Underground : USA
The lower 48 states of America, Summer 2009

“It’s actually Twitter that’s telling the real story”
@diamondgeezer, June 2009

End of the Road
It is weird how life really does go into slow motion during a particularly intense moment of your life.   People say that your ‘life flashes before your eyes’ when you die, and I guess it’s akin to that – when something is happening that you know is going to affect you in an extreme way is happening and there’s a lot to take in all at once, the world actually seems to slow down around you.

I had a physical slow down as well as a mental one as I walked barefoot towards the car that morning. (I didn’t have any shoes on because I’d got out of bed about five minutes beforehand and had only just about managed to drag on a t-shirt and some trousers) as I was about 100 yards from the car, and for some reason the thought that first went through my head was ‘That’s odd … the sun isn’t reflecting off of the drivers side window like it is on the rest of the windows of the car’, and as I took a pace forward on the still somewhat dew-infested squishy grass my pace slowed.

The next step brought a new thought - ‘Duh … I’ve been a silly fucker and left the window wound down all night … shit, I hope that  … “ and my other foot got slightly wet on the grassy mush as my pace slowed again.

It wasn’t until I took the next  step that I realised that my legs had started to slow down – soon to be locked frozen still – as I found myself facing a sight that I know I didn’t want to see.

The sun wasn’t reflecting off of the glass of the drivers windows because there was now no longer a drivers a window. I hadn’t left the window wound down. The evidence of what had happened lay in shards of glass on the ground of concrete parking lot, glistening in the sun, shiny blue fragments of compressed sand that all huddled and shouted to me en masse the line that had made me still … “Yes”, it shouted at me “Your car has been broken into”.

The next minute was when the weird slow motion shit happened.   A lot of extreme emotions happened, but time seemed to slow down around me as it happened. I remembered I started shaking. I remembered that I couldn’t go near the car. I remembered that I found myself back inside the house as I ran there .. screaming .. something .. something out loud alerting Katie and her sister Courtney about my discovery outside. And as the world span and people and noise happened around me, I stood and just looked ... looked on from a distance almost denying what had happened as if by not acknowledging what had been stolen, then maybe it hadn’t of happened.

Truth be told – I had been a fucking idiot, and a bit lazy too. And tired. The previous day I’d done a whole bunch of driving, and ended up in Greensboro, North Carolina. I hadn’t intended to stop here, but Katie’s – my current companion – sister lived here and would be happy to put us up for a couple of nights.  I was a day ahead of schedule so it was perfect – stop here for two nights, and I could spend a whole day video editing – producing things that I’d shot over the last week – shot using all the nice expensive video recording and editing equipment that I’d brought with me.

When we’d pulled up and parked Katie’s had even said to me ‘Shall we bring the stuff in now?”, and I’d lazily said ‘Nah, it’s ok .. we’ll grab it later’, and we went inside to eat, drink and relax. But we relaxed too hard, and by the time our stomachs were full, and I’d had a couple of beers and played cards, the thought that maybe I was leaving several thousands of dollars of equipment practically begging to be stolen of equipment in my car had slipped my mind, and I’d gone to sleep having left it all in there.  And now it was all gone.

Katie tells me that I’d ran back into the house with a scared look on my face and blubbed the words ‘They took it, it’s all gone! They took it all!’. I didn’t need to explain who they were or what was all gone – the pained expression on my face made it all too terribly clear.

Katie’s sister on hearing the commotion appeared from her bedroom door – her mobile phone already in her hand dialing 911, and they both went outside to look, as I started shaking and remained rooted inside, not wanting to go back out and survey the damage.

It didn’t take them long to figure out the obvious.  They poked their heads into where the drivers side window used to be.  The GPS SatNav, iPods and point-and-shoot camera that had been out on the dashboard were all gone. But what about the back of the car?

Katie had to come back and get me – I wouldn’t go near the car. Courtney was being asked on the phone by the police to state exactly what had been stolen, and I only I could comprehensively tell them – once I’d looked. She took my hand and led me over to the car, I’m still tentatively walking in my bare feet.

‘I wonder if … ‘ I said, and opened up the back door and let out a noise which Katie later could only describe as a ‘Defeated Moan’.

‘It’s gone. It’s all gone. It’s over’, I said – part sobbing and part screaming as I said it. Katie looked at me desperately. There was nothing that she or anybody could say to me right now that would make any sense at all. What is the point?  I just want to go home!’.  Katie looked scared … I was angry, but not with her. And there was nothing she could do.

Katie put her hands to my face, and looked up to me and told me that I mustn’t quit. That there would be some way over this, but in a horrible way all that did was compound what had happened, and at that moment the shock that had entered by body a few minutes ago now diminished, and realisation sunk in, and I sank to the ground and burst into tears, and started shaking.

Katie didn’t say anything. Courtney was silent, clutching the phone watching us.

‘This is going to fuck with everything, it’s going to fuck with my life and my job, and us … and I’ll have to go home’, I said. Katie stayed with me.  After a moment she convinced me to get up out of the glass that we were standing in and walked away from the car onto the grass verge.

Katie sat on the grass and put her head in her hands. Whilst I just stood from a distance and looked at the car, mumbling incoherently in frustration and disgust and with tears on my cheeks.

I took a deep breath and took stock of the situation. What they’d done was to smash the drivers side window (why hasn’t the alarm gone off? Did I not set it?), and just unlocked the rest of the doors from there.   From it, they’d taken my digital stills camera and lenses, my video camera and accessories and all the footage shot so far, my kick-ass desktop video editing PC and widescreen monitor, my GPS system, my little point-and-shoot digital camera, my beloved iPod, and Katie’s iPod. I estimate about $6,000 worth of stuff – all gone.

Everything was fucked, everything was ruined, and I’d meant what I said minutes before – I wanted to give up and go home right then and right now. The whole point of the trip – that I’d been so candid in telling everyone in the build up, is that it would it be the answer to all my questions. The perfect time out from my regular daily life and the space that I needed to work out what the hell I wanted to do next, shattered – literally shattered – and broken and destroyed and crumbled, and I felt like shit.

Weirdly, I put my hands to my pockets.  In an instinctive move of wondering what had been stolen and what had been left behind, I could feel that I had my wallet in one pocket and my mobile phone in the other … thankfully, I hadn’t been a complete idiot.

I realised that as I’d got out of the car last night last night I’d grabbed my laptop bag and taken that in with me, so I still had a couple of things – most importantly, my phone – my communication to the world and internet and the device which I’d been using to near-religiously tweet for the past three weeks.

I turned around and looked at Katie sat on the grass. And I started moving – with pace, with speed, not at all in slow motion, with vigour and determination, and this time I got faster as I walked towards her, because I knew what I had to do. And I knew what I was about to do, and I got to Katie and squatted down beside her.

‘You don’t want me to quit?’ I said, perhaps a little forcibly. ‘Well then come with  me, this is what we’re gonna do’. And I grabbed her hand as she stood up and led her back inside.

My laptop was sitting on the kitchen workbench, I flipped it open, frustratingly waited for it a few seconds to connect to the internet and go to the Twitter webpage. And then I typed in and update.

10.59 AM Jun 29th
Well. I got my drama. And the journey may be over. I am somehow producing one very rough video cut. Standby.

I dived into my laptop-bag sitting on the chair. In the side pocked where it had been kept unused on the three weeks of the journey so far was my ‘backup’ video camcorder … a crappy quality shaky-cam, but adequate enough for what I wanted to do now. I put it into Katie’s hands and grabbed her again and dragged her back outside with me.

We got to the car, I stepped around the broken glass but close enough to get to the car. 

‘Geoff, do you really want to …’ she started to say – but before she could finish her sentence I cut in. ‘I’ve got to. Just … record everything okay? Press the red button. Ready? Is it on?’

And I stood by the car, with its missing windows. With its empty back seats where my equipment had been. With some scattered shards of glass quietly nudging into my naked foot flesh, and I looked directly into the video camera that Katie now held in her hand in her hand pointed at me with the little red light glowing.

And I started to talk.

Six months earlier …

In the three years since I’d moved from England to the USA, the great city of London and its 11 million-plus inhabitants seem to have somehow carried on just fine without me. Damn rude of it, if you ask me. Did it not miss me at all? Did it not struggle just a little bit in a Geoff-less country? Apparently not.

I was back for the sixth time – and every time I’d been back since moving had got just that bit easier, so that in fact by the time I was out at Christmas 2008 to do the usual round of family and friends I’d got the routine down just fine thank you, and I felt very happy and in control of what I was doing.

Christmas day itself had passed off without fuss – I was visiting my mum, and we had the usual Christmas dinner with all the trimmings, played a game of Scrabble, watched Doctor Who and drank beer whilst eating Quality Street.  It was totally perfect, and took me back a little to the days of remember when Christmas used to be fun, before someone came along and spoiled it all.

In the gap between Christmas and New Year was the time for me to catch up with my friends, and my technique was to do a little tour around, accepting the generous hospitality of various friends of mine and generally chilling out.

One couple in particular that always made me felt at ease were Jono and Katie.  Jono I’d know since university days when we’d met at the campus radio station. Somehow the distinct differences between me liking everything pop and Jono things much heavier had not dissuaded us from become friends, and a friendship was formed on the basis of music, being technical geeks, and have a wickedly dry satirical sense of humour. Well that and our bad haircuts.

Whilst I was still floundering around with life, Jono had been one of those friends of mine who has done the whole ‘grown up’ thing, and married the lovely Katie, a fierce but fair Scot – and pumped out two children [1] in the process.  And the best bit about them, whenever I visited, is that when they said “Make yourself at home”, they really meant it.

[1] When I first started to write this book, they had two children. By the time I’d finished it, they’d had three. It takes at least nine months to write a book, apparently.

Now I’m a guy that likes my space, but I also like to be as tactful as I can.  Meaning that when I’m staying – or even just visiting – at someone’s house, I often ask if I can pitch in, or help out, or maybe just creep around feeling not quite at home.

“Internet is on, Telly’s there, Kettle’s there” said a very direct Katie “And if you’re making tea I’ll have one thanks”, and instantly remembered why I liked them – when I spend some time at their house, they really do make you feel at home and relaxed.  There is no agenda, there is no “You just get on with your own thing”, but then they just spend their time trying to get you to do what they want to do … they  really do let you get on with you own thing, which is brilliant.

And it’s that brilliance that I am convinced to this day, was the whole key to what turned into a very productive few hours after Jono asked a seemingly innocuous question.

We had our respective laptops out, were onto our third tea of the night, ignoring a repeat of something-or-other on BBC and fucking about on Facebook (because let’s face it, no real work is done on Facebook – you just fuck about) when Jono struck up with a question which unbeknown to me then was about to shape my whole summer of 2009.

‘So how’s your road trip planning coming along then?’ he, asked. A simple-matter-of-fact question asked in Jono’s near mono-syllabic tone.  I looked up from photo-tagging a friend of mine.

‘Well there was one this one sort of idea that appealed to me’ I started ‘But it seemed like a lot of work and I just haven’t got around to researching it yet’.

The point is, is that I’d thought about going home since the summer of that year – 2008, and people on both sides of the pond were always asking me if or when I was going back to England. ‘I don’t know!’ became the comment answer ‘But I think I might like to see some of the country before I leave though’ I would often say.

For what I did  know was that when that day came though for me to return to London, that just flying eight hours east back over the Atlantic seemed a bit … well, dull. And that I wanted to do something more interesting.  To coin a phrase that’s been used before – go home the long way round.

Various ideas had come to mind.  First I planned to drive from east coast to west coast and then fly back to England via Hawaii and Japan.  I thought about flying out to the west coast and then just driving back to the east and going back from there. And after chatting about all these ideas to friends and family, someone came up with the idea of tieing it in what I was in some way, micro-famous for.

Between 2004 and 2006 I’d held a World Record.  No, really.  A proper ‘Get your name in the Guinness Book of Records’, World Record that had involved time money and considerable effort to undertake and achieve.   Back in May of 2006 – and at my seventh attempt of asking – myself and a mate had managed to travel around the whole of the London Underground – The Tube – in the fastest time possible.  Eighteen and a half hours to be precise. Or – in fact – Eighteen hours, 35 minutes and 43 seconds to be very precise.

Now I know that you’re thinking ‘What the hell!’ at me on this one, but you need to understand that I wasn’t the first person to do this – and certainly not the last.  In fact, people have been trying to attempt this ever since the early 1960’s … travel to every Tube station on the map in one day, in the shortest time possible.

Now how I got into doing this, and everything that went with it and the failures before leading up to my seventh attempt and ultimate success are a story itself. You know – I could probably write a book on it.  But all you really need to know is that within small circles in London, I became known as the man-on-the-tube that did this.

I was fortunate enough to do it at a time when the TV companies were interested in it, and managed to get myself onto the telly doing it.  I wrote about it a lot on my website which pushed it  into the ‘mainstream’ a little more.  I started up a website forum about it where other people wanting to do it could attempt it. People at work coined me the nickname ‘tubegeek’ and I would regularly get asked for travel tips and advice as I would – indeed – know the fastest way between two points in London. I knew my tube system, I got a kick out of it, and knowing that people had been me down for that.

So when I’d been chatting to a friend of mine – Simon – on email a few months earlier, we’d joked about over the course of a conservational email thread the idea of  various ‘angles’ that I could do, rather than just drive from one coast to another.

‘How about Super-State-Me. You eat a Big Mac in every state of America!’ he wrote one afternoon.

‘Or a music theme thing? One Classic song per state.  Dakota by the Sterephonics .. that sort of thing’, came the next email.

‘I did think of going to every capital of every state’ I’d replied. ‘Capital cities are usual boring though, small town America is much more interesting’ he’d fired back.

‘Although you could go to a Starbucks in every Capital City!’, he wrote back, cleverly picking up on my known lust for the popular coffee giant. ‘Or I could try and have sex with a Starbucks Barista in every Capital City!” I joked back, upping the ante.

But then Simon went quiet .… We’d been bouncing email replies back and forth to each other every two minutes across the Atlantic, like a staggered phone conversation with massive delay, except now two minutes has passed and he wasn’t saying anything. Where had he gone? Was he offended by my brazen approach to women in green aprons?

No. Better than that. He’d been thinking. And typing it out carefully. And so ten minutes, and one cup of tea (on both sides of the pond it later transpired) my laptop gave its ‘bing’ sound, and a line of bold text – a new email – presented itself to me at the top of my screen, and I could see a fresh email from him with the words in the subject line that read : ‘Or you could do this … ‘.

From: Simon
Subject: Or you could do this ...
You, Geoff, once held the Guinness Record for visiting all 275 Underground stations in the fastest time. Doing all 48 states in the shortest time just isn't feasible.

So, underground stations it is. Why don’t you find 48 American locations with the same name as underground stations, and visit them. 
Could take a lot of research, but there must be some "Temples” and "Banks” out there for when things get desperate.

Tube Stations that shared the named of American town? Now that was funny. I remember actually chuckling out loud to myself, and looking round my empty room to see if there was anyone that I could share this crazy idea with. There wasn’t. I hit ‘reply’ instead.

From: Geoff
Tube Stations as American towns!! ha ha, ok... now THAT is quite funny. Don’t make me research it though, or I’ll probably want to do it....

From: Simon

I'm not going to research it either, but I bet it would be easy in New England, and rather harder in the Mid-West.

From: Geoff
I've found a "Temple" already... god help me.   No sign of a Theydon Bois so far though.  Bah.

From: Simon

This ought to sort it... http://www.placenames.com/us/
And I’ve done you a few – no more!

So that's:

Vauxhall: http://www.placenames.com/us/p1931663/
Brixton: http://www.placenames.com/us/p1778077/
And Oval:

http://www.whitehouse.gov/president/oval-office.html
:o) for starters.

From: Geoff
Oh don't. pleeeease, don't. now you've got me started...! literally!
From: Simon

Ok then, pretend I never mentioned it

Too late.

He’d mentioned it. He’d got me thinking. He even gave me a website – placenames.com where I could look up matching names.  I tried it out a few times and discovered that yes – if you typed a word – any word – into it, it would search a database that covered the whole of America that knew of every place name in the country.

e.g. type in the word ‘Banana’ and it tells you that there is a Banana Spring in Arizona, and a Banana Mountain in Colorado and even a Banana Gulch in Idaho – you get the idea.

And he’d given me ‘Victoria’. – A station and a line on the London Underground, but also shared its name with 235 places in America.

I stared at the screen for a few seconds, and then clicked on the link and tried a few tube station names at random.. ‘Barking’, ‘Hampstead’, ‘Golders Green’ find with some success – and not to, place names in America that shared that name.

And then the phone had rung. Or I took a sip on my tea – I can’t remember, but something happened at that point that had distracted me away from researching it anymore, but enough for it to lodge in my head as a kind of ‘Yeah, that’s funny .. Maybe I’ll do that at some point.. we’ll see’, and had thought no more about it.

No more, that is ... until round at Jono’s house right now, with him innocuously asking me ‘So how’s the planning for your road trip going?’ I kind of gave a defeated shrug of the shoulders, and a nonchalant “mmmur” type of answer, and didn’t really feel like expanding.

‘Although’ I said, after a short pause. ‘There was this one idea which was quite cool which I never really researched properly’.

I shuffled over on the sofa to Jono.  Two geeks – side by side with their laptops, and I quit Facebook and fired up placenames.com instead.

I explained to Jono about the site. The website where you can type in any word and it will search a big database that has got the name of any city, town, village (populated or not), river, creek, mountain – you name it, if it has a name, it has it – in America, and before I knew it .. I found that out of nowhere I was getting excited about the idea for the first time in months, and maybe if Jono hadn’t of asked me that evening then nothing would have happened.  Maybe.

So I have to give credit to Simon for coming up with the idea in the first place. And then I have to give Jono credit for inspiring me to do it and not be lazy. Or for perhaps just providing the perfect setting – watching telly, drinking tea, feet up on the sofa, being relaxed and under no pressure to do anything at all.

‘So I type in Am-er-sham’ said Jono slowly speaking the word as he physically typed it on his keyboard, then it should .. Click!
He hit the ‘search’ box, and almost immediately placenames.com came up with one – and the only one place in the USA that shared the name as the last stop on the Metropolitan line – Amersham, Tennessee.

Well that was it, wasn’t it? If anyone was going to do work these out, surely it should be me! Not Jono! But he acted as an inspiration, and immediately and with a certain level of fervour over the next twenty minutes we both tapped away at out respective laptops going through the names of places on the tube stop and seeing if we could find a place in America with a matching name

‘What are you sad boys doing?’ chirped in Katie helpfully, a fresh cup of tea that I hadn’t even had to ask for (always the best kind) suddenly appearing in front of me.

I explained it a slightly shorted way than what I have just written above, and immediately got a look that read “Only you would do that Geoff – I told you, fierce. And yet fair, because it’s true - it probably would be only me that would so that.

By the time I left that evening I think we had just over twenty in the bag – about half of the forty eight. Yes - 48. I know there are fifty states in America, but considering that you can’t drive to Hawaii from the mainland, and that you can get to Alaska via road but it takes three days there and back as you cross half of Canada, I’d decided to ‘just’ do the lower 48 states, the contiguous 48, the mainland 48 states – which I’d typed out into a neat list, and was starting out now on my laptop screen.

As I rode the train back from Guildford where Jono lived to my mum’s in Redhill that night I stared out into the mostly dark – yet just about visible in the moonlight – Surrey countryside. Trees and hedges and hills and little communities lit up by a post office and a pub and a telephone box. I let my mind wander and I closed my eyes and I tried to imagine what it would be like to travel though the plains of Idaho, or the countryside of Kansas and what their trees and hills and rolling landscape would look like.  I blinked my eyes open, the glare of the laptop screen shining into my face, and an old man sitting across the aisle from me looking at me grumpily wondering what I’d been daydreaming out, and I looked at the list of names and thought Well that was fun, but … Really?  Really, could I do this?’ and at that moment decided that – yes. I think I probably could.

I got back last to my mum’s that night on the last train, and stayed up another hour trying to find a few more, before tiredness eventually got to me. The next day – I pretty much ignored my poor old mum as I tapped, tapped, tapped away on the laptop to find some more. At one point she even went out for a few hours, and came back to find that I hadn’t moved from my screen and her internet connection as I researched it all the way through.

Now … I know it sounds easy, because you’re thinking ‘Well how hard can that be Geoff to find a whole bunch of matching names’.  But it was bloody hard.  Oh yes, up in New England – the North East corner of the ‘states where practically every town has the same name as a place in England because the Pilgrims just re-used all the names, there were same-name places a plenty.   But out in the desert of New Mexico?  The plains if Montana and Idaho? That was slightly more challenging.  

But by the end of the day after, I had it complete.  I’d been through several revisions, changed a few towns along the way for a shorter route – or a place that just looked more interesting, and drawn up a rough route in Google Maps. I’d worked out how long it was going to take, and I started to wonder about what dates I would like to do it.  By the end of the third day, I had a complete schedule, - eight pages long – I sat back, drew and exhaled a deep breath and looked at it on screen.   I was going to do this, I was actually going to do this.  It was the end of December now, and I would leave in the middle of June.

I had five and a half months to prepare. 

