confidence to speak it. We are 
prepared to join in, and we are prepared to do whatever we have to do. People are 
friendlier here than they ever were in Surrey. The people here are wonderful, and I 
would never want to move back. I’m taking the children back in a couple of weeks, 
to show them the traffic jams and the pollution.” 

Time was getting on, and I still had a long way to go, so I said that I should be 
off. I shook her hand, although I would rather have kissed her. 

I tried to walk in the direction that Sarah had advised, but I found myself in a bog, 
with a boot full of water. So much for asking directions. I wandered down to Ffrwd-
wen, and past an ornately carved sign for ‘The Observatory,’ which turned out to be 
just a house, and with an English owner from the Midlands. I asked him if he ever had 
any trouble from the infamous Sons of Glyndwr. “The Sons of Glyndwr? Not likely. 
Everyone’s English around here, mate.”

On my long, hot walk down to Caersws, a friendly local farmer advised me that 
the weather would imminently change for the worse, and with this happy advice ring-
ing in my ears, I eventually arrived down in the town at about 1pm, just in time for 
lunch. I thought that I would stock up on chocolate bars before going into the pub for 
a quick half, and found myself in a very quaint old-fashioned shop, run by a very old 
little lady, Mrs Francis. I picked out a couple of snickers bars and asked the old lady 
if the cream in a bun was real.
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“No, but it’s good, it’s very nice.” She sold me on the idea, added it all up in her 
head, and gave me the total, “A pound and tuppence.”

I had passed a dozen folks dressed in black on my way up the street. “I see a lot 
of people heading up to the church – they’re burying someone.”

“Yes, yes, Mervyn, been livin’ in the village for three years, but he was a big 
farmer, up Llandinam road. He must have been comin’ up eighty, I would think. His 
father was a very big farmer, half way to Llanidloes. Big sheep dealer, very big, and 
horses. He used to have a train to take the horses from the station, donkey’s years ago. 
Oh yes, several carriages. Sheep by the thousands and thousands and thousands. You 
couldn’t count them. And this was his son. But this lad only ever had one lung, but he 
lived through, and he’s been livin’ in the village. He didn’t have as many sheep and 
horses as his father, no, he gave up.”

“ I see that you’ve got a competitor up the street, the Spar. Are they new here?”
“They’ve been here five or six years, but it was the Co-op before them. I been 

here sixty years. I’m eighty seven. The Co-op had only been open about ten years 
before I came here. We used to sell a ton of potatoes a week, every week. It was me 
husband’s business when he came out of the army. He retired in 1970, because he had 
to have two new hips. He could drive a car okay, so we went in for green grocery ‘til 
you couldn’t move for it. We was fetchin’ it direct from the farms. But those days have 
gone. The Spar put paid to me, but there you are, I’m just ticking over. I don’t owe 
anybody anything, it’s not costing me, and I’ve got me pension every week to help 
out. And my sister came to live with me three or four years ago.”

I looked around the shop. There were tiny wooden shelves up and down the 
walls, with all sorts of jars and packets in perfect array everywhere. There were also 
a number of capacious drawers in these Welsh dressers, hiding their contents within. 
It looked as though it had been transported to 2000 from about 1955. I asked Mrs 
Francis how many potatoes she would sell in a week today.

“Oh, not a bag. They still come from the same farm. Me son picks them up, he’s 
sixty. He was two months old when I came here. I was a draper in the 1950s….I was 
going to say something, I don’t know what…but they closed the middle of the day on 
Saturday, the Co-op, until Monday afternoon. The first thing I got was sugar and salt, 
because people used to come in Saturday afternoon, and say, ‘I haven’t got any salt for 
the roast tomorrow,’ you know what I mean? ‘Cos there was Sunday dinners in those 
days, not now. It took me ten or twenty years to finally get rid of that drapery stuff. 
All of this was hanging with clothes, and the counters were full of drawers. In the 
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1950s, Sunblest bread came, and they went to every shop trying to get them to take 
sliced bread, new in the area you see. And they went to every shop and they wouldn’t 
have it. They came to me, and I said, ‘I can’t sell bread, I’m a draper.’ And he said, 
‘Try six loaves, and we’ll change them every day, for a week, if you don’t sell ‘em. 
Well, before long, I was havin’ over a hundred loaves at a weekend. And on a holiday 
weekend, I used to take over three hundred loaves. I never saw such bread in all my 
life. My drapery was goin’ quietly, you see. That wall used to be a wall of wool: in the 
end, it became a wall of bread, and counters, and all on the top. I soon got rid of it, 
and on that I soon went into other groceries. Easier to get rid of, if I wanted to finish, 
but I haven’t finished.”

Mrs Francis’ sister had rung a little bell, to let her know that her dinner was on 
the table, so we said our pleasant goodbyes.

I wandered into the Red Lion pub (‘Only 39 miles from the sea’). Neither the 
landlord, nor his sole customer cracked a smile when I entered. I had a half of bitter 
and a toastie, and plugged my various bits of equipment in to recharge them. I lin-
gered for a bit since I knew that this was the last bit of comfort I was due for a little 
while. I went over and stocked up on snacks at the Spar, and had started to repack my 
rucksack, when a towering Welshman wandered over and started to address me. He 
turned out to be a ranting old Marxist.

“Powys, the paradise of Wales. As a Marxist, one of my particular likes is land-
owners, and bloody halls, and bloody kings and queens, though I must admit that 
when the landed estates were sold up, in the main after the ‘45 war, we were bankrupt 
as a country. They knew taxation was going to hit these privileged people, and they 
just got the hell out of it.” He lectured me for a good ten or fifteen minutes, and I 
think I only began to understand him every now and again. His spittle was flying. At 
one point he said, “I don’t like admitting it, but if you go further back in history, it 
was the great aristocratic families, the de Medicis and all that, that fostered the great 
art, the Titian and all that…”

I interrupted him, “So, you’ve decided that you’re not a Marxist anymore, that 
you’re all for inherited wealth?”

He drew himself up to his considerable height, turned a deeper shade of burgundy 
and nearly bellowed at me, “No, no, no, no, no, I am a Marxist through and through, 
I have been, I am and I always bloody will be. Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes. We’ve had 
liberals around here in Montgomeryshire for the last 100 years, apart from one year, 
about ten years ago, when we had a Tory. It’s the farmers, you see, they are landown-
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ers: Tories at heart. I was the full time district officer for the Transport and General 
Workers Union for this area, so you had a marvellous thing of a Liberal-Tory county, 
putting managers on trial for stupidity.” He clapped me on the back and nearly dou-
bled up in laughter, his face turning yet redder, “It was marvellous. The last place they 
expected the Revolution to happen was in quiet rural mid-Wales. It was only here that 
you could get away with it.” He thought it was hilarious: I hadn’t the faintest clue of 
what he was talking about. He continued his sermon for a while longer, and eventually 
I managed to break free from his bombastic oratory, and hit the road again.

From the hot and dusty town of Caersws, I had to walk along the busy A470 
(T), which sadly has no footpath or pavement next to it. Tut. I started to ascend into 
the hills again, after the lowland fleshpots of Caersws. I spotted a place called Little 
London on the map, and decided that I had to go and have a look, since I thought 
that it would have some fairly amusing small scale replicas of Big Ben, the Houses of 
Parliament and perhaps even a little Millennium Dome. However, the village of Little 
London seemed to consist of only a telephone box. It reminded me of the time when 
I was a passenger in a car crash on the Forth Road Bridge, on a geological field trip 
to a place called Biggar in the Southern Uplands of Scotland. When the broad Scots 
policeman came along to breathalyse the driver of the car I was in, he asked where we 
were going, and when we told him he laughed. He said, “Well, you know, London’s 
big, but Biggar’s bigger.” 

I went on climbing, up onto the tops of the Llandinam Hills. The weather was 
really pleasant, so I quickly changed into my shorts, to get a bit of air to my peelie-
wallie legs. The Great Millennium Circle route passes straight along the top of these 
bleak, rounded hills, and you can see down the incising valleys, along to the metropo-
lises of Llanidloes and Newtown (Y Drenewydd). However up here with the larks I 
met only one person, a local retired vet out walking his dogs, and he did not want to 
stop. 

I stopped to commemorate my 270 degree point, which is at a glorious place up 
in the hills above the village of Llandinam, above a spot called the Cobbler’s Gate. 
No more west for me: now only east and south. Just after the westernmost point of the 
circle, you start to pass through an enormous wind farm, which spreads along the top 
of the hills for about five kilometres. It was still, and they were silent. 

My feet were in a pretty bad way, and my boot had bruised my left heel, giving 
me a bit of a limp. I came to an especially boggy patch, so I took my boots and socks 
off, and walked along barefoot for half an hour or so. After having my feet cramped 
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up in a hot pair of boots for the last few days, walking through the wet grass with just 
my skin on was as close to heaven as you can get (in Wales). That walk among the 
wind generators was very pleasant.

Rebooted, I passed over the Blue Lins Brook, and headed into the Garn Fach 
forest, or ex-forest, since it has largely been cut down. However, among the untidy 
carnage of branches and boughs left behind after the woodmen had gone, I noticed 
small seedlings sprouting in rows between the hacked-off stumps. New trees in place 
for the next crop, twenty or thirty years from now. In the middle of the ex-forest was 
an abandoned caravan, with ‘Sleaze International Ltd’ painted on the side. Curious, 
I investigated. Inside on a shelf was a cassette, next to a dead fly. The cassette was 
of Bobby Womack, Cuban-All-Stars, Joni Mitchell and Van Morrison. On the floor 
was a pile of magazines, one of which was ‘Truck and Driver, April 1995, Britain’s 
top trucking magazine.’ There was microwave, which looked as though a mangy old 
dog had been cooked inside it, and an oven in the corner that looked as though it and 
its contents had exploded at some stage. It was insalubriousness personified, and I 
certainly would have preferred to have slept outside.

Just after Garn Fach, I descended down to a little stream at about 6.30pm, gathered 
fuel and water, gathered some rocks for a hearth and started my fire, this time using a 
single match. That pleased me no end. It took me a while to boil my water, cook my 
pasta and eat it, but it was worth the effort. I cleared up my little al fresco kitchen, 
making sure I left no litter, and started back out with a full stomach at about 8pm, as 
dusk was beginning to gather. I did not have far to walk. I had decided to try to bivvy 
in a stone circle marked on the map at an altitude of 470m, slap bang in the middle of 
nowhere. It was not a problem to find it, but rather than it being of Stonehenge type 
dimensions, it turned out to be a circular pile of stones, about 10 meters in diameter, 
with the entire interior area of the circle clogged with other stones in apparent chaos. 
There was not a flat space the size of a breadboard in there, so I decided that I would 
sleep just outside, and in whatever lee from the wind I could find. I found a couple of 
old fence posts, and arranged them upwind of my bivvy bag in a kind of windbreak, 
went and sat in Fowler’s Armchair (a very large chunk of sandstone which sits close 
to the circle and is named after a local squire of renown), and then settled into my 
sleeping bag to listen to a programme on the radio about architects copying animals, 
while I watched the thickening clouds progressively obscuring the moon. I had man-
aged to find the long pair of warm socks I was so sure I had not packed, and I made 
sure that I had them on. There were no fixed lights in my view, only the occasional car 
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headlight moving through the dark, a long way off, and a long way down. I think that 
that was the most isolated I have been from anyone through a whole night. Looking 
at the map, the closest likely habitation was about 1km away, which may not seem 
much, but when you think of the number of people sleeping within a 1km radius of 
your bed if you were sleeping in London, it is actually quite isolated.

I slept pretty well, tucked up in my sleeping and bivvy bags, and was awakened 
by the sound of the wind getting up. Every now and again I could hear the spooky 
low hum of the aerogenerators whirling in the night a few kilometres away. At some 
point in the night I woke to hear the patter of raindrops on the outside of the Gore-Tex 
bivvy bag, and thanked myself aloud for putting my boots and the rest of my gear in 
plastic bags inside my rucksack where they were easy to get at.

In the morning, when I could at last detect light through the thin spots in the bivvy 
bag, I opened up the Velcro flap and was surprised to find myself in a snowdrift, with 
snow lying all over me and my rucksack, and the landscape completely covered. 
Visibility was down to about 100m, and it was still snowing pretty hard. Although I 
was bursting for a slash, I decided that the best bet would be to go back to sleep for 
an hour and to see if it had all gone away by then.

At 7am it was all still there, and I was really bursting. I got up, attended to the call 
of nature and packed up as quickly as possible, although it still took half an hour with 
numbing fingers. Breakfast was an apple and a flapjack, walking through the beautiful 
snowy forest along the track from the circle. Along the top of Brondre Fawr Hill it 
was still more or less a whiteout, but as I got onto a road and began descending down 
towards Saint’s Well, it turned to rain, which is much, much wetter. It rained all day. 
That farmer I spoke to before I got to Caersws was right – the weather had broken.

In full foul weather gear, I trudged back up the track to the snowy forests around 
Cwmcynydd Bank and found a footpath down to Abbey cwm-hir. I visited the parish 
church, which was admirably unlocked, and then stepped into the Post Office and 
roused out Mrs Jones to make me a cup of coffee at the inn. She wandered around 
coughing and knocking the head of her broom against the skirting boards while I 
drank my coffee. At the end of half an hour I may not have been wiser, but I was 
drier.

“I lived ‘ere myself with my ‘usband, for thir’y years. My son’s got it now. We 
farm ‘ere, we got about 160 acres down at Cross Gates. We ‘ad connections ‘ere since 
before 1955. but I wasn’t brought up ‘ere. I been on antibiotics, for a week, I must 
take ‘em, otherwise it’s no good the doctor prescribin’ ‘em, is it? Yesterday I felt 
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really bad, the main thing is, I mustn’t get cold, got to keep on, keep warm….’tisn’t 
a good forecast for this area, rain, snow higher up…..It depends which way you’re 
goin’…you might go into it, but then you’re going to come out of it…We had a bad 
day here a week yesterday, all sleet and wet, it was sticky here, the lambs were dyin’, 
they couldn’t stick the wet, if it had been dry snow, I think they could have survived. 
It was blowin’, poor lambs. I know there was lambs in this valley that smothered, 
from tryin’ to get close to each other for shelter. Dreadful day. When I saw that this 
morning, I thought to myself, I ‘ope we don’t get that again. My son never stopped 
all day. He was either bringin’ it in, or puttin’ it under a light, or something that had 
lambed, didn’t know where to put them. It was a dreadful day. If he hadn’t of both-
ered, he would have lost a lot. Lambs a fortnight and three weeks old dyin’.” Mrs 
Jones could have talked for Wales at the Talking Olympics.

I wandered down to the twelfth century Cistercian abbey, the ruins of which 
were not improved by the steady rain. The abbey was apparently bankrolled by both 
Welsh and Anglo-Saxons from both sides of the border, but was badly damaged in 
Glyndwr’s insurrection in 1401-2. The size of the remains, representing what was 
once the largest church in Wales, are supposed to represent the ambitions of Prince 
Llewellyn the Great in the early 13th century. I had a quick look at the monument to 
Owen Glyndwr in the nave, which featured an enormous sword (for disembowelling 
Englishmen?). I was steadily becoming wetter again as the rain insouciantly cast itself 
down from the low clouds, so I set off up the steep hillside to Lluwu and along to 
Cwmbedw, where I startled a forestry worker who was having a leisurely lunch in his 
steamed-up van. “Er, I came up ‘ere to get a signal on me mobile,” he said guiltily as 
I passed by, outside in the rain. 

It was snowing again over the tops, but it turned to rain as I descended to 
Bwlchbryndinam (easy!), down to the A44 and shambled in to the Gwystre Inn. The 
old codger of a landlord at the Inn got to telling me how he could do what I was doing, 
if only he wasn’t so old. Yeah right - and maybe if he didn’t chain smoke roll-ups 
either. His wife, Pat, made me beans on toast and a cup of tea (nectar) while he yarned 
on about his Solent Days and gave me some advice (“Don’t go across country, lad, 
take the road – it’s quicker.”) When I eventually got up to leave, he bade me a friendly 
farewell: “Peace on you, brother,” which I thought was rather kind.

I ignored his advice, of course, and went cross-country. Around the corner, I saw 
three Welsh farm workers sheltering in a barn from the rain. I thought that it must 
really be raining hard for Welsh farmers to have sought shelter. I walked via Penburth 
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to Mount Pleasant, and then from Glanithon and Cochydwst to Castell Collen, a really 
amazing Roman fort tucked away behind a screen of trees. Why this spectacular site 
had not been ‘prettified’ or made into a tourist attraction, I could not say, but it is 
probably worth a visit on foot. 

I was very tired, and very damp, and my feet hurt. I think that I was at a low ebb 
as I trudged up the hill into the centre of Llandrindod Wells. It was still only 4pm, 
but the next place to stay was effectively Bronllys, which is a full day’s walk away 
and I couldn’t be arsed with bivvying. I decided to stop early, but as soon as I arrived 
at my B&B, the rain stopped, the sun came out and it became a rather attractive 
evening. Still, I dried out my gear, washed my pants in the sink (having already taken 
them off), and went out to the Llanerch, a 16th century inn with excellent beer from 
Aberystwyth and good food in a refreshingly smoke-free bar. A husky-voiced trans-
sexual was trying to talk quietly in the pub lounge, but was not doing a very good job 
of it. I teetered home from the pub, amused to see that the sky was clear. As far as I 
could tell, it did not rain in the night.

I was away by 8am the next morning, with a hot sausage in my pocket. As I 
wandered past the Edwardian and art-deco buildings of this attractive spa town, and 
skirted the town pond, it started to rain, heavier and heavier. It rained the entire day. 
I soon headed across country, and happened across a B&B at Brynhir, 2km southeast 
of Llandrindod Wells. I was pretty annoyed, since it would have been a perfect place 
to walk to the night before, and would have meant that this very long day would have 
been an hour shorter, but the girl at the town’s tourist information had not mentioned 
it. I only mention it now for future reference. This day’s walk involved a very long 
slog through innumerable farms, hamlets and fields, all in a dispiriting steady drip-
ping rain. The views were poor, because the visibility was niggardly. I glimpsed a 
snowy Carneddau (445m) early on, but other than that, it was uniformly blank, more 
often than not just shadows glimpsed in the mist and the rain. The visibility was so 
bad, in fact, that I got slightly lost on a snowy bit of Aberedw Hill, and had to use my 
compass for the first time on the week’s walk. Top tip: know how to use it, and don’t 
leave home without it.

A long walk next to Milo Brook brought me to a wee shelter next to the road, 
where I sat on a mouldy old copy of the Yellow Pages and had my lunch, which con-
sisted of a now-cold sausage and marmalade on damp toast. It was delicious: hunger 
is the sauce. I reflected upon the rain, and upon its oppressive dreary wetness. This 
was certainly an uncomfortable day’s walk, but I braced myself a little by thinking of 
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Crean’s walk for help for the second supporting party of Captain Scott’s expedition to 
the South Pole. After having walked on slim rations for three months, from the edge 
of the Antarctic continent, nearly to the South Pole and then back again, one member 
of the three-man sledging team collapsed in the advanced stages of scurvy. The other 
two could not drag him, so Crean elected to walk on to the hut they knew to be around 
30 miles in the distance. He had practically no rations with him and no tent, the area 
was heavily crevassed, and a blizzard was imminent. If he fell down a crevasse, (and 
they had all fallen into them on their journey at some point or another), not only 
would he be dead, but his two companions waiting on the ice would also, effectively, 
be dead as well. The fact that he managed his walk without complaint, and was able to 
summon help to save his fellow explorers, put my small effort and paltry discomfort 
into stark and pathetic relief. Thinking about Mr Crean cheered me up no end.

I slogged up Llandeilo Hill, and got onto an excellent track that was perfectly 
straight for about 2km. I finally got off the accursed Sheet 147. Oh blighted map! It 
took too long, and was too wet and cold. At this point, I reckoned that I would arrive 
in Talgarth at 9pm, an hour after dark. During this week I reckoned on an average 
speed of 2km around the circle each hour, probably at an average pace of about 3km/h 
over the ground. However, at this point I got onto a minor road, and started singing 
my way along, and I seemed to gather substantial pace. I even made up two more 
verses for a Dubliners song I had recently learned, ‘Give the child a jar of porter’:

“And when I grew to be a man,
with a bristly chin like Desperate Dan,
the pubs, they all did try to ban,
me for drinking them dry of porter. (Sing too ra loo ra loo ra laa, too ra loo ra loo 

ra laa, sing too ra loo ra loo ra laa, for drinkin’ them dry of porter)

And when I’m bent and old and grey, 
the fathers they will try to spey
me for givin’ their daughters a bloody good lay,
after drinkin’ a jar of porter. (Sing too ra loo ra loo ra laa, too ra loo ra loo ra laa, 

sing too ra loo ra loo ra laa, after drinkin’ a jar of Porter).

I made good progress past Cwmhelig and Pwllperran, where the spiritual high 
point of the day was seeing my distorted reflection on a bubble in a puddle as I 
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walked by. No, really. The bizarre thing about a book like this is that it actually 
largely recounts the atypical, unusual things that happen to you: the high points. What 
it necessarily leaves out is the greater reality of the task, which is just a massively 
repetitive succession of steps: left, right, left, right, left, right, left, right (etc). I agree, 
it wouldn’t make for scintillating reading. 

I passed Scalding and walked down to Rhydness, off sheet 148 and onto sheet 
161 at Boughrood. Here I sheltered in the church porch, applied a couple of blister 
pads, changed my socks and ate the last of my snaffled sandwiches. There was abso-
lutely no-one about, except driving by in cars, which was most sensible. I crossed 
over the wide but shallow River Wye, which enters England at Hay-on-Wye only 
15km downstream. Hay (Y Gelli Gandryll) is world famous for its bookshops and 
literary festival.

Bypassing the busy A470 (T) with a cunning barse-ackwards diversion, I found 
an excellent bridlepath to Porth-y-morddwr. However, the path quickly became oblit-
erated – naughty farmer! I walked over the hill to Bronllys, and over the busy A458. 
A couple of locals looked at me, goggle-eyed, as if what I was doing was just the 
stupidest thing imaginable. No comment. I had a quick look at the church with its 
unusual separate bell tower, but the church itself was locked, which was annoying. I 
had a quick look at the Norman tower on the south side of the town, and marvelled at 
the rivers flowing on the boundary of the Brecon Beacons National Park: they were 
approaching spate conditions. The stream draining the Black Mountains was the col-
our of molten milk chocolate. I staggered into Talgarth after a walk around the circle 
of 32km, all in the rain, wearing boots that were causing me some problems. I was 
glad to find the hotel, strip off, have a shower and come down as arranged and on 
time, to meet my friend Nick’s sister, Juliette, and her friend Pat. It was a real pleasure 
to see a friendly, familiar face.

Pat was heavily into things alternative, including things spiritual and astral, and I 
am afraid that I didn’t warm to her way of thinking as much as I might, but the food 
was good and the beer even better, so I didn’t mind. When I had called Juliette from 
the top of the Norman tower, she had asked me if there was anything I might need 
bringing along. I had asked if I might borrow a pair of trainers, and she very kindly 
brought along a pair of low-cut Asolo walking boots. I put them on, and was nearly 
transported to heaven. I did not bother wearing my own boots again on the trip, which 
meant I had to carry them, but it was worth the extra weight for the respite the new 
boots brought to my bruised left heel. 
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I had warned these two ladies that my friend Simon was well known as being a 
ladies’ man. They had giggled slightly, blushing, and said that they had nothing to 
fear, since they were of ‘a certain age.’ I warned them again, and when Simon did 
eventually saunter in, fresh off the train from London to Abergavenny and a cab to 
Talgarth, there was an appreciative hush from the girls. Simon is a tall, good-looking 
Scotsman, with a keen brain and a brim-full charm pot. He is also reasonably fit and 
is the youngest person to have completed all of the Monroes, the Scottish hills above 
3000 feet, which he did before he was 18 years old. Anyway, at the end of the evening 
it transpired that Juliette treated us to the meal and the beer, which was kind of her. 
I collapsed into bed and woke up the next morning, without having moved so much 
as a muscle in the night.

Top tip: snaffled sausages are even more delicious if you cut them open when 
they are still hot, and smear tomato or brown sauce on them. We were away just after 
9am. Simon and I walked up to the Pwll-y-wrach nature reserve, where Simon and 
I, with four degrees in geology between us, failed to notice most of the geological 
features detailed in a leaflet that Juliette had sent me. Still, we weren’t really trying. 
The reserve featured a minor waterfall, that is apparently quite famous, but the thing 
that most amused me about this spot was the dismembered viewing platform, still 
totally wrecked from a year before when flash floods had swept down from the Black 
Mountains, carrying away the foundations and upper structure of the platform, flood-
ing Talgarth and forcing the evacuation of old ladies from their homes, carried out by 
burly police and firemen. Apparently they are still talking about it a year on.

We took an unlikely-looking ‘road’ up past the gliding club, and Simon suggested 
that we might take another more obvious route. His next project is to complete the 
Corbetts, which are the Scottish hills between 2500 and 3000 feet, with each top hav-
ing to have a 500 foot ascent from any other peak. He is not going all-out to complete 
them, but just happens to be ticking them off on odd weekends up in Scotland. He has 
about 100 of them done. If anyone had the qualifications to question my navigation 
it was Simon, although I had managed to navigate my way this far well enough. The 
gliding club road was just fine, thank you very much.

We took the road up to Blaenau Uchaf, and then walked up into the heather with 
the snow-capped Black Mountains ahead. We passed over a windy col on Y Grib, 
descended to the Rhiangoll River and then contoured round. On a convex heather-
clad slope we spotted the only other walker of the day, and although we got to within 
50m of him and he waved back to us, he did not stop. I thought, given the terrain 
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and the scarcity of walkers, that that bounded on the insolent, or at the very least the 
anti-social.

We gained the snowy ridge in a hailstorm, and ascended to Mynydd llyiau 
(662m). Several more hail and snow showers swept over us as we walked along the 
ridge. Simon seems to be settling down a bit, but I suspect that I will be forced to eat 
my words on this, sooner or later. And I wonder, when eating one’s words, is it neces-
sary to eat the paper, or may one simply lick the ink from the page?

We took the right fork of the path at Pen Twyn Glas (645m) and headed up 
through boggy half-frozen ground to the topographical high point of the Great 
Millennium Circle, Pen Allt-mawr (719m). We had great views back along the ridge, 
with menacing clouds scudding along towards us and the next snow showers in view, 
as well as out along the next section of the Great Millennium Circle. Although we 
could not see the Severn Bridge from here, we could just see the Bristol Channel (and 
Somerset), so that I knew that the end was almost in sight. From this point on we left 
the worst of the weather behind us, which was a blessed relief.

Simon and I reascended to Pen Cerrig-Calch (701m), and then started a long 
jarring descent via a sweet spring and a fortified outcrop of fluviatile sandstone 
called ‘Crug Hywel’ down to the village of Llanbedr, where the sun broke through 
the clouds. Simon was all for calling it a day, having a pint or two in the Red Lion in 
Llanbedr and for him to get a taxi back to Abergavenny. Eventually I acquiesced, but 
as it turned out, the pub was shut. Plan B was for us both to climb the Sugar Loaf, an 
elongate breast-shaped hill just north of Abergavenny that is visible for miles.

We climbed past Gellyrhydd, my B&B for the night, so I left some of my gear in 
a bush to collect on my return, and Simon and I yomped up the Sugar Loaf (598m) at 
a cracking pace. When we got to the top, in great shape, Simon called his girlfriend 
Emma in Aberdeen on his mobile to ask her to look up on the Web to find out the time 
of trains from Abergavenny. Talk about going round the houses. We shook hands and 
parted, him going down one side of the hill and back to London, and me going back 
down the other side of the hill to Gellyrhydd. That Simon, he’s a one. I picked up my 
stashed gear, and was welcomed in to the B&B by Daphne and Colin. We went inside 
and had a sit down and a chat, and Colin, with his softly-lilting southern Welsh accent, 
told me a little bit about his farm.

“We used to run a very busy, very stressful electrical business in Abergavenny, 
and in 1991, we went up to Scotland on holiday, and I had a bit of a ‘road to 
Damascus-like’ conversion. We decided we’d sell it all up and do it differently. Came 
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‘ere, and the place was all derelict, but there was something about the place that we 
liked. We then decided we had to work out what the hell we were going to do with it 
when we bought it. So we brought in, for want of a better word, ‘advisors.’ They’ve 
never done it themselves, but they’ll advise you, and there was agricultural advisors 
and Uncle Tom Cobbly and all. And one of them was a chap called Ray Woods, who 
is the senior botanist with the Countryside Council for Wales, certainly one of the 
leading botanists in Wales. He walked around with us and then when we got back, he 
pointed out to us that we were about to purchase something that was quite unusual, in 
that the place had never had any artificial fertilisers or chemicals on it, no herbicides 
or pesticides. It just happened to be in June, when the hay meadow was at its best, 
with 150 different species of plant in there, all totally unimproved.” As the heat from 
the fire built up, we relaxed back into our chairs, and Colin continued.

“The old guy that lived here, before us, he had died and it had been empty for 
about two years: he took it over from his father, who came here in the early 1900s, 
and he continued to farm it like his father did. He never married, and he had no over-
heads, so he didn’t want to improve it.” Colin belched slightly, and settled more easily 
into his chair. “And so, we were faced with this problem, ‘cos as Ray pointed out, it 
would be sacrilege really if this was destroyed, since it was so rare. So we eventually 
entered into a conservation agreement with the National Parks, and we set out work-
ing out how we could make ends meet. One of the things that was going to help us 
economically was the woodland, and under the Forestry Commission mandate, it was 
identified as semi-ancient natural woodland. The majority of it had been coppiced 
woodland, probably a hundred years ago, and really the only thing to do was to re-
coppice it, to start all over again and manage it. We thought, ‘This is going to help the 
economics a bit, since if you only get a pound for each of ‘em, if you add up all the 
trees, it comes to quite a substantial amount. So we called in some contractors, just 
to do the work that was specified. Four of them wanted me to pay them just to take it 
away, and two offered us two pound a tonne for it. Just can’t get it out along our lane. 
Even if the timber had been the top quality, the extraction costs would have more than 
exceeded the value. So here we had fifty acres of woodland that was worth nothing. 
So instead of being an economic plus for us, it was a big disaster, really.”

“So we asked a few questions of ourselves, like, ‘what did they used to do with 
it?’ And it was staring us in the face: they made charcoal here, for the iron works. So 
now I’m making charcoal, and have been for years. I’m now one of the leading lights 
in charcoal-making in the country.” The dogs both jumped up and barked at the door, 
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but there was nobody there. Maybe just a ghost of an old-time Welsh farmer, shuffling 
past on the track outside.

“The area has to be coppiced anyway: hazel coppice is cut after six years, when 
the sticks are big enough to make hurdles. The alder, which is the predominant timber, 
were used to make clogs for the cotton mills in Lancashire. In fact in the 1841 census 
for this house, it was full of cloggers and loggers from Bolton. They used to come 
down, the loggers used to fell the trees, cut them into short lengths, and the cloggers 
came with their little benches and knives, and shaped them into clogs, stacked them 
up to dry, in a big pyramid and then the waggoners came down some weeks later and 
took them back to Lancashire for finishing. It was a huge industry here.”

“But how do you actually make charcoal?”
“You cook wood at 450 degrees centigrade. It distils it. See, you get rid of all the 

moisture, and you convert the sugars into carbon. You’re left with pure carbon. The 
wood comes out with exactly the same shape, but reduced in size, since the moisture 
has been taken off, and the sugar and cellulose will have turned to carbon, if you’ve 
done it right. The old fashioned method is to use a big kiln, a metal cylinder, put some 
combustible material in the middle, then you stack the wood inside, put the lid on, 
support it with some timber pieces, and then light the combustible material, and let it 
go for about ten minutes, until you’ve got enough combustion going. Then you shut 
the whole thing down, seal it with soil, put three chimneys on, and you’ve got six 
air inlets around the bottom: you close them all except three. That’s enough oxygen 
going in there to keep the embers glowing: no flames. It builds the temperature up 
inside, and at the right temperature the wood starts carbonising, takes about, anything 
between ten and twenty four hours to do, and then at the end, when it’s all done, you 
take the chimneys off and shut the whole thing down completely, exclude all the oxy-
gen and leave it for twenty four hours to cool. Then you open it up and there’s your 
barbecue charcoal.”

“So what would happen if after the first stage you let oxygen in?”
“You’d lose the lot: it would go up in flames. I usually fire up at about two 

o’clock in the afternoon, go back at night, to make sure it’s okay, and I settle it down 
for the night by cutting the air down even more, just so that it keeps ticking over at 
night. The only indicator you’ve got of what is happening in there is the smoke com-
ing out the chimney. And it’s all about feeling the texture of the smoke.”

I think that I might have rolled my eyes slightly at this point.
“If you can master that, you can make charcoal. You put your hand in and feel the 
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texture of the smoke. If everything is right, it’s a real oily, greasy feel - not hot – you 
can put your hand in it. And you know….I can’t really describe it….it’s slippery in 
your fingers.

Daphne chipped it: “It’s like knowing when your potatoes are cooked, I sup-
pose.”

“If it’s too hot,” Colin continued, “and you can’t put your hand in it, then obvi-
ously that’s wrong. Or if it’s the wrong colour: the right colour’s white, since it’s 
mostly water vapour with some volatiles and you wouldn’t want to stick your head 
over it, and it’ll have this kind of tarry, sticky, oiliness about it. It’ll change colour as 
the thing progresses, and eventually the smoke turns quite hot and blue. Now that’s 
something burning in there: that’s the charcoal starting to burn, and that’s when you 
shut it all down. In the old days, with the old techniques, it used to take them ten 
days to do it, and they used to live out there in the woods. I’m on about four tonne 
of wood to a tonne of charcoal, which is quite good, and we get about a thousand 
pounds a tonne for the charcoal. I don’t fell all of the trees, much to the annoyance of 
the forestry people, and I also leave open spaces: conservation is actually top of the 
list here. I also leave wood to rot on the floor, and stack the small branches in what 
I call habitat piles. We never fell a rotten tree unless we really have to: it’s good for 
woodpeckers, treecreepers, woodhatches, bats and all the other birds that like rotten 
trees. We have otters down on the river down there, and we build houses for otters 
and sort of manage it for them.”

“We have old orchards that were planted in 1910 here, nigh on a hundred trees. 
The first year we couldn’t pick the apples ‘cos we were working on this farm house. 
But then we said we can’t let them drop on the floor like this, this is sacrilege. So we 
were actually selling them to Bulmers for a couple of years, but then the wheel fell off 
the trailer goin’ up to Bulmers and we said to ourselves, ‘What do we need this for, 
this is mad.’ We were getting peanuts for them, so we then thought, well, why don’t 
we make cider – like Bulmers do? So we went on a cider-making course, in Worcester 
Agricultural College. We bought all the equipment, converted a building to do it all 
in, and then when we were extracting all the juice, and tasting it, it was quite pleasant, 
and each variety of apple coming in was completely different juice, totally different, 
so we said, why don’t we bottle the juice and keep the varieties separate? So we now 
market 25 different varieties of apple juice. Rare varieties, most of them. And because 
of the varieties that were here, it’s sort of set us on the road of conserving rare apples. 
We’re up to about 500 plus trees, close on 150 varieties.”
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I asked Colin if he ever did go on to make any cider.
“Bulmers spend a fortune on marketing a product they call cider, but it isn’t, 

it’s a chemically-manipulated apple juice, fermented. Farmhouse cider is completely 
different. To put your product against what Bulmers call cider is, well…people say, 
‘That’s not cider.’ An older generation would know what cider is, but the young 
people don’t. And then you’ve got Customs and Excise, and duty and all the rest of 
it, but with juice you don’t. You can pick the apples and then 24 hours later, you can 
sell the juice in a bottle. And that’s what we do. When you put things like Joy Bells, 
or Mere de Menage, or Warner’s King or Cat’s Head, or King o’ the Pippins, people 
say, ‘Well, what are these?’ Well, these are our heritage apples.”

“There’s 2000 known varieties of culinary apple, They are in Brogdale, that’s the 
national collection. Around 85% of orchards have disappeared in the last 20 years, 
gone for ever, grubbed out. We were introduced to an orchard at Llanarth, about ten 
acres, and in there, there was an apple, Monmouth Green, that was thought to be 
extinct. If you cut the apple across the middle, it’s got a core print, and we have a 
book of core prints to help identify them, but of course your apple has got to be the 
same ripeness as the one in the book, so it’s a tricky business.”

Colin was quite obviously an apple fanatic, and all this talk of apple juice, cider 
and charcoal was making me thirsty.

“So is all of this less stressful than managing an electrical shop in 
Abergavenny?”

“We measure everything with a hassle factor. If the hassle factor is too high 
then we tend not to do it. Making apple juice is hard work, but it’s a very enjoyable 
process: you’re in an orchard full of apples, and there’s something magical about an 
orchard. Yeah, we enjoy it.”

Eventually, as it was getting dark, they gave me a lift down to the Bell Inn at 
Glangrwyney. The portions in the pub were enormous, and there was no prospect of 
me being able to finish my meal, even though it was not cheap. Colin and Daphne 
were meeting friends, and had asked me to come and meet them at their bungalow. 
I walked along the road and down a long dark drive, reflecting that I had not carried 
out a plan I had had of undertaking a night hike. I think that if there is a good moon 
and it is a clear sky, then it might be a laugh to have a go at doing part of the Great 
Millennium Circle at night. It would certainly bring some extra challenge to naviga-
tion. Perhaps fortunately, the conditions did not favour a night hike while I was on 
the circle: maybe next time. They invited me in, and Colin’s friend Jim showed me 
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an amazing ambient light night-sight, which showed up distant fields on this pitch-
black night as if they were bathed in strong moonlight. Some of the locals wanted 
to borrow the night sight in their search for the infamous Big Cat of Crickhowell, a 
voracious beast that had reportedly taken some rabbits in recent days. We drove home 
and I slept well.

I had slightly lost count of the days, but the next day turned out to be the 14th of 
April, my rest day. I rose at 8am, had a leisurely breakfast, sampled the farm’s apple 
juice and read a book on Welsh standing stones and monuments, and was ready to 
leave by 9.15. I went down to the apple press to say goodbye to Colin, and we got to 
yarning about sailing. He had had a varied life and still bears a grin: he’s an interesting 
chap who just can’t believe his luck.

I practically bounded up the Sugar Loaf again, but it was hazier and there was 
no prospect of seeing the Severn Bridge. I spied a dozen walkers coming up in a 
group and decided to go down a different route to theirs in order to avoid them. As a 
miserable old curmudgeon, perhaps I am the one who is anti-social. However, on my 
way down I did meet a local chap called Bryn Price who pointed out to me various 
features of the landscape, including the spot on the side of the Blorenge, a hill on 
the opposite side of the valley, where there had previously been an iron works and a 
tramway. He also mentioned that Everest, of Everest fame, came from up the valley, 
and that Rudolph Hess had been imprisoned in Abergavenny during the war. He didn’t 
mention the Donga Tribe, and I saw no sign of them in the Black Mountains, so that 
they must have been off somewhere preventing something. 

I wandered down into the charming market town of Abergavenny, marvelling at 
the fabulous old-style façade of the Burton’s shop, loitered in a tea shop reading the 
paper and drank some beer in the Angel Hotel. At 7pm, thoroughly rested and a bit 
bored, I turned up at the home of Gill and Dylan, friends of the fabulously well-organ-
ised Juliette. As a friend of sister of friend, they had graciously agreed to put me up 
for the night. They were busy people, and the house had a friendly, chaotic feel to it.

Dylan, a guitarist and session musician of some renown, told me about the ben-
efits of acoustic digital live recording. He seemed to be doing fairly well with a solo 
album of his own, called ‘Portrait.’ I put my foot in it at one point. I was ravenous by 
8pm, and they asked me, “Is there anything you don’t eat?”

I said, “I will eat anything. Even a scabby horse between two bread vans.”
“Oh,” they said, “we’re vegetarians.” 
Juliette came round that night to see how I was doing, and dropped off an enor-
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mously heavy cake and a big piece of Caws Cenarth cheese. I cursed the extra weight, 
but blessed Juliette for her thoughtfulness.

After our vegetarian feast, that night I slept and farted in equally large and satis-
fying measure.

The next morning, the sun dawned on the penultimate day of my own Great 
Millennium Circle. First thing in the morning, BBC Bristol called me up to interview 
me about the circle. The presenter of the show, Rob Savage, said that he had heard 
that my wife had become pregnant while I was on the circle. I replied that I had been 
at home on that particular day. I was only on-air (as we media-types like to say) for 
about four minutes, but it was quite a laugh, and Sally’s parents’ friends from the Bath 
Silver Ring Choir all heard me, so it wasn’t a total waste of time. I guess I must be 
saving my other 11 minutes of fame for another day.

I ate my breakfast alone, making the most of Gill’s excellent sesame seed bread. 
Dylan and Gill eventually appeared out of bed and waved me off at 9am. I think that 
they had been enjoying a Saturday morning lay-in.

My Canadian friend Liz had missed her train, so I arranged to meet her some 
distance around the circle. I realised the true usefulness of having a mobile phone in 
circumstances like this. 

I fetched out of Abergavenny at a fair gallop, only stopping at 230 degrees at 
Coldbrook Park to see the site for my proposed mid-Winter sunset marker. It would 
be in a field in a fairly non-descript position close to some power lines (curse them!). 
I crossed under the hideously noisy A40 (T), and picked up the well-waymarked Usk 
Valley Walk, on the eastern bank of the wild and vigorous River Usk. There was a 
notice on a little bridge next to the river, saying “Monmouthshire Usk Valley Walk. 
Giant Hogweed. This plant is a potential danger to public health. The sap can cause 
severe irritation, swelling and painful blistering. Do not touch Giant Hogweed. Seek 
medical advice if blistering occurs.” I would have complied with the instruction not 
to touch this noxious weed, honest I would, but I did not know what it looked like, so 
I could not. I guess if I started to blister, then I would have known that I had made the 
acquaintance of the ‘hog.’ I avoided touching anything, just in case.

Some distance along the river, I met a wild-looking bearded man, surveying next 
to what looked like the remains of a motte and bailey.

“That,” said the wild man, “is a castle that was burned down in 1175. I’m doing 
PhD research on motte and bailey castles, but this isn’t one of them. Let me just walk 
over here…in 1175 on New Year’s Eve…..what was the last measurement?” he called 
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to his surveying partner on the top of the mound. “One, two…how many rows ‘ave 
I done?” He was quite a large Welsh chap, and I thought that he might knock me to 
the ground with his survey pole and stab me to death with the sharpened end of it, for 
interrupting his survey, but as it turned out, he didn’t. His name was Neil Phillips, and 
along with his Big Beard, he was a Big Guy.

“Anyway, 1175, William, who held the castle in Abergavenny, invited all the 
local barons to the castle, got them drunk and murdered them. And the biggest thorn 
in his side was a Welsh chieftan called Cecil, who lived here with his wife and kids. 
So after he had murdered the others on New Year’s Eve, they came round here and 
torched the castle, and killed the family here as well.”

“Nobody’s ever done any work on it until now, ‘cos it’s a scheduled monument. 
It’s not even on this year’s OS map, since they tend to ‘lose’ some of the less spectacu-
lar monuments, and it also stops people from rootin’ around diggin’ things up. It looks 
like there are one…two…three ramparts to this place. It looks like there’s a lot of 
medieval pottery, and fieldwalking this field next to us, there’s an awful lot of worked 
flint, so this site could be an awful lot older than we thought, maybe Neolithic. I 
geophizzed it yesterday, and it’s got all the makin’s of a causewayed enclosure. I’m 
just hopin’ that I haven’t bitten off more than I can chew. I’m doin’ motte and bailey 
castles in Gwent and southwest Hereford. I’m six months into my PhD, I’ve got two 
and a half years to go, and I’ve got 152 normal castles to survey.” If that wasn’t a 
polite ‘So you’ll excuse me,’ then I don’t know what would be. I left Neil with his 
Big Beard and his rows and his columns.

I ambled along, and found a large wooden stake driven into the riverbank, with 
‘Tyr Afon’ carved neatly on the upstream side, and ‘Tro Isaf’ on the downstream 
side.

Eventually it started to rain, so I sat down across the Usk from the grand house 
at Pant-y-Goitre to put my waterproofs on, and took the opportunity to eat a toast, 
marmite and cheese sandwich, which was as delicious as always. The bridge over the 
Usk next to the grand house is as full of holes as a Swiss cheese, so I reckon they may 
have a few floods here every now and again. Some distance down the river, there were 
some upper-class-twit types fishing for trout in the river, and braying to each other in 
loud voices on the opposite bank. Lucky for them they weren’t on my side, or I might 
have to have gone and duffed them all in.

I left the banks of the noble Usk and walked on footpaths through the grounds 
of Trostrey Lodge. If I had had a baseball bat, I would happily have smashed up all 
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of their obtrusive and obnoxious signs telling us to stay on the path. Walking in the 
countryside can be so very stressful.

Still, I am not the first to feel irritation about these signs. Jerome K. Jerome, or 
at least the narrator of ‘Three men in a boat,’ wrote, ‘The sight of those notice boards 
rouses every evil instinct in me. I feel I want to tear each one down, and hammer it 
over the head of the man who put it up, until I have killed him, and then I would bury 
him, and put the board up over the grave as a tombstone.’ He mentions this to Harris, 
one of the other three men in the boat, and Harris says that he has it even worse: ‘He 
said that he not only wanted to kill the man who caused the board to be put up, but that 
he should like to slaughter the whole of his family, and all his friends and relations, 
and then burn down his house.’ I wondered if Cecil the chieftan had made a habit of 
putting up ‘No trespassing’ notices?

I walked through the rain into the Black Bear pub at Bettws Newydd to find the 
nubile Liz waiting for me, skint. She had apparently lost her purse in a restaurant a 
week before, and was still waiting for it to arrive through the post. She told me a great 
long story about why she had missed her train, and about the totally useless platform 
information at Paddington, but it was just a relief to see her at all, so I didn’t mind. 
The food at the Black Bear was excellent and I dried out at the same time.

After lunch Liz and I set out up Trostrey Hill, disrobing as we went: the rain 
had stopped and the sun had come out. We could see back most of the way to 
Abergavenny, or ‘Aberbanevagy,’ or ‘Bavernevagenny’ or Blevergannerverry as 
Liz variably mis-pronounced it. Liz and I had plenty to talk about, especially since 
I had been walking with her ex-husband only a couple of days before. Liz is a good 
talker so I didn’t need to say much. However, I must have been absorbed in her city 
ways, since after leaving sheet 161 and getting onto sheet 171, I misread the map at 
Gwehelog and sent us for 15 minutes in the wrong way. We had to retrace our steps, 
which was annoying. 

There was also some annoyingly inaccurate mapping at Lanolway Farm, which 
is my only niggle with the Ordnance Survey in about 900km of walking. We crossed 
over a bridge over the hideously noisy A449 (T) to Slough and Gwernesney, noticing 
that some of the names were becoming rather Anglicised. We headed up into the hills, 
but then spent the best part of an hour wandering around in a kind of random-walk 
experiment, due to the paucity of signs and the oceans of mud. After Llangwm we 
walked on the road, up a very long steep hill past Gaer Fawr, and arrived at the top of 
a kind of plateau. Finally, as the sun was dipping towards the horizon and we reached 
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a place called Newchurch, at degree 220, I saw the Severn Bridge again. The end was 
at last in sight. It was a defining moment, and one that I had been looking forward to 
for quite a while. I called Sally to celebrate, while Liz sat on her rucksack, pooped.

Along the plateau and down to Coed-Llifoss Farm, we happened to meet a young 
lady who looked rather out of sorts. She had long dark hair, but only on one side of her 
head. The other half had about two month’s worth of stubble on it. She asked where 
we were going, and we said that we were going down towards Glyn. She very kindly 
offered to show us the way. I am always nervous of letting anybody know where I am 
going to be bivouacking for the night, and we were very close to our bivvy site, but 
the girl insisted, so we acquiesced. She started to walk along next to us with a very 
stiff legged gait, and she had a slightly-slurred voice. She was very friendly, and it 
was obvious that she didn’t get very many visitors in that part of the world. Her name 
was Bronwen Davies.

“Okay, I’ll take you down to the brook. You don’t mind my dog, do you? It’s my 
parents’ farm, a dairy farm. I’ll have to warn you, I am an epileptic: I am an uncon-
trolled epileptic. Don’t worry. It happens.”

As we were passing through the yard, we bumped into a rosy-cheeked and 
bucolic chap, Bronwen’s father. “Ramblin’ are you? Bit late in the afternoon to go 
ramblin’, en’t it?” He obviously had a keen eye. We showed him where we were off 
to, without specifying where we were going to stop. He took the dog, Shep, in with 
him. We started off again.

“So, how often would you have a fit then?”
“Once a day”
“That must be exhausting,” said Liz.
“Oh no, far from it.” We went into a big field through a gate, which Bronwen shut 

behind us. “ I was havin’ them four times a day. I’m very happy about havin’ it only 
once a day. I had a tumour that was makin’ it worse. They took that out in January. 
That’s why my walkin’ is now a bit….offish. The tumour was makin’ my fits worse, 
apparently, for twenty years and I didn’t even know it was there. It was in my brain, 
on the top, that’s where they took it out. Luckily it was not malignant. Before, my leg 
was kickin’ out, and it wouldn’t stand straight. I couldn’t hold a cup of tea with my 
arm. I was sort of half paralysed down my right side. Now I can do a lot better. Mind, 
I’m a forceful person, I’ll get on with things. I’ve just fed the calves. We’ve just had 
a calf yesterday. Sometimes they are frightened and they run away from you. They 
can be the worst: the most impossible. It can take you half an hour to get them to suck 
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anything, for their own good food.”
“We don’t get many people goin’ through the farm. What we don’t like some-

times is when you start claimin’ all the land for your own.”
I didn’t quite know what she was getting at, so I changed the subject slightly: “It 

must be quite, er, tough to have a tumour and some other problems and to be all the 
way out here.”

“It is, it’s quite isolated. Five miles from nowhere. Chepstow is the nearest town. 
I didn’t used to think much of walkin’ at all. But when I once stood out and looked at 
it all, and really looked at it, especially in nineteen ninety-, I think it was seven, and 
in autumn, and it was one of the most beautiful autumns we ever had. The beech trees 
just shone like nothin’ on earth. And I thought, is it me changin’ or is it just everythin’s 
gone more beautiful? And I think it was a bit of both. The years afterwards, I didn’t 
find it half as beautiful as that time. You get different summers, you get different 
winters, sometimes leaves will drop off before, and this time it just hang on, and it 
really did shine. I’ll never forget it. The colours of the leaves were so magnificent in 
my eyes then. I started thinkin’ about the land, and I started thinkin’ perhaps I’m takin’ 
everythin’ for granted. Be careful where you’re steppin’ now.”

We had come down to a brook in a wood, and with a great deal of thrashing 
around in various bushes, throwing our packs across and then jumping across our-
selves with the aid of the wellington-booted Bronwen, we eventually got across. 
Bronwen said her goodbyes to us. “Don’t be like the others who come here, and think 
that this land is your own. And that you can do anything with it, mind.”

“We are just, guests,” I said, “just visitors.”
“Then you’re welcome. Goodbye.” We watched her limp back out of the wood 

and up the field.
Liz and I were slightly spooked by Bronwen, in a kind of being-followed-in-

the-woods-in-the-dark kind of a way. Anyway, we slipped along the edge of a field 
above the wood, and finally dipped down among the trees where we found a flat 
place near to the Mounten brook. We lay out our mats and sleeping bags, and Liz 
and I both rooted around in the undergrowth to try and find enough dry tinder and 
kindling to start a reasonable fire. It had been raining, and everything was pretty 
damp. I started to have a go at lighting the fire, but after a dozen matches, and with 
Liz saying, “You’re blowing too early, let me have a go,” I gave up and handed the 
box to her. How infuriating: she lit the fire with her first match. I had probably just 
dried everything out with my first 12 matches. Yes, that’s what it was. I cooked up 
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some Super Noodles, and then threw in a can of sild at the end, which didn’t impress 
the Canadian, who was obviously used to dining on London’s finest nosh. Anyway, 
we took turns in scooping forkfuls from the pot, and she certainly ate her share. We 
finished off with a veritable feast, on the cake and cheese that Juliette had given me. 
Bless her, it was delicious.

We struggled into our sleeping bags, and Liz got into her £1.99 plastic bivvy bag, 
which russled a lot. The moon came out and we listened to a bit of jazz on the radio, 
with one earpiece each. I think we were both asleep by 10pm.

The rain stayed off overnight, lucky for Liz. We were up at 6am, and I boiled 
up a pan full of Earl Grey tea, which we drank with more cake and cheese for our 
breakfast. We were away by 8am, and the day soon warmed up. We stripped off at 
Mynydd-Bach, to the amusement of the locals driving by, and then bought apples and 
apple juice at the local shop (not that we were suffering from scurvy, like). From here 
the bridge is well within sight, and it is really all downhill.

BBC Wales called me up on my mobile to say that they had planned to come out 
and film me for a broadcast going out that lunchtime, but that the Great Millennium 
Circle had been usurped by a story of a murder in Port Talbot. I was sorry to hear of 
the murder: but it means that I still have my remaining 11 minutes of fame intact. We 
walked through the pleasant village of Mounton, past a hospital being demolished, 
and into Chepstow (or ‘Cheapstow’ as Liz called it). We wandered down to the 
George Hotel, next to the mediaeval Port Wall. We were early for our rendez-vous 
on the bridge, so we treated ourselves to hot chocolate and a bun while reading the 
Sunday papers in very convivial surroundings. I took the opportunity to wash my 
face, brush my teeth and generally make myself presentable for the hundreds of 
screaming (female) fans that would probably be gathered at the centre of the bridge, 
waving their knickers in the air with delight that I had finished the Great Millennium 
Circle. By this time, I think that I had probably been a bit too long in the wilds and 
too far away from civilisation.

We wandered down to visit Cheapstow Castle (£3? Not likely!), and decided 
to wander along the banks of the River Wye, close to a spot famously portrayed 
by Turner. The Wye is a muddy, sluggish and dangerous river, with a massive tidal 
range of 49 feet. We decided not to bother with a swim. Liz and I quickened our pace 
slightly through the eastern side of Cheapstow, which was enthusiastically living 
up to Liz’s new name for the town: the place was liberally bestrewn with incredible 
amounts of litter and dog muck. There were even a couple of fridges and a mattress 
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dumped on the edge of a wood on the bridge side of town. Yuck.
The pair of us wandered down through the scraggy old wood, down to a flat area 

next to the River Wye. We could see the whole of the bridge, and minuscule figures 
on the footpath passing over towards us. I wondered if any of them were there for 
me. We walked along to a big dyke called the Bulwark, and then walked up through 
the woods, over a football pitch next to the bridge and then through some wasteland 
to the footpath at the end of the bridge. We started walking up the long incline to the 
centre of the bridge. 

I saw Lewis, or rather the sun shining off his gleaming pate, strolling around, 
waiting for us with a new female friend of his, Catherine. He had made a good effort 
to get here, and I appreciated his effort: he had after all done more of the circle with 
me than anyone else. We joined forces and continued towards the centre of the bridge. 
Then I saw a shambling old figure I knew well: my old Dad, who I hadn’t seen for 
four months, since he had been with my Mum in Florida. It was good to see him 
again, and we shook hands and hugged. He joined our growing band. Next I saw 
a little figure with quick footsteps in a red kagoule, pushing a buggy: it could only 
be lovely Sally and little Elizabeth Daisy. They came down the incline of the bridge 
to meet us, and I gave my wife a nice big kiss and a hug, and my baby a kiss and a 
squeeze: she was getting so big! Elizabeth had ‘GMC’ stuck to her little hat, and Sally 
had drawn up a banner with ‘Hooray for Robbie, Great Millennium Dad’ written on 
it, which was great. I wheeled the buggy and the baby, and what with my rucksack 
and the English and Welsh flags now sticking out of my rucksack straps, I was pretty 
well loaded down. 

I couldn’t see any of the hundreds of screaming female fans who would have been 
at the bridge at 2pm, but since we were half an hour late, I guessed that they had all 
gone home for afternoon tea, or something else of urgent importance.

Next along was my old Mum, looking tanned and well, so I gave her a kiss and 
we continued up, up along the interminable gradient. Last, but not least, came Barrie 
and Margaret, my parents-in-law, still quite puffed after having taken a wrong turn to 
the Severn Bridge, and nearly missing the whole thing. We were nearing the centre, 
closer, closer, the last few yards, a final flurry of photographs, slowing up, realising 
that this was it, the end, closer, last two feet, last foot, last pace. I could go no slower, 
I could not tease it out any longer. Even though my soles and toes were blistered, my 
legs were sore and I was weary, I did not want it to end. 

I knew that Sally’s folks had brought a delicious picnic with champagne for us all 
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to tuck into, and I knew that Sally would be happy to have me at home for a while, 
but still, I knew that as far as excuses for getting out of the house go, that the Great 
Millennium Circle would be hard to beat. It had been an excellent year, an excellent 
project and a real challenge to complete. Doing the Great Millennium Circle caused 
quite a bit of heartache at times, and at the end of every stage I could hardly wait to 
get back out again: I was always curious to find out how my particular little story 
would develop. How would it come full circle, to end at the start, or perhaps to start 
again at the end? 

At the anemometer of my dreams, my happy little band of friends and relatives 
and I stepped over the line I had started from a year before to the day, and the Great 
Millennium Circle was complete.
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Epilogue

Richard and his wife Shinder had a second little baby girl, Holly, to add to their 
first daughter, Laura. Mark’s marriage bore fruit with the birth of a daughter, Lucy. 
Lewis decided to go and work for Oxfam in Angola for a while. Robin’s book, 
‘Charles Bronson’ did manage to get into the top ten, and is still selling well. Alas, 
the girlfiend is no more: probably under the patio. I gave him a copy of this book to 
proof, but I never heard from him again. I wonder why?

Remember Matthew, who took me out for a mini-pub crawl in Doncaster? Well, 
unfortunately, about six weeks after my visit, he was at work in his quarry when 
his arm was caught in a moving conveyor belt, and very badly mangled. The doc-
tors at Doncaster Royal Infirmary wanted to amputate his arm, but luckily, he was 
transferred to Sheffield, where the surgeons ‘rebuilt’ him. They took skin and muscle 
grafts from various other parts of his body, to reassemble the arm, but it sounded like 
he is going to be unable to bend that arm ever again, the elbow having been damaged 
beyond repair. He was in hospital for a long while, and will certainly require intensive 
physiotherapy to mend himself up. Poor old Matthew. Perhaps I’ll send him a copy 
of this book to cheer him up.

I was quite surprised to find out that during the week’s walk through Wales, I lost 
half a stone in weight, and ended up weighing less than nine stone for the first time 
in a decade.

I was also quite surprised to find that the Great Millennium Circle amounted to 
930km in total, bringing it to fifth position in the list of long walks in the UK.

I hope that you have enjoyed this book. Please send me a postcard when you 
complete your own circuit of the Great Millennium Circle. 

I think that any reasonably fit person should be able to finish the Great 
Millennium Circle with about 35 days of walking (27km/day), or about 9 days of 
cycling (103km/day). 

For any masochists out there, I challenge you to complete the Great Millennium 
Circle, unsupported, in less than five days on a bike (186km/day), or in less than 24 
days on foot (39km/day).

Good luck!
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Appendix A - Itinerary
Stage Deg Where to Where ATCF DOTG Date Pyl
       1999
1 214 Severn Bridge 206 Yate 16km 20km 17 April 6
1 206 Yate 195 Chippenham 22km 30km 18 April 4
     38km 50km

2 195 Chippenham 186 Avebury* 18km 22km 24 April 1
2 186 Avebury 181 Marlborough 10km 12km 25 April 0
     28km 34km

3 181 Marlborough 167 Curridge 28km 38km 15 May 0
3 167 Curridge 160 Pangbourne 14km 15km 16 May 0
     42km 53km

4 160 Pangbourne 148 Marlow 24km 33km 22 May 0
4 148 Marlow 135 Hemel Hempstead 26km 33km 23 May 3
     50km 66km

5 135 Hemel Hempstead 125 Whitwell 20km 27km 5 June 1
5 125 Whitwell 115  Ashwell 20km 26km 6 June 0
     40km 53km

Cycling
6 115 Ashwell 109 Arrington 12km 13km 25 June 1 

6 109 Arrington 86 March 46km 61km 26 June 0
6 86 March 62 Hubbert's Bridge 48km 64km 27 June 6
     106km 138km

7 62 Hubbert's Bridge 49 Dunston 26km 38km 16 July 0 

7 49 Dunston 17 Doncaster 64km 89km 17 July 2
7 17 Doncaster 355 Brownhill Reservoir 44km 56km 18 July 5
End of cycling   134km 183km

8 355 Brownhill Resvr 345 Olham 20km 23km 6 Nov. 1
8 345 Olham 336 Barton 18km 21km 7 Nov. 1
     38km 43km

9 336 Barton 323 Runcorn 26km 31km 4 Dec. 3
9 323 Runcorn 316 Backford 14km 26km 5 Dec. 10
     40km 57km
       2000
10 316 Backford 307 Pontyblyddyn* 18km 20km 26 Feb. 5
10 307 Pontyblyddyn 298 Llangollen 18km 20km 27 Feb. 2
     38km 40km

11 298 Llangollen 289  Llanrhaeadr 18km 28km 8 April 0
11 289 Llandhaeadr 277 Cefn Coch* 24km 29km 9 April 0 

11 277 Cefn Coch 266 Stone Circle* 22km 27km 10 April 0
11 266 Stone Circle 257 Llandrindod Wells 18km 20km 11 April 0
11 257 Llandrindod Wells 243 Talgarth 28km 35km 12 April 0
11 243 Talgarth 235 Gellyrhydd 16km 20km 13 April 0
11 235 Gellyrhydd 231 Abergavenny 8km 9km 14 April 1
11 231 Abergavenny 219 Glyn* 24km 31km 15 April 4
11 219 Glyn 214 Severn Bridge 10km 14km 16 April 0
     168km 213km
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    Total 728km 930km
      (Cycling 321km)
      (Walking 609km)
Notes
Deg   Degrees clockwise from North
• Bivouac
ATCF  As the crow flies (total is not equal to the 750km circumference of the circle, because one degree of the circle 

is not quite 2km) 
DOTG Distance over the ground
Pyl Number of pylons passed under each day

Calculating the circle
To calculate the circle, I first chose three points that would constrain the circle: Fosdyke 
Bridge near the Wash, the centre of the Severn Bridge, and a point on the Manchester Ship 
Canal. As it turned out, it might have been better to chose the centre of the Runcorn-Widnes 
bridge instead of the ship canal, but there you go. Then using iteration and a2+b2=c2 I found 
a point which was equidistant from the three constraining points, and which is by definition 
at the centre of a circle passing through all three points. Then with the aid of a spreadsheet 
I calculated the length of the opposite and adjacent sides of the triangles with a hypoteneuse 
with length equal to the radius of the circle, for degrees 0-360. This gives you the distance 
east and north, west and south of the point in question. With the map reference of the centre 
of the circle and a conversion from distance to map coordinates, you can work out the map 
reference of each individual degree on the circle.
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Appendix B - Coordinates for the Great Millennium Circle

M.O.N. = middle of nowhere

° From N Grid ref E Grid ref N OS Map Landmark

0/360 4221 4065 110 Ingbirchworth
1 4242 4064 110 Gunthwaite hall
2 4262 4064 110 South Lane
3 4283 4063 110 Silkstone
4 4303 4062 111/110 Hugset Wood
5 4324 4060 111/110 M.O.N.
6 4345 4058 111/110 Barnsley City Centre
7 4365 4056 111/110 Measborough Dyke
8 4386 4053 111/110 Ardsley
9 4406 4050 111 Darfield
10 4426 4047 111 Darfield
11 4447 4043 111 Billingley Green
12 4467 4039 111 Dearne
13 4487 4034 111 Barnburgh
14 4507 4029 111 Melton Wood
15 4527 4024 111 Long Cairn, Sprotborough
16 4547 4019 111 Warmsworth
17 4567 4013 111 Balby Carr Farm
18 4586 4007 111 Balby Carr Farm
19 4606 4000 111 Bessacarr
20 4625 3993 111 The Warren
21 4645 3986 111 Warren House Farm
22 4664 3978 111 Finningley Airfield
23 4683 3971 111 Highwood Farm
24 4702 3962 112 M.O.N.
25 4721 3954 112 River Idle Motherdrain
26 4739 3945 112 Misterton Carr
27 4758 3936 112 Fountain Hill
28 4776 3926 112 Walkeringham
29 4794 3916 112 River Trent
30 4812 3906 112 Gainsborough
31 4830 3896 121 Gainsborough - oil well
32 4848 3885 121 M.O.N.
33 4865 3874 121 Upton
34 4882 3862 121 M.O.N.
35 4899 3851 121 M.O.N.
36 4916 3839 121 Coates
37 4933 3826 121 M.O.N.
38 4949 3814 121 Brattleby
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39 4965 3801 121 Scampton Airfield
40 4981 3788 121 M.O.N.
41 4997 3775 121 M.O.N.
42 5012 3761 121 Nettleham
43 5028 3747 121 Roman Road
44 5042 3733 121 M.O.N.
45 5057 3718 121 Fiskerton
46 5072 3703 121 Heighington Fen
47 5086 3689 121 Poplars Farm
48 5100 3673 121 Nocton Fen
49 5114 3658 121 Nocton Fen
50 5127 3642 121 Sots Hole/Metherington Fen
51 5140 3626 121 Blankney Fen
52 5153 3610 121 Martin Fen
53 5165 3594 121 Timberland Fen
54 5178 3577 121 Walcott Horn
55 5190 3560 122 Tattershall Bridge
56 5201 3543 122 Chapel Hill
57 5213 3526 122 Light House
58 5224 3509 122 Witham Brewery
59 5235 3491 131 M.O.N.
60 5245 3473 131 Holland Fen
61 5255 3455 131 M.O.N.
62 5265 3437 131 South Forty Foot Drain
63 5275 3419 131 Kirkton Home
64 5284 3400 131 Willoughby House
65 5293 3382 131 Kirkton
66 5301 3363 131 Dean's Farm
67 5310 3344 131 M.O.N.
68 5317 3325 131 Fosdyke Bridge
69 5325 3306 131 Three Bridges, Moulton Marsh
70 5332 3286 131 Moulton common
71 5339 3267 131 Holbeach Clough
72 5346 3247 131 Holbeach
73 5352 3228 131 M.O.N.
74 5358 3208 131 Saturday Bridge
75 5363 3188 131 Fleet Fen
76 5368 3168 131 Leedsgate Bridge
77 5373 3148 131 Guanock House
78 5378 3128 143/131 Guanock Farm
79 5382 3108 143/131 Tydd St. Mary's Fen
80 5386 3087 143 Parson's Drove
81 5389 3067 143 Murrow

217

Great Millennium Circle

° From N Grid ref E Grid ref N OS Map Landmark



82 5392 3047 143 Guyhirn Gull
83 5395 3026 143 Ring's End
84 5397 3006 143 Hobbs Lots Bridge
85 5399 2985 143 Westry
86 5401 2964 143 March
87 5402 2944 143 Ransonmoor Grange
88 5403 2923 143 Coneywood Fen
89 5403 2903 143 Doddington
90 5404 2882 143 Curf
91 5403 2861 143 Chatteris
92 5403 2841 143 Wood Farm (Horsley Fen)
93 5402 2820 143 North Fen, Stocking Drove Farm
94 5401 2800 143 Chateris Fen
95 5399 2779 143 Sutton Fen
96 5397 2758 143 Earith
97 5395 2738 154 Potash Farm
98 5392 2717 154 M.O.N.
99 5389 2697 154 Over-Willingham
100 5386 2677 154 Longstanton
101 5382 2656 154 M.O.N.
102 5378 2636 154 Bar Hill
103 5373 2616 154 Longwood
104 5368 2596 154 Hardwick
105 5363 2576 154 Wood Farm 
106 5358 2556 154 Toft
107 5352 2536 154 Great Eversden
108 5346 2517 154 Wimpole Hall
109 5339 2497 154 Eight Elms Farm
110 5332 2478 154 Ermine Street
111 5325 2458 153 Danger Area
112 5317 2439 153 Abington Pigotts
113 5310 2420 153 Over-Willingham
114 5301 2401 153 Chalk pit
115 5293 2382 153 Odsey
116 5284 2364 153 Slip End
117 5275 2345 153 Bygrave Lodge Farm
118 5265 2327 166 Windmill Hill - Baldock
119 5255 2309 166 Weston
120 5245 2291 166 How Wood
121 5235 2273 166 Little Wymondley
122 5224 2255 166 Stevenage, Symonds Green
123 5213 2238 166 Rush Green
124 5201 2221 166 St Paul's Walden
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125 5190 2204 166 Hoo End
126 5178 2187 166 Kimpton
127 5165 2170 166 Blackmore End
128 5153 2154 166 Lea Valley - Mackerye End
129 5140 2138 166 Harpenden Common
130 5127 2122 166 Hammonds End Fm, Redbourne
131 5114 2106 166 Watling Street, Beaumont Hall
132 5100 2091 166 South End Farm
133 5086 2075 166 Hemel Hempstead
134 5072 2061 166 Hemel Hempstead
135 5057 2046 166 Rucklers Lane
136 5042 2031 166 Scatterdells Wood
137 5028 2017 166 Hollow Hedge, Belsize
138 5012 2003 166 Hollins Hall, Flaunden
139 4997 1990 165 Latimer House
140 4981 1976 165 Amersham
141 4965 1963 165 Rodgers Wood
142 4949 1950 175 Windmill Hill - Baldock
143 4933 1938 175 Seagrave's Farm
144 4916 1925 175 Parsonage Farm
145 4899 1913 175 Loudwater
146 4882 1902 175 Flackwell Heath
147 4865 1890 175 Horton Wood
148 4848 1879 175 Marlow
149 4830 1868 175 Bovington Green
150 4812 1858 175 Widefield Wood
151 4794 1848 175 Westfield Farm
152 4776 1838 175 Remenham
153 4758 1828 175 Henley-on-Thames
154 4739 1819 175 Hernes
155 4721 1810 175 Crowsley Park
156 4702 1802 175 Sonning Common
157 4683 1793 175 Kidmore end
158 4664 1786 175 Holly Copse
159 4645 1778 175 Bozedown Farm
160 4625 1771 175 Whitchurch on Thames
161 4606 1764 175 New Town
162 4586 1757 174 Upper Basildon
163 4567 1751 174 Calvesleys Farm
164 4547 1745 174 Yattendon
165 4527 1740 174 Birch Farm
166 4507 1735 174 Hermitage
167 4487 1730 174 Chieveley
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168 4467 1725 174 Bussock Main - fort
169 4447 1721 174 Winterbourne
170 4426 1717 174 Boxford
171 4406 1714 174 Wickham Green
172 4386 1711 174 Winding Wood
173 4365 1708 174 North Denton farm
174 4345 1706 174 New Hayward Farm
175 4324 1704 174 Chilton Foliat
176 4303 1702 174 Littlecote Manor
177 4283 1701 174 Ramsbury
178 4262 1700 174 M.O.N.
179 4242 1700 174 Axford
180 4221 1699 174 Thicket Copse
181 4200 1700 173 Marlborough
182 4180 1700 173 Rough Down
183 4159 1701 173 Clatford Down
184 4139 1702 173 Fyfield Down
185 4118 1704 173 Avebury Down
186 4097 1706 173 Avebury
187 4077 1708 173 Yatesbury field
188 4056 1711 173 M.O.N.
189 4036 1714 173 Compton Bassett
190 4016 1717 173 Abberd Brook
191 3995 1721 173 N. Calne
192 3975 1725 173 Bremhill
193 3955 1730 173 Stanley
194 3935 1735 173 Harden's Farm
195 3915 1740 173 Chippenham Town Centre
196 3895 1745 173 Allington Bar
197 3875 1751 173 Sparrow
198 3856 1757 173 Long Dean
199 3836 1764 173 Castle Combe
200 3817 1771 173 West Kington
201 3797 1778 173 M.O.N.
202 3778 1786 173 M.O.N.
203 3759 1793 173 Dodington House
204 3740 1802 172 Dodington Manor
205 3721 1810 172 M.O.N.
206 3703 1819 172 Yate
207 3684 1828 172 Tubb's Bottom Farm
208 3666 1838 172 Iron acton
209 3648 1848 172 M.O.N.
210 3630 1858 172 M.O.N.
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211 3612 1868 172 Tockington
212 3594 1879 172 M.O.N.
213 3577 1890 172 East End of Severn Bridge
214 3560 1902 172 Middle of Severn Bridge
215 3543 1913 172 Start of Severn Bridge
216 3526 1925 172 Wyelands
217 3509 1938 172 Chepstow
218 3493 1950 172 M.O.N.
219 3477 1963 171 Glyn
220 3461 1976 171 Newchurch
221 3445 1990 171 Gaer Fawr
222 3430 2003 171 Llangwm
223 3414 2017 171 Gwernesney
224 3400 2031 171 M.O.N.
225 3385 2046 171 Gwehelog
226 3370 2061 161 M.O.N.
227 3356 2075 161 Island in River Usk
228 3342 2091 161 Llanvihangel Gobion
229 3329 2106 161 Upper Court
230 3315 2122 161 Highmead Farm
231 3302 2138 161 Abergavenny
232 3289 2154 161 The Pentre
233 3277 2170 161 Deri Fach
234 3264 2187 161 Flanks of Sugar Loaf
235 3252 2204 161 Dyffryn
236 3241 2221 161 Milaid
237 3229 2238 161 M.O.N.
238 3218 2255 161 Pen Twyn Glas
239 3207 2273 161 M.O.N.
240 3197 2291 161 Cairns at Rhiw Trumau
241 3187 2309 161 Y Gib (Near Castell Dinas, 470m)
242 3177 2327 161 Pwll-y-wrach
243 3167 2345 148/161 Talgarth
244 3158 2364 148/161 Colbrook
245 3149 2382 148/161 River Wye
246 3141 2401 148 Cornhill
247 3132 2420 148 Lleyney
248 3125 2439 148 Penis Plwyf
249 3117 2458 147 Cwnhelig
250 3110 2478 147 Llanbadarn - Gareg
251 3103 2497 147 Penberth
252 3096 2517 147 Aberedw Hill (451m)
253 3090 2536 147 Matts Farm
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254 3084 2556 147 Castle Bank
255 3079 2576 147 Dolfawr Farm
256 3074 2596 147 Standing stones and cairns
257 3069 2616 147 Llandrindod Wells
258 3064 2636 147 Glanithon (Roman Fort)
259 3060 2656 147 A44
260 3056 2677 136 Rhymney
261 3053 2697 136 Cwmbedw (Standing stone)
262 3050 2717 136 Abeey-cwym-hir
263 3047 2738 136 Cefndyrys (Hill)
264 3045 2758 136 Bailey Hill
265 3043 2779 136 Blondre Fawr Hill
266 3041 2800 136 Banc Du
267 3040 2820 136 Blue Lins Brook
268 3039 2841 136 Wind Farm
269 3039 2861 136 Giarnts Grave
270 3038 2882 136 Cobbler's Gate
271 3039 2903 136 Gelli-dywyll
272 3039 2923 136 Caersws (Roman fort)
273 3040 2944 136 Roman road
274 3041 2964 136 Altyffynon
275 3043 2985 136 The Heath
276 3045 3006 136 M.O.N.
277 3047 3026 136 Inn at Cefn Coch
278 3050 3047 136 Waenglapiau
279 3053 3067 125 Gelli Gethin
280 3056 3087 125 Four Crosses (A148 (T))
281 3060 3108 125 Afon Banwy 
282 3064 3128 125 Dolanog
283 3069 3148 125 Dolwar Hall
284 3074 3168 125 Moel y God (308m)
285 3079 3188 125 Groes (323m)
286 3084 3208 125 Blaen0y-cwm
287 3090 3228 125 M.O.N.
288 3096 3247 125 Afon Tanat, Penybontfawr
289 3103 3267 125 Slopes of Glan Hafon (610m)
290 3110 3286 125 Moel (521m)
291 3117 3306 125 Tyn-y-ffrid
292 3125 3325 125 Rhos (619m)
293 3132 3344 125 Pentre
294 3141 3363 125 Bog at Y-Fewnen
295 3149 3382 125 Ceiriog Forest
296 3158 3400 125 Vivod Mountain (511m)
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297 3167 3419 125 M.O.N.
298 3177 3437 125 River Dee near Berwyn
299 3187 3455 116 M.O.N.
300 3197 3473 117 M.O.N.
301 3207 3491 117 Gyrn-y-Brain
302 3218 3509 117 Offa's Dyke Pth, Llandegla Forest
303 3229 3526 117 Flanks of Moel Garegog (tumulus)
304 3241 3543 117 Cloddia Duon
305 3252 3560 117 M.O.N.
306 3264 3577 117 Offa's Dyke
307 3277 3594 117 Pontybodkin
308 3289 3610 117 M.O.N.
309 3302 3626 117 Padeswood Cement Factory
310 3315 3642 117 Bilberry Wood
311 3329 3658 117 Hawarden
312 3342 3673 117 River Dee (Wales)
313 3356 3689 117 Saughall (England)
314 3370 3703 117 Sealand/Chester
315 3385 3718 117 Saughall
316 3400 3733 117 M.O.N.
317 3414 3747 117 M.O.N.
318 3430 3761 117 Stanlow
319 3445 3775 117 Manchester Ship Canal
320 3461 3788 117 Ince Bank
321 3477 3801 108 Score Bank
322 3493 3814 108 Manchester Ship Canal - Runcorn
323 3509 3826 108 Runcorn
324 3526 3839 108 Sandbank, Runcorn Gap
325 3543 3851 108 Near Hempstones Point
326 3560 3862 108 Fiddler's Ferry
327 3577 3874 108 Penketh
328 3594 3885 108 Warrington
329 3612 3896 109 Warrington
330 3630 3906 109 Padgate-Warrington
331 3648 3916 109 Birchwood Station
332 3666 3926 109 Gorse Covert
333 3684 3936 109 Holcroft Moss
334 3703 3945 109 Irlam
335 3721 3954 109 Irlam
336 3740 3962 109 Ferry on canal
337 3759 3971 109 M.O.N.
338 3778 3978 109 Eccles
339 3797 3986 109 Salford
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340 3817 3993 109 Salford
341 3836 4000 109 Manchester
342 3856 4007 109 Collyhurst
343 3875 4013 109 Newton Heath
344 3895 4019 109 Failsworth
345 3915 4024 109 Lime Side
346 3935 4029 109 Filton hill
347 3955 4034 109 Holts
348 3975 4039 109 Quick
349 3995 4043 109 Greenfield
350 4016 4047 110 Alderman's Hill
351 4036 4050 110 Saddleworth Moor
352 4056 4053 110 Holme Clough (Middle Edge Moss)
353 4077 4056 110 Wessenden Head Moor
354 4097 4058 110 Holme
355 4118 4060 110 Brownhill Reservoir
356 4139 4062 110 Arrunden
357 4159 4063 110 Kirklees Way, Hepworth
358 4180 4064 110 M.O.N.
359 4200 4064 110 Broadstone Reservoir
360/0 4221 4065 110 Ingbirchworth
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Appendix C - Rural and Urban issues

Wandering along, I often wondered who was in charge of all of this land. The 
people in charge of the ‘countryside’ although only in England, are the people at the 
Countryside Agency. The Agency was established on 1 April 1999, with the merger of 
the Rural Development Commission and the Countryside Commission. The Agency 
has a particularly difficult job to do. The government wants it to deliver on five 
‘themes’; a living countryside; a working countryside; the interdependence of town 
and country, protection of the environment and access to the countryside for all. And 
all of this while trying to balance the various vested interests which go to make up 
those trying to enjoy or make a living off the countryside.

The question is, ‘What can the Countryside Agency actually do to influence 
what goes on in the countryside?’ The agency has responsibility for advising the 
government on the countryside, as well as to take action on issues relating to the 
general well-being of the countryside. In the agency’s own words, it ‘informs and pro-
motes, experiments and demonstrates, advises and supports and takes the initiative.’ 
However, with the best will in the world, 400 expert and support staff and a budget 
of only £50million, the Countryside Agency is not going to be able to look into every 
nook and cranny, and to take action on every copse, hedge, bog, wood, footpath, crag, 
heath and shore. Indeed, with its focus directed towards the National Parks (7.6% of 
England’s land area), the Broads, the New Forest Heritage Area, Areas of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty (15% of the total area), Rural Development areas (rural areas suffer-
ing from a concentration of economic and social problems) amounting to around 35% 
of the area, heritage coast, community forests and National Trails, it is difficult to see 
how the agency will have time left for all of the rest of the countryside, which actually 
amounts to 40% of the land of area of England. In fact, the GMC almost perversely 
sticks to these other bits.

The Countryside Agency had recently published its first annual report, ‘The state 
of the countryside 1999.’ Amazingly, it makes for interesting reading. According to 
the report, 88% of England is countryside, while the rest is built-up. In contrast, 80% 
of the population lives in urban areas, and only 20% in the country. However, the 
influx of ‘townies’ into the countryside amounts to over 50,000 people each year, 
and half of the entire population says it would like to live in the countryside (More 
RAMCOYs, no doubt). A 1997 survey by the old Countryside Commission found that 
development was people’s main worry about the countryside, followed by pollution, 
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the removal of hedges and woods, the rather woolly worry of ‘commercialisation’ and 
roads. Pesticides and chemicals came lowest on people’s worry list.

Looking just at development, again according to the Countryside Agency, almost 
half of the land in England on which development has taken place was previously in 
rural use, but this proportion is now falling. The figures are not that recent, and there 
may have been changes or a reverse in the trend, but the proportion of rural land being 
developed fell from 49% in 1989 to 41% in 1993. Remember though, that 80% of the 
population lives in urban areas, and you will quickly see that, per capita, rural areas 
are still bearing the brunt of development. People have been right to worry about 
development in the countryside.

The Rural Development Commission suggests that the number of households in 
rural districts of England will rise by a million between 1991 and 2011, around half 
from ‘migrants.’ 

Walking around the Great Millennium Circle so far, I get the impression that a 
great many of the houses I see, with fancy cars with personalised number plates, are 
just weekend second homes. However, according to the ONS census in 1991, even 
though 58% of England’s second homes are in rural districts, this only comes to 
around 0.9% of houses in rural areas.

Just touching on one extra area of concern, that of the loss of hedges and walls, of 
the total of 487,000km of hedgerows that existed in 1984, a net loss of 158,000km had 
taken place by 1993. Those numbers, when you think about them, hit you like a ham-
mer. According to the Countryside Agency, most losses were attributable to hedges 
being replaced by fences, or through general deterioration of hedges to become lines 
of trees or shrubs. While it is up to the farmer to make his own decision on how he 
wants to fence around his fields, there is no denying that a hedge is a more kindly 
place for any kind of wild creature than a barbed wire fence. Although the number 
of bird species represented in England since 1970 has actually risen, the proportion 
represented by farmland species has dropped dramatically to only 75% or so of its 
1970 value.

As I have mentioned, when walking the GMC one of the most noticeable aspects 
of the countryside is its emptiness. It is almost completely empty of people. According 
to the Annual Employment Survey, there has actually been growth in employment in 
rural districts in England, but there has been a loss from traditional land-based indus-
tries and a growth in service sectors like banking, finance and insurance instead. A 
higher proportion of people in rural districts tend to work from home compared to the 
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national average.  Although the unemployment rate average across all rural districts 
is lower than the national average, there are some blackspots, such as Cornwall and 
Doncaster, where it is higher than the national average.

As I’ve mentioned, I have noticed that the countryside is basically a lonely place, 
apart from the occasional person walking their dog. Little surprise. Agricultural 
employment has been in long-term decline, and between 1987 and 1997, 60,500 jobs 
were lost, or fully 14% of the entire agricultural workforce. No wonder the country-
side can be a lonely place.

Wages in rural areas tend to be lower, and in peripheral areas they are the low-
est in England. Cornwall is poorly-off, although Lincolnshire and Hereford and 
Worcestershire are also well below the national average of around £370 per week 
in 1997. Merseyside is second from bottom in the English league table of GDP or 
prosperity.

As the Countryside Agency points out, agriculture is the major land use in 
England, and is responsible for the appearance and quality of most of the countryside. 
Nearly two thirds of all agricultural land in England is in farms of 100 hectares and 
over, well above the European average, with over 45% of land given over to arable 
farms. Around 77% of farms are owner-occupied, while the remainder are rented. 
Astonishingly, even in rural districts, agricultural employment makes up only a small 
part of total employment. In 1991, only 4.4% of the population in rural districts was 
actually employed in agriculture, and even in South Holland in Lincolnshire, with 
the highest proportion in the country, only 15% of the population was employed in 
agriculture.

One of things that I have noticed in the countryside, largely when trying to pass 
along footpaths cut by roads, or trying to link footpaths together, is the relatively 
high volume of traffic even on wildly rural and out-of-the-way roads. Perhaps this is 
because there are more cars in the country than in the city, relatively speaking that is. 
Around 84% of rural households have a car, compared to 69% nationally, and 38% 
have more than one car, compared to 25% nationally. Unsurprisingly, 80% of jour-
neys to work in rural areas are made by car, compared to 66% nationally. The fact is 
that there was a 75% higher vehicle flow on rural roads in 1997 compared to 1981. 
And watch yourselves...the majority of road deaths are in the country, with 55% of 
killings taking place on rural roads.

Mind how you go!
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