THIS PHOTO SHOWS us in front of the Gateway
of India, in Bombay [now Mumbai], at the end of
our expedition from Venice to India: I’m driving,
then there’s Tim Severin and finally Michael
de Larrabeiti.
I met Tim at Oxford. You have a long summer
vacation, four months, a wonderful moment to do
something adventurous. We decided to try and
follow Marco Polo’s route from Venice to China,
on motorcycles. We wanted a photographer to
come along, so we put an advertisement in the
Evening Standard. Mike answered that and we
were very happy to have him.
We persuaded BSA to give us two, brilliant
twin-cylinder 500cc Shooting Star bikes. Tim rode
one, I rode the other, with Mike riding pillion on
mine. We set off on about 10 June 1961, and I don’t
suppose we got back to England until the second
week of October. Our route took us from Venice,
where Marco Polo set out, through Turkey, Iran,
Pakistan, up into Afghanistan. At this point, Marco
Polo crossed into China, but we were under time
pressure, and would have almost certainly missed
the start of the winter term at Oxford. Also, we
didn’t have a visa. So we drove down the Grand
Trunk Road from Kabul, down to Peshawar,
Lahore, and came out in Calcutta [now Kolkata].

I packed the usual things – Horlicks, Marmite,
coffee – but we crashed lots of times and threw it
all away. We started off with two bikes, but by the
time we got to Afghanistan we only had one left,
so Tim made his way by bus from Iran to Kabul,
where Mike and I met up with him. We all three
rode on one bike from Kabul to Calcutta with me
driving. We stayed a few days at the Tollygunge
Club, then put ourselves plus bike on a train to
Bombay and home by P&O.
There were hairy moments. I remember riding
narrow, windy roads near Kabul, where Mike and
I were nearly run off the road by a big lorry. There
weren’t many stretches of road where you could go
fast, but there was one first-rate stretch between
Kandahar and Kabul, a newly tarmacked highway, which we belted along. Tim later described
my riding as eccentric, which was fair. I think my
whole approach to life has been eccentric.
I actually turned 21 during the trip. We had
reached Isfahan in Iran – Persia, as we called it –

I packed the usual things – Horlicks,
Marmite, coffee – but we crashed lots
of times and threw it all away

and I had my birthday sitting in the desert,
looking out at the Great Mosque, one of the most
beautiful sights in the world. As I was sitting
there, a chap came out of the desert, appearing
from nowhere, really, and presented me with a
small green apple. I think I wrote a poem about it.
Mike and Tim are both wearing crash helmets
in the photo, but I am bareheaded. I had given
mine up some time earlier, when Mike and I had
cadged some mutton stew on our way, and used
my helmet to eat it, then left it, as I didn’t feel like
putting it back on my head. It’s probably still up in
the mountains somewhere.
It was a gruelling journey. We wheeled the
bike off the train in Bombay and rode a little triumphant tour, which included this photograph.
Then we got on a P&O ship that brought us (and
the bike) back in some comfort to England.
We all got on well. Tim became an explorer and
writer – we lost touch, but I kept up with Mike until
his death a few years ago. He wrote the Borribles
books, and described our trip in his memoir, Spots
of Time. The bike? I sold it in Oxford for £100.
—Interview by Jeremy Olds
Stanley Johnson recently took part in TOFTigers’
Bike4Tigers Challenge; toftigers.org. His novel
Kompromat (Point Blank ) is available in paperback
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Flashback
Stanley Johnson remembers following in Marco Polo’s footsteps
during a motorcycle expedition, 1961

