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Simon Reeve has travelled to more than 120 countries, making 
multiple award-winning TV series for the BBC, including 

Mediterranean, Caribbean, Indian Ocean, Tropic of Cancer, Sacred 
Rivers, Greece, Tropic of Capricorn and Equator.

Simon has received a One World Broadcasting Trust Award for 
‘an outstanding contribution to greater world understanding’, 

the Special Contribution Award at the Travel Media Awards, and 
the prestigious Ness Award from the Royal Geographical 
Society. He is also the New York Times bestselling author of 

several books.
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Acclaim for Step by Step

A Sunday Times Bestseller

‘Simon Reeve’s own journey from troubled teenager to TV star has 
been every bit as turbulent as his on-screen adventures . . . compel-
ling. Fantastic.’ – Mail on Sunday

‘What a book. What a story. I had no idea. A cracking, riveting read. 
It’s amazing . . . fascinating . . . It’s a gripping tale from start to 
fi nish. I couldn’t put it down, literally couldn’t put it down . . . it’s 
so diverse, it’s beautifully written. It’s a real page-turner . . . The 
best autobiography of anyone under 50 I’ve ever read.’ – Chris Evans

‘Shocking.’ – Mirror

‘My goodness, it is brilliant. Searingly honest, warm, bursting with 
humanity. Such brave and inspiring writing.’ – Kate Humble

‘Gripping . . . plenty of thrills . . . weaves autobiography and 
traveller’s tales, covers three decades and reveals how Reeve 
changed his life, step by step. Reeve is a most likeable travelling 
companion, and the joy of the open road radiates from these pages.’ 
– Times Literary Supplement

‘Cracking stories from his travels.’ – Alastair Humphreys, Explorer 
and National Geographic Adventurer of the Year

‘Astounding, intimate, gripping . . . More adventures than 
most of us would experience in several lifetimes. Reeve’s appetite 
for adventure is palpable. And this vivid account of his fascinat-
ing, often hair-raising crusades feels more like an enthralling 
exchange over coffee with a friend than a formal autobiography.’ 
– Compass Magazine

‘Genuinely interesting stories . . . remarkable.’ – London Evening 
Standard

‘Fascinating . . . a very honest account of the world as he has 
seen it, from Acton to the ends of the Earth.’ – Geographical
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CHAPTER TWO

Mystery Tours

I grew up in Acton, West London, the hinterland between the 
inner city and the suburbs. We lived in a far corner of the other-
wise leafy borough of Ealing, but on the edge of gritty Shepherd’s 
Bush and White City. With my younger brother James, I had a 
childhood that was small and simple in a modest three-bedroom 
semi, which our mum and dad bought through years of 
grafting.

My father Alan was a strong, competitive man who grew up 
in rural Norfolk as an only child. A champion tennis player in 
his twenties, he lost a crucial match that would have put him 
into the Wimbledon championships, and still played tennis hard 
for the rest of his life. He was young when his father died and 
his mother had raised him on her own. It can’t have been easy, 
but he struggled and studied, and eventually made it to college, 
trained and became a maths teacher at a tough comprehensive 
school in North-West London. Dad was one of the last teachers 
to qualify without a degree, a huge achievement. But the lack of 
a university education held him back, which riled him as years 
ticked by and he was passed over for promotions. Dad never 
earned vast sums, but he was careful with money and took on 
private students to supplement his income and pay for our home, 
the only one I ever knew. My mum Cindy still lives there. She 
survived a similar start in life to my dad. Her father died when 
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she was young, just nine years old, and she was brought up in a 
single-parent household by my Grandma Lucy. Mum studied 
domestic science and then worked in restaurants, kitchens and 
sold sausages in a supermarket around the time she met my dad. 
It wasn’t the most glamorous of starts, but they look blissfully 
happy in their wedding photos.

I was born in 1972, and my earliest memory is pain. Extreme 
pain. At four years old I was sick for a few days and the GP said 
I had sinusitis. Mum was not convinced. When my condition 
took a turn for the worse she called the hospital and was put 
through to a sympathetic specialist.

‘That doesn’t sound like sinusitis,’ said the doctor. ‘That sounds 
like a serious case of meningitis. Put the phone down, call an 
ambulance and get him here right now.’

It took a doctor, two nurses and my mum to hold down my 
wriggling, screaming little body while I was given a lumbar 
puncture to diagnose and confi rm meningitis. It is an excruciat-
ing procedure where fl uid is extracted through a large needle 
shoved up your spine. Deep within me I still sense the pain and 
shudder and squirm at the memory. The deadly meningitis was 
easy compared to the puncture, and after a few weeks I recov-
ered from that only to have tonsillitis. My tonsils were whipped 
out quickly, just in time for me to contract pneumonia, and I 
nearly died all over again. It hadn’t been spotted by the doctors. 
I’m only here today because Mum knew something was wrong 
and wouldn’t take no for an answer. I ticked through a few of 
my nine lives as a tot. I hate to think how many I have left now 
after years of adventures.

Ours was a small family. Both my parents were only children. 
James and I had no fi rst cousins, no uncles, no aunts and no 
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grandfathers. When I was fi ve my dad’s mother Delsie died. But 
my Grandma Lucy was a rock of love through my early life with 
a cosy home nearby in West London that was a loving refuge. 
Gran was large, cuddly and always ready with a hug and some 
home-made cakes, especially when life was challenging or things 
were diffi  cult for James and me at home.

I don’t come from a connected family. I didn’t grow up in 
wealthy Westminster or Chelsea. I didn’t go to private school or 
Oxbridge, and I wasn’t commissioned in the forces. Nobody in 
my immediate family has ever gone to university. Go back just a 
couple of generations on my dad’s side and they were fi sh-
hawkers traipsing door to door. One generation further and 
they were child labourers with no education at all.

Some of my earliest adventures were when my grandma, who 
for years wore a caliper on her leg due to childhood polio, and 
always found walking a struggle, would take James and me on 
magical mystery tours in her adapted car. My gran inspired me 
when I was a child and her memory remains with me and guides 
me as an adult. James and I would sit on booster seats and direct 
her left or right down one street after another. It was completely 
thrilling, exploring exotic areas like Hounslow, or Park Royal 
Trading Estate. Gran loved the freedom to drive, and for me, 
directing a car at the age of six was a real power. I can still 
remember the sense of excitement as we peered out of the 
window and discovered the McVitie’s biscuit factory from the 
back of Gran’s converted Ford Escort. I don’t think I’ve ever 
quite lost that thrill of discovery, of seeing what lies over the hill, 
or round the next corner. I have my gran to thank.

My second favourite treat as a kid was our monthly family 
meal out. All dressed up in Sunday best, we’d go to our local 
church, then drive to a huge Makro cash and carry, stack the 
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boot of the car with wholesale quantities of potatoes, baked 
beans and toilet roll, then troop to the Makro canteen where 
plates of chewy beef and two veg had been waiting, possibly for 
a while, behind Perspex pull-up windows. Sunday was bulk-buy 
day for the small-store and corner-shop owners in West London, 
and we must have looked ridiculously out of place, but it was 
what we could aff ord, and the lemon meringue pie was deli-
cious. A proper Harvester restaurant or Berni Inn was reserved 
for really special occasions.

My early horizons were local. I had a parochial view of life on 
the periphery of the most exciting city in the world. I went to 
the school near the bottom of our road at fi rst and then a couple 
that were just a bus ride away. Holidays took me a little further. 
Year after year we went to Studland Bay in Dorset, where the 
waters of the English Channel lap a sandy shore that drifts for 
mile after mile. It was almost a pilgrimage. Dad had seen an ad 
in a magazine for a house rental near Studland in the small 
market town of Wareham. The owner was off ering it ludicrously 
cheaply. He only advertised once, and he never raised the price, 
so we just went back again and again. Every day was the same: 
we would make a packed lunch, climb into our old Volvo and 
race down roads packed with holidaymakers. Dad loved over-
taking. Once he managed to zip past eight cars in one go on a 
long straight. That was his record. What was he thinking? No 
wonder the engine blew up. We’d get to the beach and put up 
our deckchairs in the same place on the beach, every day, every 
year, as if it was our patch of sand. James and I spent hours 
exploring every inch of the dunes, and we were in the sea so 
long our skin was as wrinkled as wizened old men. At the time 
it was idyllic. Studland was a gorgeous bit of coast, and we went 
crabbing, swimming, climbing and digging. It was the 1970s. 
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People didn’t travel abroad the way they do now. We went across 
the Channel once when I was a child – on a camping holiday to 
France, Switzerland and Italy. I didn’t get on a plane until I 
started working.

My parents had travelled a little further before they had us 
kids. They went on a cruise on the Med, and Dad took a party 
of children from his school skiing in the Alps in the late 1960s. 
Taking state school kids from a poor area of London abroad, let 
alone to the slopes, was almost unheard of at the time, but Dad 
was stubborn and determined to make it happen. A fi rst-timer 
himself, he spent an age lecturing them on the dangers of skiing 
and how they needed to take it slowly and carefully. He was on 
the slopes for less than twenty minutes before he fell badly and 
snapped his leg in two places. The break was so bad he needed a 
thick metal pin almost a foot long inside his leg to hold it 
together. We still have it in a drawer in the house in Acton. After 
it was taken out of his leg Dad used the pin to stir the sweet 
home-made fruit wine he would make every year from cheap 
powdered kits you could buy in Boots the chemist. Huge old 
pots steamed on our cooker, then glass demijohns full of Chateau 
Reeve sat on top of the kitchen cupboards, popping as they 
fermented. Bottling and labelling the wine was a ritual, creating 
cheap and cheerful presents for Christmas. Dad swore his metal 
rod gave the wine an extra kick.

If there was anything specifi c that really helped to inspire my 
adult love of discovery and my interest in the wider world and 
our billions of stories, it was our local church when I was a small 
child. We weren’t a particularly religious family, and I don’t go to 
church now, but there’s no doubt the exposure I had to life at 
Acton Hill Methodist Church shaped me. But initially it was 
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just a playground. As a tot I was fascinated by a steep cast-iron 
spiral staircase that led up to the organ loft. Every Sunday I 
would scale and play on the steps until I fi nally plucked up the 
courage to swing down on one of the support poles. Nobody 
stopped me, nobody worried, it was completely fi ne for kids to 
have the run of the place, because it was a community centre 
and extended family.

By the time I was fi ve Mum says I was a thoughtful lad who 
would take a knife and chop individual Smarties into four pieces 
to share among my family, which perhaps suggests my parents 
had a lax approach to knife safety and I didn’t have enough 
sweets.

From the age of six or seven I was an inquisitive little soul 
asking tricky questions about the biblical books we were given 
in Sunday school. My parents passed me on to the minister, an 
enlightened man who told me he didn’t have all the answers and 
that it was OK to ask questions. There was never any sense of 
submit and obey. The church gave me the confi dence to query. 
So when religion told me that anything was possible if your 
faith was pure and absolute, that if you believed something 
fervently enough it could happen, I decided to put it to the test.

On our next holiday at Studland I stood by the sea screwing 
up every ounce of belief I could muster, telling myself that if I 
believed hard enough I would be able to walk on water. I took 
it seriously. Eyes closed fast, I lifted a foot and let it dangle above 
the lapping waves before trying to take a step. I told myself I 
could do this. I could walk on water.

I stood there for an hour. Sadly gravity was against me. It was 
shattering. No matter what I’d been told, belief was not enough 
and never would be. It was a mad thing for a seven-year-old boy 
to do, but that was the day I lost my faith and it has never 

9781473689107 Step By Step (121j) final pass.indd   249781473689107 Step By Step (121j) final pass.indd   24 02/08/2018   14:44:2602/08/2018   14:44:26



mystery tours

25

returned. It was important, a moment when my sense of child-
hood wonder cracked. I couldn’t walk on water, so I never really 
listened when people at church talked of faith. But I had never 
really been interested in the service anyway. It was the playtime, 
friends and stories from the congregation that I loved.

Compassionate and constructive, the church was more like a 
gathering of UN volunteers than a congregation. Acton was 
almost ludicrously diverse, and the church doors were open to 
all. Dozens of countries were represented and national day, when 
the congregation wore national costumes and clothing, was as 
colourful as a carnival.

When I was young Mum and Dad would regularly invite 
lone visitors to the church over for Sunday lunch, so we had a 
procession of people sharing their stories. George, a research 
scientist from Ghana, stood out. He was studying the best 
vegetables for growing in sub-Saharan Africa and was champi-
oning the sweet potato as the best option for reducing poverty 
and hunger. I remember him holding a gnarled old chunk up 
to the light as if it was sacred and talking about the desperate 
suff ering he’d seen travelling in West Africa. He had me spell-
bound. Sweet potato became a staple in family meals for years 
after.

Our house was never full of friends. By the time I was in my 
teens I was at war with my father and most people stayed away. 
But when I was still a child other teachers from Dad’s school 
would visit. There was Uncle Ian my godfather, Uncle Eddie the 
art teacher, a wild-haired Aussie with a glint in his eye who 
would tell James and me tales of his travels in the outback, and 
Uncle Angelo from Sri Lanka, a bull of a man. He told us about 
tensions, uprisings, and what the Brits had done to his country. 
He brought tales to our table I had never heard before.
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There were also talks in the church that somehow my parents 
persuaded me to sit through. In one a couple of white aid work-
ers and their young son came to visit and described the wonderful 
colour blindness of children. Their son was blond-haired and 
blue-eyed and he had been educated in an African school where 
every other child was black. His mother described to us how 
one day when he was roughly fi ve years old he told her they had 
a new teacher.

‘Mum,’ he’d said. ‘I was just sitting there when the new 
teacher came in and none of us had seen him before. He looked 
straight at me and said, “You must be Peter.” Well, how did he 
know my name? Nobody told him. How did he know I was 
Peter?’

Of course, Peter had been the only white face in the class. I 
was nine when I heard the story. Even at that age I could see 
how funny this was but also how profound. I was growing up 
among every creed and colour and hearing horror stories about 
racism and discrimination. The wonder and the beauty that skin 
colour never occurred to younger Peter struck a huge chord. I 
see it now in my own son Jake, who will mention what people 
are wearing to identify them rather than their skin colour. We’re 
not born racist. As kids we’re all just human.

Other talks and sermons at the church focused on natural 
disasters, war or suff ering. Much of the world was represented in 
the congregation, and whenever something awful happened 
elsewhere there was usually someone with a personal connec-
tion to the issue or area. Speeches were given. Tears fl owed. 
Money was raised. Then every year we’d have a dedicated week 
of fund-raising where my family of four would stuff  charity 
envelopes through doors in streets near our home for a specifi c 
campaign. James and I would work each side of a street, ducking 
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in and out of gates and crawling through hedges in a race with 
the other. The envelopes came with mini leafl ets that I’d read 
and studied. They gave me an understanding and appreciation of 
my own good fortune. I was raised to be mindful and I’m grate-
ful for it. No doubt it sounds worthy, even cheesy, but even at a 
young age, before I was ten years old, the church, the congrega-
tion and fund-raising helped me to realise there was a huge, 
extraordinary world out there often haunted by an immense 
amount of suff ering.

My mother says I was eight when I told her about global 
warming. I doubt I could have grasped that concept at such a 
young age, let alone described it. It’s more likely I was telling her 
about the hole in the ozone layer. TV programmes and teachers 
were talking about the issue by the very early 1980s. Whatever 
the issue, Mum says what struck her most wasn’t the fact I knew 
about it, but that I cared about the consequences. I’ve tried to 
keep that sense of concern and empathy and not allow the world 
and its endless horrors and cynicism to strip it away.

I can’t claim to have many skills, but when it comes to enga-
ging with people I hope I’m able to empathise without being 
patronising. When someone tells me their story I really feel what 
they’re going through and can work myself into a complete state 
internally. I feel it viscerally, deeply. I don’t know if that empathy 
was born of talks in church or wiring from birth, but it was 
certainly shaped at a young age, and then fed further by hurdles 
and challenges later in life. I never want to lose it. That early 
awareness helped to teach me a person’s plight or circumstances 
at any one time should never serve to entirely defi ne them.

By the time I was ten I told my mum I wanted my life to 
mean something. That I wanted to count. But we were an ordi-
nary, hard-working family and I grew up with no idea of what 
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I would do with my life and no real horizon beyond my corner 
of Acton. My main ambition was to be a van driver. Then I 
thought about being a policeman. I was getting serious. Maybe 
a bit too serious. But then I was given a BMX as a birthday 
present and I became a little tearaway.
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