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While walking has 
spawned much 
literature, cycling’s 
literary offerings 
appear few. Here 
Saskia Beudel adds 
her contemplation of 
cycling, writing and 
urban landscapes

Cycling a landscape, like writing it, is 
essentially a contemplative act. 

 — Liam Davison

L
ast summer, when visiting Melbourne,  
I rode along the bay on a new road bike.

Two of us were riding together. 
We slowed for a set of red lights. A 
group of six cyclists halted ahead 

of us. The lights changed and the six began to 
pull off. ‘Riders,’ someone yelled in a hoarse 
clipped voice as a much faster bunch overtook. 
There was the sound of tyres and freewheel-
ing, the brush of air as they passed. And in that 
moment of contagious adrenalin I accelerated 
to join the group ahead of us. We took off down  
St Kilda Road following the line of Port Phillip Bay 
eastward, travelled 17 kilometres and then the two 
of us peeled off at Mordialloc. We rested our bikes 
against wind-shaped trees alongside the boat-
lined creek which empties into the bay, swigged at 
water, ate a handful of nuts, my hands trembling 
from exertion.
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I have always preferred, when 
possible, the autonomy of 
the bike to the strictures of 
commuting by car. There’s 
the freedom to move, to 
dodge and adapt, to select 
routes according to season, 
time of day, wind direction 
and temperature.
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I have ridden bikes as a commuter for many years, 
since travelling to and from school during adolescence 
on a second-hand girls’ bike, a Malvern Star, which I 
hand-painted sky-blue from little pots of sticky enamel. 
In my late twenties and through into my thirties I com-
muted regularly from St Kilda to Carlton. I bought my 
first brand-new bike during this period, a hybrid bike, 
which was promptly stolen, and at the time seemed 
high-tech but I now realise was heavy and cumber-
some. Once I’d replaced the bike, I was encouraged in 
my regular crossing of the CBD in no small part by the 
closure of Swanston Street to traffic during the 1990s. 
Still, the journey had its perils – you had to negotiate 
the rest of the city first, St Kilda Road during peak hour, 
or swinging up from South Melbourne past the National 
Gallery of Victoria. And even though Swanston Street 
itself was closed to traffic, during the early years – before 
central Melbourne’s more comprehensive transforma-
tion with its contributions from Danish urban designer 
Jan Gehl – there were still the furrows of tram-tracks to 
negotiate, commuters mounting and dismounting across 
the thoroughfare, delivery vans and other commercial 
traffic with deadlines to meet, pulling in and out from 
the curbs. The demarcations between these different 
users and uses are much clearer now.

I would perch among other cyclists next to the 
Flinders Street Station clocks each morning about to 
make the short descent into the mouth of Swanston 
Street; then at the other end, near the City Baths, bikes 
spilled back out onto the road systems again. These 
interstices between bike friendly and traffic-dominated 
roadways were nowhere as intense, though, as some-
where like Sydney’s King Street with its short swathe 
of state-of-the-art bike lane leading up from Pyrmont 
Bridge with a special little curb separating it from the 
traffic, and designated green surfaces until you are 
abruptly deposited into a narrow neck of city traffic 
with nowhere to go. You’re fined by police if you trans-
fer onto the pavement, and feel you have no legitimate 
presence among the cars whose sides press close as they 
pass. From an everyday cyclist’s point of view, this poorly 
managed and dangerous transition point is a symbol of 
Sydney’s radically ambivalent relationship to fostering 
ways of moving through the city that do not depend 
on cars. Caught between state and local government, 
central Sydney’s pace of change has been ‘very, very slow’ 
said Jan Gehl after being commissioned to create a blue-
print to turn Sydney’s central thoroughfares into more 
people-friendly and less car-dominated public space.

After years of cycling in Melbourne, I tried com-
muting by bike briefly in the Blue Mountains but was 
beaten back by the Great Western Highway with its 
narrow or non-existent shoulders; moved across onto 
fire trails and picked up a second-hand mountain bike as 
an experiment but their routes were not direct enough. I 
managed to commute a bit, though, between Blackheath 
and Katoomba. Since then, I’ve been a regular cyclist 
in Sydney and Canberra. I have always preferred, when 

possible, the autonomy of the bike to the strictures of 
commuting by car. There’s the freedom to move, to 
dodge and adapt, to select routes according to season, 
time of day, wind direction and temperature. In one 
of the few essays I’ve found on connections between 
cycling, landscape, writing and contemplation, the late 
novelist and seasoned competitive cyclist Liam Davison 
wrote: ‘Landscape is scenery from a car. You look at it. 
Riding through it, you feel its contours in your muscles 
and lungs. You smell it like the living thing it is’. Davi-
son’s essay Map for a Vanished Landscape is a tribute to 
the water-filled tidal flats and rural landscapes of South 
Gippsland that drew him so powerfully and which form 
a recurrent motif in his work. But his observation applies 
equally to urban environments.

In summer heat, when cycling the city, you can choose 
ways with passages of shade where, if you’re lucky, 
canopies of trees meet overhead at least for a stretch, 
or buildings lend their slant of shadow. In the evening 
as the day cools, you cycle through pools of varying 
temperature, places where built structures, concrete 
and bitumen harbour heat, others where cool breezes 
stir above patches of vegetation or water, or hover in the 
mouth of an underground carpark. You can run a line 
through different socio-economic neighbourhoods, and 
integrate the intensity of riding in traffic with interludes 
of back-routes, edges of parks, side streets, and quiet 
stretches of urban dereliction, and you come to know a 
city intimately through the passages you carve through 
it. It’s a good way to lay and hold a city in memory.
Despite these years of bike commuting, though, I had 
never cycled in a group or taken up road riding – this is 
a different realm of cycling, a different realm of intent. 
So to be swept up in the wake of a bunch of cyclists that 
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Melbourne summer morning was something new. There 
was an immediate and unexpected pleasure – the joy of 
suddenly becoming part of a group moving fast through 
space. Part of your brain switches off and you become 
sets of instincts: listening for the sound of cars or other 
bikes approaching from behind; watching the series of 
cyclists’ movements ahead of you, their coded hand ges-
tures, or absorbing their brief shouted communications; 
the swift unravelling of a route as it encounters objects 
– parked cars, irregularities in the road’s surface, unex-
pected pedestrian or car activity or slower riders ahead.

I couldn’t help thinking that day of flocks and schools 
– the idea of many individuals become one larger organ-
ism through shared and integrated movements. The mur-
murations of starlings; a school of fish I once watched 
from the end of a pier in Roebuck Bay in Broome, which 
turned as one body, their sides turning silver, then matt, 
together resembling a single large fish, iconic in its 
outline; a flock of magpie geese in flight overhead on the 
floodplains beneath the Arnhem Land plateau; or lazy 
groups of four or five pelicans you see occasionally in 
transit above edges of the bay in Melbourne. The leader 
flaps then stops, the next in line flaps then stops, and so 
on down the line as if the group is sharing wing beats 
between them, then the leader flaps again. Some research 
by biologists on so-called pack activity – including 
humans clapping in an audience, as well as the birds and 
fishes – suggests that there is no leader as such. Instead, 
individuals respond to small groups of around seven 
others in closest proximity, so that ‘cells’ communicate to 
cells, making up the larger coherent group. Whether this 
be the case or not, the sense of becoming one element in 
a larger unit was immediately seductive, the parts func-
tioning in unison, but also constantly improvising (riders 

continually reposition themselves in the group as they 
ride, taking turns at the front to do the harder work).

After that first group ride I began a kind of informal 
training to build strength, speed and endurance. I sched-
uled a ride with my mother’s neighbour, a long-term 
committed cyclist who rides, among other events, the 
Otway Classic and the Peaks Challenge in the Victorian 
Alps, a 235-kilometre route with three major climbs to 
Tawonga Gap, Mt Hotham and Falls Creek. The night 
before we met I left the bedroom windows open, a 
strong wind surging through trees down the street, sash 
windows rattling in their wooden frames. ‘An east wind 
blows all night,’ my mother said before bed, quoting her 
father who was a sailor. This easterly had been blowing 
for a few days already.

We met early and threaded through suburban streets, 
then hit the bay and faced into the easterly, which, true 
to its reputation, blew unabated. It’s not such a common 
wind in Melbourne, compared to the southerly or 
south-westerly that comes in regularly across the water 
and which I knew well from my commuting days, a 
physical force to be reckoned with. I had no energy. My 
daughter had been ill during the night so I hadn’t slept 
well. I’d been focusing on lifting my average speed but 
on this morning couldn’t get up there even though I was 
working hard. As we rode, Barry told me how some years 
ago he’d had his pedalling technique tested on a machine 
in a bike store run by a former professional cyclist, and 
he’d learned then to form circles of even pressure as you 
pedal. People tend to push hard into one part of the circle, 
or they favour one leg, he explained. And so I began that 
day to play with the image of forming perfect circles with 
the pedals, the bike gaining its own momentum, almost 
as if propelling itself.
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We also talked a lot about hills. I’d reached the point 
where I could get momentum and pace along flat terrain 
but quickly lost speed uphill. So I was keen to pick up 
any hints. Barry revealed a technique that had been 
passed on to him by another cyclist as they’d been doing 
hill climbs: the counterintuitive approach of dropping 
into a harder gear to push uphill rather than the more 
usual spinning up in a low gear. ‘The best way to improve 
your hills is to do hills,’ Barry said that day, a refrain that 
often returned to me. There’s no shortcut; nor is there 
one technique that conveniently translates into another. 
There’s only the repetition of that particular act until 
strength starts to build.

On the way home, along the Sandringham flats, as 
Barry dubbed them, things clicked and we found some 
speed. ‘We were travelling at 40 kilometres,’ Barry said 
when we pulled up at a set of lights. I knew this stretch 
of bay well. Boys from school used to surf a little point 
break that occasionally formed off a bluestone groin 
just to our left when onshore gales built wind-chopped 
waves in the bay. Ahead was the stretch of sand where 
we sunbaked as 15-year-olds in string bikinis; the cop 
who once lived in a small bedsit behind the yellow-brick 
life-saving club and dated one of my school friends, an 
under-age girlfriend; getting into the local pub with fake 
ID; the alcohol and drugs and drug-dealing of suburbia.

I’ve known this place long enough, too, to see changes 
among suburban birds and insects. Whether through 
climate change and predicted shifting of climatic and 
therefore habitat boundaries, or through other oppor-
tunities or pressures, pied currawongs (Strepera grac-
ulina) have arrived in these Melbourne suburbs where 
before no currawongs existed; the koel with its looping 
repetitive call, which I first heard in Delhi in India, has 
also made a recent appearance migrating further and 
further southward along the eastern seaboard during 
summer. Small birds common during my childhood 
have gone: silvereyes (Zosterops lateralis), the white-
plumed honeyeater, which Melbournites call a ‘greenie’ 
(Lichenostomus penicillatus), and even the common 

sparrow, along with the more occasional New Holland 
honeyeaters (Phylidonyris novaehollandiae), and there 
are fewer willy-wagtails with their liquid-clear calls – 
many of the nature strips around here were once their 
territory. (Similarly, George Seddon in Landprints 
noted the disappearance of small birds from suburban 
gardens in Perth.) Flocks of corellas now roost among 
the fronds of a local old palm tree where before there 
were no corellas; noisy mynahs have become dominant; 
top-knot pigeons a common sight. My mother, who has 
watched over her garden, this one piece of earth, for over 
50 years, and who has spent most of her lifetime in this 
one suburb, told me that recently in her neighbourhood 
cicadas have stopped singing. ‘Cicadas have gone from 
here,’ my mother said.

One summer just before Christmas, when I was 
a child, I kept a cicada overnight in a shoebox on my 
windowsill, and lay in bed listening to the occasional 
dry rustle of its wings. By morning it had climbed the 
curtain. It was one of the large bright-green cicadas 
(Cyclochila australasiae) typical of this area. As for many 
Australians, the shrill walls of cicada sound wavering on 
and off with the heat seem synonymous with summer; 
so too are the empty shells left clinging to tree bark 
after the cicadas emerge from years spent burrowed 
underground, feeding on roots. Possibly, my mother 
speculated, the cicadas have gone because so much soil in  
her suburb is now covered with huge houses built right 
to their fencelines. The gardens that are the cicadas’ 
urban habitat have been flattened, along with the more 
modest houses.

Artist-architect Maya Lin, renowned designer of the 
Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington DC, is cur-
rently at work on what she calls ‘her final memorial’ – a 
multi-sited work made up of science-based sound and 
media sculptures called What is Missing? It focuses on 
‘bringing awareness to the current crisis surrounding 
biodiversity and habitat loss’, which increasing numbers 
of scientists refer to as the earth’s sixth great extinc-



During this period, while my body adjusted to new levels of 
exertion and routine, I experienced an irresistible fatigue by 
evening, body falling into a deep well of sleep.
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tion event. As with her earlier work, What is Missing? 
is as much anti-memorial as memorial – it challenges 
the notion of the memorial as a ‘singular, static object’. 
Among other things, the website component of the work 
invites the kinds of small, locally observed stories of loss 
and change I’ve outlined here. Anybody can contribute 
to a worldwide bank of recollections of lost or disap-
pearing species to create a global memory map of local 
places, the life they support, and transformations they 
have undergone.

While What is Missing? takes extinction seriously, it 
also invites contemplation of more ephemeral and less 
absolute forms of loss:

The scale of species; the abundance of species; the 
longevity of species; the ability of animals to migrate 
freely; the sounds of once common songbirds in our 
backyards; the ability of animals to hear and see under-
water; the oxygen in the water; rivers flowing freely 
to the sea; the earth itself; clean water; clean air; the 
visibility of the stars at night; the memory of what this 
planet used to be.

Here, via Lin’s work, personal memory and first-hand 
accounts are given as much weight and register as his-
torical records and scientific data in an inclusive form 
of memorialisation that encourages the ‘memorial’ – so 
often otherwise cast in metal or stone – to exist in multi-
ple forms and places at once. It can be hard to know what 
to do with a small story. One contributor, for example, 
recalls digging for pipis on an east coast beach where 
pipis no longer dwell. Here this small observation simul-
taneously remains at the scale of personal reflection and 
recollection, while also bound within and contributing 
to a larger act of collective remembrance via differ-
ent kinds of knowledge-generating systems (science, 
archive, narrative) that far exceed any one story. The 
one is not diminished or emphasised at the expense of 
the other.

After our ride, Barry and I had a quick coffee at a cafe 
next to the railway line. A sweet moment, leaning my 
bike against the brick wall of the railway station; a breeze 
blew up, soft and salty and smelling of fresh mussels.

I carried Barry’s techniques – pedalling in even 
circles, pushing uphill – home with me to Canberra and 
continued my ‘training’. Three rides a week on top of the 

usual commuting, two of those on early mornings. Not 
much in the scheme of things, but a way to build.

Around Lake Burley Griffin, during these weeks, a sedge 
at the water’s edge came into purple flower; at sunrise 
there was the smell of inland freshwater, a muddy tang 
that leaves a mineral taste at the back of your teeth; the 
taste of sediment, runoff, agricultural toxins, mud at 
the bottom of waterways and man-made lakes; sludge.  
One morning I did a steep climb up Dairy Hill and paused 
at the top, breath and pulse racing, to get the view across 
to the Brindabella Ranges edged in soft light. Another 
cyclist was doing the same circuit at the same time.  
He finished the descent, then started again, doing 
repeats. Near the airport, kapok trees were seeding and 
the ground was covered in drifts of white fluff. Next to 
a stand of poplars along an obsolete stretch of roadway 
closed off to cars, an old woman picked blackberries 
from one face of a blackberry thicket at least ten metres 
long. The idea of pushing into hills began to pay off. 
During this period, while my body adjusted to new 
levels of exertion and routine, I experienced an irre-
sistible fatigue by evening, body falling into a deep well  
of sleep.

Six weeks after the Melbourne bay rides, I decided to 
undertake my first 80-kilometre ride. It would be in 
Sydney with a friend who’s a member of the Dulwich 
Hill Bicycle Club. We would ride from Dulwich Hill to 
Waterfall beyond the turnoff to the Royal National Park. 
I drove up from Canberra the night before. We set our 
alarms for 5.40 am. The night was hot and humid. I lay 
under a ceiling fan. Through the open window came the 
scent of frangipani. A bat screeched and flapped in a 
neighbouring yard. I woke around 3 am to a thunder- 
storm, wondering whether the morning would be 
cancelled. I was apprehensive, unsure whether I was 
ready for a ride this length. The sound of thunder rolled 
through my half-sleep until the alarm went off. In the 
kitchen there was talk about whether we’d still go in the 
rain. Donna was concerned about the road conditions, 
not so much for herself as for her bike. ‘It’ll be mucky,’ 
she said. She checked her phone for cancellation mes-
sages. Nothing.

We arrived in a deserted little mall in Marrickville 
where a small group was assembled. Numbers were 
down because of the weather. The Dulwich Hill Bicycle 
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Club was established in 1908 and is one of the oldest 
continuously running cycle clubs in Australia. It has its 
own jersey in red, white and black, and everyone except 
me was wearing one. Doug, the president, broke the day’s 
group in two: the ‘25-ers’ and the ‘middies’. The 25-ers 
average 25 kilometres an hour over the ride, and they’re 
a ‘no drop’ group – if someone falls off the group due 
to fatigue, puncture, mechanical problems, the others 
will wait for them and the bunch will stick together. The 
middies are much faster – on this day a group of young 
men in their twenties and early thirties, including one of 
Donna’s sons who had recently returned from training 
in Italy, all of them fit, fast, committed.

‘We need to be very careful out there today,’ Doug 
said before the groups split. ‘There hasn’t been much 
rain lately so the roads will not only be wet, they will 
also be greasy. And we need to be very clear about lane 
changes. This is important. There’s still a lot of road rage 
out there.’ He conveyed cycling as something maverick, 
containing real danger. Later, on the return ride, he men-
tioned cyclists he’d known who were killed or injured 
on the roads – tales saved until we were almost home.

The middies left. Doug checked whether I was 
insured. And we took off, a small bunch of four: Doug 
and a young lawyer almost ready to move into the 
middies group but not willing to make the transition on 
a wet day, Donna and myself. I’d already made it clear 
that this was my first ride of this length and that I was 
a novice at cycling in a bunch. We positioned ourselves 
into two pairs with a bike’s length between the two. 
Donna said that we should try to keep our handlebars 
level, and we set off down Marrickville Road, clear and 
quiet at this hour.

At first my apprehension stayed with me. Not because 
of the weather. I’d much prefer a subdued, overcast or 
wet day to riding in full sun, heat, and, in the case of 
Sydney, humidity. As we set off I was glad of the light 
drizzle now falling, and the spray flicking up off the 
streets onto our legs and faces. The question was more 
about endurance. Over the past few weeks I had been 
riding faster than a 25-kilometre average, but would I 
be able to keep up over the distance, work within a more 
experienced group? Doug, though, quickly and reassur-
ingly went into training mode: when you’re in the lead 
you call each hole or potentially dangerous irregularity 
in the road ahead, he explained. These could be anything 
from manholes lying above or below the road’s surface, 
potholes, cracks, objects lying on the road. A low 
shaking hand means all sorts of rough, messy surfaces 
on the road, too complex to sum up in the simple yells 
of ‘hole’, ‘hole to the left’, ‘hole to the right’, ‘debris’, ‘glass’. 
I began to pick up more hand signals: put your left hand 
behind your back and point to the right if there’s a car 
parked on your left and you need to move away from the 
gutter; hold hand above head and twirl index finger to 
show there’s a change of leaders about to take place, then 
the person at the back has to call ‘clear’ before the leaders 
can make their shift and drop back. An arm stretched 

downward, palm facing backward, shows you’re slowing.
At first I was not even sure where we were, because 

of the degree of concentration as we pulled up at sets 
of lights, turned from centre lanes in among traffic 
using all these new codes, or negotiated the surprisingly 
complex and vividly detailed world of a road’s surface. 
Then I began to recognise things – we emerged from the 
back streets of Tempe onto the Princes Highway, facing 
a shop window I’d often noticed when passing in the 
car, filled with chrome wheel hubs of every imaginable 
design stacked from floor to ceiling in neat geometric 
rows. We passed the Ikea parking lot which perches just 
above a shipping container yard where plane spotters 
park their cars to gaze down the runways protruding 
into Botany Bay in the distance; then crossed Cooks 
River just near its juncture with Alexandra Canal. My 
apprehension lifted and dispersed, replaced by that 
same exhilaration again, moving through Sydney early 
on a Sunday morning like a group organism, swooping 
through the streets. There was the whir of freewheeling 
on the downhill and sections of flat, the shared exer-
tion of hill-climbing, breathing deep, hearts pounding, 
legs working. Life-long cyclist and art critic Tim Hilton 
writes in One More Kilometre and We’re in the Showers of 
his first boyhood ride on a ‘racing machine’: ‘Suddenly 
I was a bird: uncatchable, self-contained, soaring and 
zooming towards the horizon, free from human worry 
and therefore happy. Cycling is about physical pleasure 
and happiness.’ Then he adds: ‘I know that the bike can 
also make you weep.’ Even though pleasure is the cyclist’s 
goal, he says, at some indefinable and inexplicable point 
during a good ride, ‘pleasure and suffering are one and 
the same thing.’

Not long ago, when I moved to Sydney to live for a 
couple of years, I had fallen for this part of the city, its 
southward tilt to Botany Bay, which drains fresh water 
from the heights of Paddington and Bondi Junction 

My apprehension lifted and 
dispersed, replaced by that 
same exhilaration again, 
moving through Sydney early 
on a Sunday morning like a 
group organism, swooping 
through the streets. 
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through deep alluvial sands and what was once, prior to 
colonisation, a series of meandering tributaries, swamps 
and ponds. It harbours neglected little passages of urban 
ecosystems, such as that along the Alexandra Canal just 
metres below the flight paths yet somehow secluded 
as a country lane. The canal’s sediment floor is highly 
toxic after a century-and-a-half of receiving industrial 
waste: the thick bed of sludge is now an archive of  
these activities, a register of chlorinated hydrocarbons 
including organochlorine pesticides (better known as 
DDT, dieldrin and chlordane), polychlorinated biphe-
nyls (or PCBs) and heavy metals such as lead, zinc, iron 
and mercury.

Yet, in its own way, the lower reaches of the canal and 
its embankments teem with life. Cormorants dive and 
feed along the canal’s lengths, pelicans drift, a grey heron 
stalks its prey poised on one leg, beak prepared, and 
oysters cluster at the base of sandstone walls. Reports 
by the Environment Protection Authority suggest that 
the greatest pollution loads reside in the canal bed rather 
than in what’s called the water column. Nevertheless 
the effects on water birds, crustaceans, fish and shellfish 
that make their lives here can hardly be happy and signs 
along the water’s edge forbid any human contact with 
the water whatsoever. Carpets of morning glory vine 
run wild along the banks and drape themselves over low 
bushes; wrens and other scrub birds flit. Not far from 
here I once saw a kingfisher perched on an electric wire; 
in a ditch beneath the embankment of the M5, within 
walking distance, a colony of endangered green and 
golden bell frogs persists among rank grasses and indig-
enous shrubs. It is this region of ‘wastelands’ surround-
ing Sydney’s airports, golf courses and the mouth of the 
Cooks River that preserves, unintentionally, remnant 
vestiges of vegetation communities once abundant in 
this area: the Sydney freshwater wetlands and eastern 
suburbs banksia scrub both listed as endangered ecolog-
ical communities, surviving in a handful of fragmented 

sites where the natural soil and associated seedbank is 
intact or partially intact. Where they were once part of 
a botanical abundance noted by Joseph Banks in 1770, 
and memorialised in Cook’s naming of Botany Bay, now 
only three per cent of their initial coverage remains.

It’s these odd, contradictory tracts of land that I had 
been drawn to in Sydney, and have long been drawn to 
others of their kind. Such landscapes, which sit on the 
edges of cities or within pockets of the city, manage at 
least in some ways to escape top-down urban planning 
strategies, and defy easy designation. British poets Paul 
Farley and Michael Symmons Roberts refer to and cele-
brate them as edgelands ‘where urban and rural negotiate 
and renegotiate their borders’. As they note, language 
proliferates around such places: post-industrial land-
scapes, brownfields, rust belts, holes in the city, ruins 
of industrialism, wastelands, dumpspace, post-city, to 
name just a few. Art theorist and social scientist Nikos 
Papastergiadis (in Spatial Aesthetics: Art, Place, and the 
Everyday) describes them as ‘thoughtful zones’ that 
encourage moments of spatial reverie. Author Richard 
Mabey recognised the potential of such places to host 
birds, plants and animals in the middle of otherwise 
highly urbanised British environments in his 1973 The 
Unofficial Countryside. Instead of looking for nature in 
rural or supposed wilderness places, as is the wont of 
more traditional British nature writing, he found it in 
everyday urban settings – around parking lots, cracks in 
the pavement, empty allotments, industrial sites, canal 
edges. And more recently Robert Sullivan’s The Meadow-
lands, even though part parody of lyrical lone-wanderer 
American nature writing, is serious in its commitment 
to observe and recount the toxic dumping grounds of 
the New Jersey Meadowlands (across the Hudson River 
from Manhattan) and the ways in which nature might 
persist there.

Some ecologists are now referring to ecosystems 
like these as ‘recombinant’, ‘novel’ or ‘no analogue’ 
ecosystems – created unintentionally through human 
influence, and shifted dramatically from their so-called 
pristine or original state, but nonetheless self-sustaining, 
and making up a distinctive community of living organ-
isms in relationship with the nonliving features of the 
environment. (This last accords with generic definitions 
of an ecosystem: a community of living organisms such 
as plants, animals, insects, soil microbes, together with 
nonliving features of the environment such as climate, 
hydrology, geology and minerals, and described by 
reference to some particular set of compositional, 
structural and functional properties.) Novel ecosys-
tems, ecologist Joseph Mascaro and philosopher Allen 
Thompson suggest, are the ‘unambiguous response’ to 
extensive environmental change at a global level cur-
rently being wrought by people – or human activity, as 
the language goes. With their signature high populations 
of introduced or ‘non-native’ species, they resist efforts 
of restoration ecologists who aim to return particular 
landscapes to their ‘original’ conditions (with definitions 
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of original naturally subject to debate, not least because 
of the question of what time-scales should be used as 
a measure); and it’s estimated that novel ecosystems 
already occupy about 28 to 36 per cent of the terrestrial 
surface of the Earth (not including the polar caps).

Rather than thinking of these ecosystems as neces-
sarily ‘degraded’ or ‘spoiled’, perhaps they are worthy 
of greater attention, respect and care, especially for 
the biodiversity they harbour in an urban setting. As 
Mascaro and others suggest, their existence should be 
recognised and their future debated beyond the more 
common targets of restoration or erasure. This is not 
to apologise for environmental damage. But given the 
widespread presence of these ecosystems, already extant 
and enmeshed within the urban fabric, they warrant 
deeper consideration as living systems in their own right. 
Also for their aesthetics: a certain kind of wildness and 
abundance, of living things responding and flourishing 
in unexpected ways to human-shaped environments. 
The improvised rather than planned city. Following 
this line of thought, the High Line in New York is a 
famous example, with its self-sown plant species sprung 
up like a garden along a defunct aerial railway line.  
(The irony being that this is now a highly managed 
landscape precisely because of its allure and popular-
ity.) But the urbanised world abounds with smaller, 
less celebrated examples of improvised, adaptive nature 
flourishing on its own terms – nature that Robert  
Sullivan might describe as ‘tested and returning in its 
own scrambled order’.

As I rode the wet streets of Sydney in our group of four, 
fleetingly I sensed beneath the city’s various skins – of 
bitumen, concrete, houses, buildings, imported soil, 
skeins of pipes, cables, sewage and stormwater tunnels 
and drains – the broader lineaments of topography 
shaped by water. Hereabouts, the water draining through 
alluvial sands to Botany Bay was once fresh enough to 
serve as the expanding colonial town of Sydney’s main 
supply from the 1850s until the 1870s. Now it malingers 
in dank ponds or makes up trim water features of the 
local golf courses. But you can still sense its passage 
underwriting the urban terrain. And perhaps this is 
one of the key differences between cycling a landscape 
and walking a landscape – through the ‘aerial liberation’ 
granted by the bicycle, as Tim Hilton puts it, it’s possible 
to sense larger pieces of topography in single sweeps.

The practice of walking has spawned a vast body of 
literature and art, and at first glance the literary offer-
ings produced through and about cycling are slender 
in comparison. Rebecca Solnit, WG Sebald, Robert 
MacFarlane, Iain Sinclair, Richard Mabey, Will Self, 
David Sedaris, Virginia Woolf, Sarah Marquis, Henry 
David Thoreau, Walter Benjamin, Thomas De Quincey, 
William Wordsworth, have all, in various ways, made 
walking their subject – and this is to name only a frac-
tion of writers fascinated by both the act of walking and 

the ways in which it converges with acts of thinking 
and creating. Literary and artistic equivalents for the 
act of cycling don’t spring to mind in the same way; 
although, I’ve begun compiling a list to explore further: 
Liam Davison and Tim Hilton already mentioned; Jean-
Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir were keen cyclists; 
British filmmaker Patrick Keillor travels by train to get 
glimpses of promising film sites, then revisits by bike as 
a kind of process of ground-truthing his initial intuition; 
Melbourne artist-designer David Murphy crafts ‘riding 
sculptures’, high-tech lightweight bike frames in wood 
instead of carbon fibre; a ‘creative research’ project in 
Sydney called Veloscape explores the distinctive per-
spective cyclists have on their urban surroundings. And 
as Charlotte Jones recently pointed out in The Guardian, 
Thomas and Emma Hardy, HG Wells, Aldous Huxley, 
George Bernard Shaw, Ernest Hemingway, Samuel 
Beckett, and Henry Miller were all cyclists.

‘While walking,’ Rebecca Solnit writes in Wander-
lust, ‘the body and the mind can work together, so that 
thinking becomes almost a physical, rhythmic act’. More 
than this, mind and body are aligned with the world ‘as 
though they were three characters finally in a conversa-
tion together’. Cycling too brings mind, body and world 

You’re just a body 
struggling through 
space, across terrain, 
‘as you alternately 
flow with and work 
against’ … shifts in the 
landscape’s gradients 
and passages of air and 
prevailing winds. 
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together in conversation; like walking, cycling has been 
used as a political act (think of New York City’s Crit-
ical Mass and Right of Way; and anti-nuclear protest 
rides such as the 500 km ride in 1984 from Broken 
Hill to central Australia to blockade the Roxby Downs 
uranium mine); it too can animate memory, creating 
links between past and present by retracing historical 
or personal routes. Cycling through particular places, 
like walking, has that seductive ability to recall other 
places, sensory engagement with particular passages  
of physical landscape releasing vivid recollection of 
other landscapes.

A key difference is pace. For one, it’s possible to vary 
the speed of cycling across a greater spectrum. If you 
accelerate too much when walking you cease to walk and 
begin to run. Cycling, on the other hand, can be stepped 
up into a realm of activity so physically consuming that 
thought almost ceases. You’re just a body struggling 
through space, across terrain, ‘as you alternately flow 
with and work against’ – to draw on Davison’s eloquent 
phrase – shifts in the landscape’s gradients and passages 
of air and prevailing winds. This can be either almost 
sickeningly arduous or meditative; pleasure and pain can 
merge – or not. When cycling in traffic, it’s necessary to 

be on high alert; you rely on reflexes, adrenalin, rapid 
responses. At the other end of the spectrum, cycling can 
slow down to a contemplative amble on wheels.

Literary historian and author of the landmark book 
The Country and the City, Raymond Williams observes,  
‘Perception of the new qualities of the modern city 
had been associated, from the beginning, with a man 
walking, as if alone, in its streets’. William Blake, William 
Wordsworth and Thomas De Quincey are key exam-
ples. Increasingly, though, urban theorists understand 
cities not so much as walkable bounded entities but as 
part of networks of people, commodities, information, 
energy, food, waste and so forth, flowing in and out of 
the city, connecting places near and far. Cities are places 
of mixture and ‘dense networks of interaction’, geogra-
pher Doreen Massey writes; they are diffuse, sprawling, 
changeable. By 2050, according to some oft-quoted 
estimates, the world urban population is expected to 
increase to 6.3 billion, equivalent to the entire global 
population of 2003. With the expansion of urban centres 
come increases in the ‘urban activities’ that currently 
account for over 80 per cent of human-produced – 
anthropogenic – carbon dioxide emissions globally each 
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year. And megacities, according to the Intergovernmen-
tal Panel on Climate Change, not only accelerate climate 
change, they also alter local weather such as rainfall pat-
terns, lightning, heat, higher temperatures at night, air 
flow, fog, cloud development and local flooding through 
‘complex urban land use–weather–climate directional 
feedbacks’ (Climate Change 2014: Impacts, Adaptation, 
and Vulnerability. Part A: Global and Sectoral Aspects). 
They have become their own weather-making force.

The world’s new cities, in other words, are a ‘new 
species of city’ writes Deyan Sudjic in The 100 Mile City. 
The city is no longer ‘an accretion of streets and squares 
that can be comprehended by the pedestrian, but instead 
manifests its shape from the air, the car, or the mass 
transit railway’, Sudjic suggests. He makes no mention 
of cycling, but cycling too is a way to gain a sense of the 
city at greater speed, with a broader overview through 
transects and rapid passages and aerial liberation, than 
the more earthbound practice of walking. This is not 
to plot one against another: both are small, pleasurable, 
exhilarating and contemplative acts in a mechanised 
world where people use their own bodies, instead of 
motorised means, to get around.

The drizzle eased off and we left Tempe via Wolli Creek, 
Rockdale and Brighton-Le-Sands, passed a low-lying 
swathe of furrowed vegetable fields built on pale-grey 
sandy soil, and then struck out along the long flat stretch 
of Botany Bay. I took my turn in the lead, calling out 
holes in the road. Through Sans Souci, over a long bridge 
spanning the Georges River, past Dolls Point with its 
rip where river channel meets sea. Inland, there was a 
section of road split with crevices several centimetres 
deep and three or four wide, lethal-looking things that 
I later learned had spun one young rider to his death 
beneath an overtaking car. Up past the turnoff to the 
Royal National Park on a long series of climbs, we passed 
a wallaby carcass with a fluorescent pink cross spray-
painted on its back. ‘Roadkill,’ my co-leader called back, 
deadpan. A deep golden flower was in bloom along 
shoulders of the highway and edges of the railway line, 
like some kind of memory held in the soil and seed-banks 
of a cut flower popular in days long past. We paused at 
our destination: Waterfall. It was a railway station and 
an obscure overpass, four lanes of highway beneath, 
and no water in sight. Roadside workers glanced at 
us as we leaned our bikes and ate snacks stored in the 
back pockets of our cycling shirts. I was so hot that my 
muesli and chocolate bar had fused into a lump against 
my sweating back. But, to my intense satisfaction, I felt 
I could ride for hours more. The trip home was easier, 
following a long gradient downward, flowing with the 
terrain. On an open stretch we practised rolling turns, 
where each rider goes to the front for a few seconds, then 
drops to the back, the next person moving to the lead, 
the whole group propelling forward in continual smooth 
loops. We stopped at a petrol station to refill our water 
bottles at an outdoor tap, an established meeting place 

it seemed, as numerous other cyclists crunched about 
over the concrete on their metal cleats. As we returned 
along Botany Bay, a slanted curtain of rain drew across 
the airport runways and La Perouse beyond. We kept 
expecting it to hit, but it didn’t.

Later that day, on the long drive home, I began 
plotting my next big ride: a pre-dawn departure from 
Canberra to Lake George along the Federal Highway for 
the first leg, followed by the Old Federal Highway fallen 
almost into disuse except for local farmers and avid 
cyclists. It has the allure of a built structure verging on 
obsolescence and partial decay. And it lands you right at 
the lake where wind turbines spin on the far side, some 
of them generating electricity for Sydney around 250 
kilometres away. Another instance of the new species 
of city. As I drove and plotted this future ride, I kept 
scanning the road ahead for fissures, seams, potholes, 
loose gravel and broken glass, still on high alert even at 
that speed, the road surface refusing to resolve back into 
neutral terrain. Until a glut of contented fatigue washed 
deep through my system.▼


