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Magic hour
By: Mike boles

I

pack my bedroll before dawn, blowing on my hands until they
can be warmed by a pot of oatmeal. It’s always oatmeal. If I
have enough water I make a Thermos of tea. If I don’t I count
miles to the next town.
My clothes are never really clean. There’s only so much you
can do in a gas station sink. If I’m lucky I shower once a week. I
cycle in the wind, the rain, the glaring heat, sometimes for eight
or nine hours a day. If my stomach is full, it’s only full enough to
keep going.
It sounds like a lonely, plodding existence, but it’s not.
There is something special, almost spiritual, about being alone for miles, with only the rhythm of my heart to keep
time. There are no voices but the wind, no direction but home. I
breathe and I think, I think and I breathe, until my thoughts disappear with the road beneath them.
Evening arrives like a lover. Slowly she bathes me in light I
never knew existed. Pink and orange and lavender spread before the horizon as my shadow grows long. I ride sated, mesmerized, while the Prairies cool to crickets and gold.
That’s my magic hour.
It restores me, makes me new. Distances that earlier seemed
impossible are now within reach. I straighten my back and pedal,
trying to push deeper into the world before me.
Only the night can keep us apart. It falls, as it always does,
until I have to stop. To go farther would be to misuse something
precious – a jewel in a blind man’s hand. I make camp and stir
my rice. Antelope walk past, calmly huffing my scent. Owls dive
through the darkness. Coyotes howl from unseen heights.
By morning they will all be gone. I will wake alone to a cold
Wyoming morning, happy as hell for another pot of oatmeal. BT
Mike writes; “Every single day on the road was a gift, a
precious flash of something sublime, and if I had any goal
at all, it was only to experience that beauty firsthand.”
http://mikeonbike.wordpress.com

Photo: lars steffens www.flickr.com/photos/larssteffens
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Malawi

rice and beans and we were off.
No matter that once we found the turn-off
to the shortcut, it became patently clear that
the road wasn't paved. Still we continued--on
a sandy track and through dry river beds where
bridges had been washed away--thus proving that man is not a rational being. The traffic
consisted of a small army of muscular men on
rickety bicycles who were ferrying precarious
loads of charcoal from their villages in the bush
into the market at Blantyre some 70 odd kilometers away. The guys had a much tougher time
than we did and spent far more time pushing
than pedaling. As the sun crept lower onto the
horizon we gave up on reaching Blantyre and
sought shelter in a village, while the determined
men kept on cycling throughout the night.
We had an interesting spot to pitch our tent
that night. On our return to Africa we'd vowed
to give small town guesthouses--the kind that
double as brothels and come with an all night
disco attached -- a wide berth. With my fatherin-law's last words to me before departure (Unless you want to wake up with your throat slit,
don't camp in the wild) still resonating in the far
reaches of my mind, pure bush camping was
out of the question. That left village camping.

By: Amaya williams
Photos: Eric Schambion

I

t was wonderful to be back in Africa after being surrounded by a billion plus
Indians for six months...the humbling emptiness of the vast open spaces, the exuberant greetings of both adults and children
as they welcome the Mzungus trundling past
on their bikes, the magic of the fiery reds and
oranges as the sun sets in the bush. But then
comes the moment when you snap and suddenly remember why you desperately needed
a break from Africa in the first place. A little bit
like Christmas time when you've been looking
forward to getting all the relatives together for
the holidays and then once you've gathered
around the dinner table together you realize
why you moved to a far off city in the first place.

8

september 2018 - www.bicycletraveler.nl

It's not like we just rolled in on a brightly
painted overland truck with 30 other safariclad tourists to get a taste of Africa and wow
our friends with tales from the bush. After 17
months of toughing it out on the continent, I
suppose some smugness had weaseled its
way in, and we'd come to believe we were wise
to the ways of Africa.
Claims that the next town was a thriving
metropolis with supermarkets, restaurants and
comfortable hotels were scoffed at. Those
who spoke of bridges that had been newly
constructed or roads recently paved were met
with a leery look of mistrust. And with more than
30 border crossings behind us, money changers who dared to 'slip up' as they were counting

out bills were easily unmasked as small-time
fraudsters.
So I still can't fathom why we trusted the eager young man at the restaurant who persuaded
us to take the 'shortcut' from the Mozambique
border to Malawi's economic capital, Blantyre.
"All paved ,madame. No up and down. Flat.
Completely flat. Best way for you."
The truck driver from Zimbabwe who had
joined in on the conversation knew nothing of
the road.
"Not allowed for lorries," explained our local
expert. "Only local traffic, mini-buses, private
vehicles."
Sounds good. We paid for our plates of

We followed the usual procedure and
asked to speak with the chief or headman.
There wasn't one. Perhaps the director of the
school could help us? Nope, no school there.
Police? Health center? Tea shop? No, negative,
nada. What kind of village was this? Fortunately,
elections are coming up in Malawi and a group
of students (who spoke excellent English) had
been sent out from the capital to this far-flung
place to register voters. They kindly suggested
we pitch our tent next to the hut they were staying in, which just happened to be about one foot
from the main road sandwiched in between the
two shops which were of course selling nothing
more than candles, warm coca-cola and stale
biscuits. Given that there had been zero motorized traffic on the road, we weren't too worried about being flattened by a lorry while we
slumbered. The only disruption during the night
were those charcoal men as they whizzed past
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on their bikes under the bright moon.
If you ask a Malawian how far it is to the next
village or town you're about as likely to get an
accurate answer as when you ask a Westerner
how far it is to the moon. Conversations are inevitably frustrating, but often highly amusing.
First you must choose your victim carefully. Women, whose movement is generally restricted to treks to the bush for fetching firewood
and daily trips to the bore hole to collect water,
are of limited interest. Those who greet you with
the plural Wazungu, although you are approaching alone, are under the effects of the powerful
local brew and seeing double. They too will be
of little help. In our experience, a shoeless man
is likely to have had little education and will be
unable to grapple with any English beyond 'hello' and perhaps 'give money'. These are standard phrases in Malawi that even toddlers have
mastered. A man with a watch is always a good
bet. If he has a notion of time, perhaps he also
has an inkling of distance. Still, accurate information is hard to come by and estimations can
vary widely.
“How far to Bwengu?”
“Far,sir, it is very far.”
Yes, Yes. But how many kilometers?
He hesitates, then turns to others in the
group and a lengthy discussion in the local language ensues.
“9 kilometers.”
Now, that would be nice, because we're hungry and tired and would like to reach Bwengu
very quickly, but nearly impossible judging from
our map.
“9 kilometers. Are you sure?”
“Yes, 9 kilometers, sir. You will reach before
nightfall.”
“How far to Lilongwe?”
It's a test. The capital is still several hundred
kilometers away.
Laughter from the crowd. These foreigners
sure are stupid. Nobody can ride a bicycle all
the way to the capital.
“Oh, very, very far. Maybe more than 20
kilometers.”

10
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The ugly tourist in us takes over and we can
hardly hide our smirks.
“Oh, you are right. Very far. Thank you for
the information. Bye, Bye.”
Malawi has been blessed with more than
just a magnificent lake. The Zomba plateau is
a refreshing paradise of waterfalls, mountain
streams and cedar forests where the climate
is ideal for growing raspberries and strawberries. We camped alongside the fish at the Trout
Farm and spent the evenings chatting with the
watchmen around a roaring campfire. On a day
trip to visit Williams Falls ( a must see given the
name) and some scenic viewpoints we even
managed to get ourselves lost. Well, Eric says
we weren't technically lost, but for me, spending a few extra hours exploring all the paths till
the right one eventually leads you back to camp
counts as lost.
We had no qualms about ditching the
"I'm experiencing a new culture" homily to laze
around the sparkling lake for a few days like the
rest of the tourists. Watched the sunrise, enjoyed a cup of morning coffee without the pressure to pack up and get moving before the heat,
read books on the beach, gazed at the colorful
fish, watched the sunset. A peaceful, easy life.
It was the perfect way to re-energize in order to face the crowds of curious and often intruding kids, the succession of soulless towns
that line the highway--each one much the same
as the last, lined with scruffy bars that blare out
music to torture all that pass, dusty markets
where goats are slaughtered in the dirt next to
the shack where you're trying to keep the flies
off your rice and beans, tiny shops all selling
the same assortment of cheap imported goods
from China where the prices double for those
with light colored skin.
That's Africa. We love it. We hate it. We
can't seem to escape it. BT
In 2006 Amaya Williams and Eric Schambion set
off to cycle every country on the planet. You can
follow their progress and download their free photo
e-books at www.worldbiking.info.
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Image from the Road: India
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by: joshua cunningham www.joshuacunningham.info
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Planning Your First Big Bike Trip?
Ask Yourself These 7 Critical Questions First
Text & photo: tom allen
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I

know the title of this article might sound
odd. For the last 9 (wow… 9!) years, I’ve
been banging on about the sheer awesomeness of going on bicycle adventures.
I’ve been doing it so consistently that I’ve
now published more words on this blog than in
all six Lord Of The Rings books combined.
Heck, I’ve launched a charitable grant with
the express purpose of encouraging young
adults to consider exploring the world by bicycle!
Why, then, would I want to call the value of
the long-distance bicycle journey into question?
I’ve been around long enough to have seen a
great many long-distance cycle touring projects
come and go. And – though you’d be forgiven
for not noticing – they don’t always end well.
One highfalutin example from a few years
back comes to mind, in which a branded,
sponsored and massively hyped-up ride from
Cornwall to Cape Town barely cleared Western
Europe.
The fallout wasn’t pretty. The ‘official’ reasoning from a hostel in Morocco had something to do with travel insurance and security
concerns in Mauritania. This was a reasonablesounding excuse – unless you know that it’s a
well-known risk every other cyclist heading for
West Africa goes ahead and takes; so far with
no reported ill effects whatsoever. Cue epic tantrums when this was pointed out.
It was all rather cringeworthy. Scanning
back through the trip blog and reading between
the lines, you could tell that this young and inexperienced rider had just been having a really
shit time. But, buried neck-deep in corporate
logos and grand-sounding mission statements,
the act of quitting was no longer just a personal
decision. It was a public loss of face, the scale
of which matched that of the ride’s very public
departure a few weeks earlier. And that made
the whole thing so much worse.
At the private and anecdotal end of the
spectrum, I made friends last year with a German cycle tourist in Armenia – or, more accurately, former cycle tourist.
After cycling from Germany to Armenia, he’d
stopped in Yerevan and had been having far
more fun Couchsurfing and hitch-hiking around
the Caucasus than he’d ever had on the bike,

16
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realising that the whole thing had been lonely
and repetitive and was never going to improve.
He’d ended up becoming a more or less
permanent resident of Yerevan, in fact, lodging
with a long-time Couchsurfer and paying his
rent in food (he was a professional chef back
home, and a bloody good one at that). The only
further cycling he planned to do was to Tabriz,
in order to deliver his top-end Rohloff-equipped
touring bike to its Iranian buyer.
These are just two examples that come to
mind. I’ve heard countless more, mostly of the
private and anecdotal variety.
(No judgement implied, by the way. Sometimes quitting is exactly the right thing to do. I’ve
been there.)
It just seems to me that a great deal of energy could be better spent elsewhere if the cycle touring community stopped pretending that
long bicycle journeys are for everyone, when
the evidence shows that they are not.
So how, dear reader – if you’re planning
or considering your first big bike trip – will you
know if long distance cycle touring is for you?
There’s no way to really know, of course, except by giving it a try, which kind of undermines
my argument. But here are seven questions to
ask yourself that might suggest a likely answer.
(Warning: This is the start of a long article,
for which you may like to put the kettle on.)
1. Do I enjoy my own company?
Put another way, where do you sit on the introvert-extrovert spectrum?
If you can’t answer that question, it’s possible that you haven’t spent enough time getting to know yourself to know the answer. That
might be because you’re too young, or too busy,
or just never thought about it before.
Let me tell you: if you’re planning a long cycling journey, you’re about to get to know yourself really, really well.
Even if you’re riding with other people, travelling by bicycle is going to involve long stretches of time when there really is nothing to do but
pedal, watch the world go by, and deal with the
looming spectre of being by yourself.
One of the less-publicised truths of cycle
touring, is that it generally consists of little else.

You won’t get this impression from reading
blogs or books about long bike trips. The author will be far more likely to spend a couple
of thousand words describing the incident with
the friendly Kazakh family and the goats’ testicle stew (followed, probably, by “and then I cycled another 500 miles on an empty stomach”).
The act of cycling itself doesn’t get proportional representation in cycle touring stories.
Why?
Because it’s boring.
It’s important to know this, particularly if
you are planning on going solo; that you will
be spending inordinate amounts of time in your
own head, with very little in the way of external
stimulation to distract you – and no, pedalling
is not a distraction any more than breathing is,
because by the end of the first week or so, it’s
as automatic as it’s ever going to be.
Sure, there’ll be occasions when you’re riding through a scene from a postcard and you
stop to gaze in awe. But don’t expect every day
to pass like you’re riding through a National
Geographic slideshow. Cycling is slow. Changes are gradual. You will see everything, including when there’s nothing to see, and pedalling
harder won’t change that.
(I know at least one round-the-world rider
who got so bored with the daily grind that he
took to watching old episodes of Blackadder on
his iPhone.)
Modern Western culture does not have a
tradition of proactive training in self-reflection
techniques, with the result that we aren’t wellequipped to deal with a prolonged absence of
external stimulus. We’re good at dealing with
quick-fire material and intellectual issues because we’re confronted by them every day, but
when it comes to dealing with the voices in our
head, our usual remedy is distraction. Work,
play, entertainment, socialising; all can be (and
often are) used as avoidance techniques, which
of course is why Facebook is so popular because it combines them all.
On a bike, on your own, no common language and a thousand miles of desert to go?
There’s nowhere to hide.
The experience of suddenly having littleto-no input can be deeply unnerving. It could

be likened to a silent meditation retreat with
the instructional element removed.
Anticipate this. I’m not joking when I suggest
training yourself in basic meditation techniques
(a book on mindfulness is a good primer) so
you will have the tools to recognise and deal
with the mental demons that will be unleashed.
But if you have no interest in spending time
with yourself (perhaps because you’re afraid of
what you might have to confront?) – do yourself
a favour and avoid long-distance bike trips.
2. Can I tolerate discomfort?
Many of us like the idea of being that rugged
outdoorsperson who would sleep through a
rainstorm in a ditch with a knife between our
teeth and only a handkerchief for shelter.
I do not know anyone who fits this description. (And I routinely hang out with rugged
outdoorspeople.)
We all have limits on the level of discomfort
we can tolerate before we burst screaming from
our comfort zones and land plonk! in the middle
of the panic zone. When there’s no escape from
such circumstances, it’s a sure recipe for being
really, really miserable.
There’s a certain baseline of discomfort
involved in long-distance cycle touring, and it
boils down to the fact that while, yes, people’s
budgets vary, almost nobody can afford to stay
in decent hotels every night for months on end,
making wild camping an inevitability. No matter how much you spend on gear, wild camping
will mean stressful nights, lumpy ground, soggy
sleeping bags, freezing mornings, cramped
vestibules and smelly camping partners becoming part and parcel of your existence.
OK with that? Good.
Also, don’t forget that you will be riding a bicycle and spending 99% of your time nowhere
near a solid shelter of any kind. You won’t always be able to escape the rain, or snow, or
sun, or steep hills, or dogs, or headwinds, or
side winds, or – my personal favourite – that
combination of headwind, side wind, steep
hill, rain, and dog.
If you try to escape all of these things, you
will probably find that your cycle tour seems to
involve a heck of a lot of trying to work out how
september 2018 - www.BicycleTraveler.nl
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long you can reasonably stand under the hot air
vents in the doorway of a supermarket before
the security guard kicks you out.
Oh – and you will get a sore backside.
Guaranteed.
Also painful thighs, calves, wrists, neck, and
shoulders.
OK, let’s do this properly. I’ll also throw in
those concentric white rings of dried sweat on
every item of clothing you own; a layer of dark
grey or brown grime embroidering every patch of
exposed skin on your body; black bicycle grease
in the cracks of skin around your fingernails that
you suspect may have become tattoo-like in its
permanence; the daily frustration of never being
able to remember which pannier you put that
thing in despite months of refining your packing regime; constantly having to stop and check
your direction because you’ve been aiming for
the most scenic route possible and all the signs
are pointing to the highway; ending your days accosted by locals who just can’t understand that

What will you do when you’re still climbing
an endless switchback at sunset and there’s not
a square inch of level ground to pitch a tent on?
What will you do when your frame snaps at
the rear dropout a week’s ride from the nearest
city, it’s 56°C, and you don’t know the Arabic
for ‘welder’?
What will you do when there’s no water in
the river you’d seen on the map, your bottles
are all empty, and its four days since you last
saw another human being?
What will you do when you discover that your
tent pegs don’t work in snow, especially in galeforce wind at -33°C in the middle of Norway?
What will you do when you’re riding up a
mountainous dirt road at walking pace, there’s a
crowd of wild Ethiopian children a hundred yards
ahead, and the first child stoops for a stone?
Put yourself in each of these situations and
ask yourself what you’d do.
You’ll probably find that one of two things
happen. Either you’ll start coming up with large

“What will you do when your frame snaps at the
rear dropout a week’s ride from the nearest city, it’s
56°C, and you don’t know the Arabic for ‘welder’?”
you’re utterly knackered and want nothing more
than to sleep in a ditch with a knife between
your teeth and only a handkerchief for shelter…
If you enjoy comfort and luxury, and the
prospect of that is what makes the day-job tolerable, that is absolutely fine, and you have my
permission to book a vehicle-supported cycle
tour along the Danube Cycleway with low daily
mileages and scheduled lunch stops and a fourstar Gasthof every night. No shame. Save yourself the misery of a long bicycle journey and enjoy a hard-earned holiday instead.
3. Can I solve my own problems?
What will you do with you get a flat tyre and your
last remaining tube patch won’t stick?
What will you do when your expensive multifuel stove is spluttering black soot everywhere
and it’s raining and you’re wondering how
long dried pasta needs soaking in cold water
before it’s edible?
18
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numbers of random and untested lateral solutions, or you’ll go completely blank.
Know this: on a long bicycle journey, you’ll
be dealing with hundreds of situations like these,
and “OK Google” won’t solve any of them. Nor
will your insurance company.
Things will happen to test you, and you won’t
know what to do; yet it will be entirely upt to you
to fix the situation and continue with your ride.
If you’re OK with this – great. Indeed, developing the attitude and initiative to navigate such situations is one of such a journey’s great rewards.
If you’re not OK with it? Well, it shouldn’t stop
you setting off, as you’ll learn pretty quickly. But
it’s good to have an idea of what you’re in for.
4. Do I like to know
what’s going to happen?
One of the appeals of the package holiday –
which I am not knocking in the slightest – is the
near-complete removal of unpredictability. It’s

like going into McDonalds for a meal: you know
exactly what you’re going to get. Any deviation
deeply violates our sense of what is right.
When planning a cycle tour, it is sometimes
tempting to try to carry elements of this mentality over, just so there’s something to give us a
frame of reference.
If I start from here, at an average of this
many miles a day, and I take this route… then I
should arrive there on that date.
And yes, there will be certain riders who
take this approach and successfully multiply it
out, stage by stage, for trips of months or years.
But it is a mistake to assume that this is
how things are likely to play out.
what will actually happen.
You’ll start by getting on your bike and riding
purposefully out of town. You do fewer miles on
the first day, though, because… well, it’s the first
day, and it’s best to ease into it slowly, right?
The following day you’ll mean to set off at
sunrise to make up for it, but it turns out there’s
a charming little town just down the road to explore (and have breakfast in).
On the way out of town, you’ll realise that it’s
a long way to the next supermarket, so you’ll go
back into town to stock up for lunch. By midday,
you’ll have found a lovely spot by the river that
no-one seems to have noticed – with trees for
shade – and it’s getting hot, anyway, so a little
lie down after lunch makes sense.
While you’re napping, a farmer will spot you
and invite you over for a second lunch (why,
thank you!), and tell you there’s a much nicer
route in the direction you’re going, if a little longer and more hilly. Then it’ll turn out that he’s
more interested in wine than food, and now
you’re over the limit too. In any case, his wife
will have offered to let you camp out back.

I

n the space of a day, you’ll realise that not
only could you easily spend twice as long as
you planned getting from A to B, but you’d
probably have a lot more fun if you did. You
might even have realised that heading towards C makes more sense than B.
How does this style of travel sit with you?
Just asking. Because sticking stubbornly
to your sensible, pre-planned itinerary will

inevitably mean saying no to the charming town,
no to the shady lunch spot, no to the farmer’s
kind invitation, no to the scenic route.
And, over time, all those no’s can add up to
a lot of resentment and frustration.
If you’re able to build the kind of flexibility into
your plans that will allow you to act spontaneously to new opportunities, you’ll be embracing
what for me is the real spirit of the bicycle adventure: the freedom afforded by this humble mode
of transport to go anywhere, take every opportunity, and do it all entirely under your own steam.
If you need things to go exactly the way
you’ve planned all the time to feel that you’re
in control of your life, on the other hand, the
idiosyncrasies of the long bicycle journey may
simply stress you out.
And if that stress brings you to breaking point,
you have two options – either quit stressing and
go with the flow, or quit riding and go home.
(One more reason not to make any public
promises you can’t keep.)
5. Can i live in the present?
Modern life tends to be overwhelmingly oriented towards goals, targets, objectives and
deadlines – especially in the context of work,
which of course constitutes our main hobby in
the developed world.
When we take a break from work, it’s natural
to want to drop out of this mindset and to enjoy
the present moment. But – though it sometimes
feels like it could go on forever – it’s rarely long
before we return to our previous goal-oriented state.
Something funny can happen when we take
a much longer chunk of time out, however, or
when we quit our jobs altogether in order to
travel. We are creatures of habit, and it doesn’t
take long before we start to crave a new goal to
work towards, because that’s how we’ve come
to understand purpose and progress in life. And
so we begin to invent goals and objectives to
work towards.
(Perhaps this explains the incidence of highpowered professionals reinventing themselves
as adventurer-conquerors on a mission to push
the limits of endurance and human capability.)
The elephant in the room in the context
september 2018 - www.BicycleTraveler.nl
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of bicycle travel stems from the combination
of goals taking the form of far-off destinations
(let’s take cycling from the UK to Australia as
an example) and the bicycle being absolutely
the slowest and most inconvenient way to get to
that destination.
If you simply want to get from the UK to Australia, there are a number of perfectly decent airlines who will accomplish this for you in roughly
24 hours, as opposed to the year or two it would
take on a bicycle, and for a lot less money.
Choosing to make that journey – or any other really long journey – by bicycle, then, must
mean that arriving at the destination is not the
point at all.
I remember chatting to one fresh-faced
youngster at RGS Explore many years ago,
shortly after returning from my first long bicycle
journey, where I’d been asked to sit on the panel
for the cycling expeditions workshop.
“But what were you actually thinking about
when you were riding?”, he asked me earnestly.
“Erm…” I began, and paused, slightly taken
aback, because it had never occurred to me
that there was a simple answer to the question
of what someone had spent the previous 3½
years thinking about.
But the young man misinterpreted my hesitation as an implication that the answer should
have been obvious, and, nodding gravely, filled
in the answer for me.
“Just focusing on the mission.”
Of all the millions of things I no doubt thought
about while pedalling all those thousands of
miles, the one thing I can safely say I never,
ever thought about was…
The mission.
I thought about lots of things. I thought about
everything. I thought until my brain was so exhausted from thinking that everything went very,
very quiet, and I realised I had nothing left to
think about, except for the most immediate concerns of the moment, if indeed there were any.
And if there weren’t? Well, I contented myself
with entering that most rare and unimaginable
of mental states: not thinking about anything
at all.
Oh, if only I could have explained that!
It boils down to this: if you spend your days
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holding some intercontinental finish line in your
mind while you’re grinding along at 13mph (and
you’re not consciously doing this thing in order
to break a world record, make a TV show and
launch a career off the back of it), you will go
completely barmy.
That finish line will never get any closer.
You’re on a fricken’ bicycle. You may be looking
at a journey of months; even years. Why would
you choose the most fiercely independent form
of global travel and then fritter away that freedom waiting for your journey to end, one futile
pedal stroke at a time?
You won’t get any special points or awards
for suffering in this way. It won’t make you stronger or better as a person. It just means you’ll
have missed the point completely.
The use of almost every other mode of
transport – cars, trains, buses, planes – can be
characterised by enduring the process of arriving at a destination. Carrying this way of thinking over to the bicycle – at that kind of scale – is
a mistake.

B

y all means use a far-off destination
(or series thereof) as a bearing for
your overall direction. But once that
bearing is set, look up from the map
and compass and experience the
journey itself, for that is where the rewards of
bicycle travel truly lie.
Incidentally, there’s a cliché going around
at the moment about ‘mindfulness’ and ‘being
present’. It seems to be an antidote to that goaloriented mentality; a tool that allows us to take
little breaks from the futility of trying against
all odds to wrangle the future into a pre-determined shape.
On a long enough bike trip, you’ll come to
terms with the reality that it really is only possible to experience the present, and that the
past and the future really are just constructs.
You won’t need any bestselling books or guided
audio meditations or expensive retreats to discover this, because the truth will be forcefully
thrust in your face.
(Hah! And here I am, talking about your
future…)

An important postscript
to this point.
You may have decided to social media the crap
out of your journey for whatever reason. Having
begun, you may have realised how complex the
experience is that you’re having, and feel the
need to dumb things down for ‘your audience’,
numbering your days and posting a daily mileage count on Facebook.
If this is you, please consider that you may
be taking advantage of the ignorance of an awful lot of good people when it comes to what life
on the road is actually like, thus propagating the
myth that such a journey can be meaningfully
reduced to two-dimensional statistics and a line
on a map. It can’t.
This is not to say such stories are not
worth sharing, but let’s at least be honest and
open about that fact.
6. Am I hoping for social
recognition/approval/status?
Spend some time with this one. Because there
is always a deeper motive behind an idealisticsounding desire to drop out of the system and
pedal across a couple of continents.
Sometimes it’s a desire to escape a stifling
set of life circumstances and strip everything
down to the essentials in order to feel alive or
unconstrained or authentic. Sometimes it’s a
desire to imitate or follow in the footsteps of a
hero and live out a fantasy for oneself. Sometimes it’s a reaction to discovering that the world
is not as it appears on TV and wanting to supplement that with first-hand experience. Sometimes it’s something private and unimaginable.
(The common theme is often simply that the
bicycle is chosen a means to an end. People
relatively rarely go on long bike trips for a love
of cycling.)
Sometimes, though, what drives a journey
like this is a desire to make some sort of statement to society – that a wrong turn has been
taken and this journey will illuminate the right
way. This one is different because success
or failure depends – at least in part – on the
perceptions of others.
There may be a personal injustice involved,
or an inferiority complex, and the ride is about

retribution in the eyes of those who caused that
pain, even if only in theory.
Or there may be a greater social issue at
stake, and the ride has been cast as a way of
raising awareness of it (or, in a minority of cases, actually doing something about it).
This is dangerous territory, for a few reasons. The most obvious of these is that you
can’t imagine it unless you’ve been there.
Riding a bicycle round the planet (or a good
chunk thereof) is an intense experience, calling into question ways of thinking and living you
don’t even know you take for granted until you’re
faced with the evidence. It’s often humiliating in
the original sense of the word – it will make you
humble, bring you down a peg or twelve.
In that light, any hopes that your exploits will
elevate you to a position of respect or superiority will be dashed, because your insecurities will
have paled in comparison against the tangible
and often mortal struggles of so many in the
world. And while you know you could spin your
tale in a way that makes everyone back home
think you’re awesome, you will always know
that your story is a fraud; that all you really did
was get on a bicycle and start pedalling, like
four-year-olds in backyards all over the world
are doing right now, and you transiently experienced a lot of asphalt and a hell of a lot of other
people’s versions of normality while you were
doing so, and when you put it like that, it’s not
so awesome after all.
A less distasteful and entirely understandable desire is simply for your friends and family
to understand what your journey was like, and
to ask kind and curious questions about it when
you come home. Again, you will be disappointed.
Almost nobody will ever understand what
you experienced or how it changed you.
The experience you’re going to have lies
outside almost every frame of reference we
collectively share – how big the world is, how
strangers really behave when the evidence is
averaged out, what it’s like between places,
how it feels to live with no top-down control
structures whatsoever, how constantly moving
at 13mph affects time and memory, how communication and relationships change when you
meet a hundred new people every day, how it
september 2018 - www.BicycleTraveler.nl
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feels to spend most of your waking hours having no idea how or where your day will end, how
it feels when you put your body into full-time
service as an engine for transport…
These, the things that define the lifestyle,
are things that not only will your closest people never experience, but they are things that
you will find you lack the ability to explain, because for most of it, there is no familiar form of
words to put it into.
(My theory is that this is why so many longhaul riders end up writing books and blogs –
they simply want to devote sufficient time to articulating the experience.)
Attaching a ‘cause’ – by which I mean a
charitable, political, fundraising or similar project – to a journey is also, in my opinion, a dangerous move.
This is not because there’s anything innately wrong with doing so. After all, it’s natural
(and accurate) to think that people will be interested in following your story, and that if telling
your story well can bring attention to another
issue, why not do so?

T

he problem is twofold. There is first
the additional layer of intellectual
complexity that it will add to your
trip. You’ll need to attend to the
cause consciously, strategically,
and with consistency, and you’ll need to wrestle
your stories to make them relevant, if the effort
is to pay off.
You’ll also possibly need to portray the
cause as the whole point of the endeavour – at
least, if you expect anyone to believe that you
haven’t just tacked it on to justify an extended
holiday. And that might not be true.
The second problem is that going on a
bike trip of months or years is a really ineffective strategy for achieving something tangible
in terms of fundraising or awareness-raising.
Kickstarter campaigns, flash sales, presidential elections – these things take the form of a
short-lived burst of activity for a good reason,
which is that people quickly get too bored to
take any action.
You, on the other hand, will have festooned
your website, Facebook page and Twitter bio
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with logos and links to your cause. But after the
first hit, your audience will either have devoured
it all/donated cash/changed the way they live
their life; or they will erect a filter which prevents
them ever seeing or thinking about your cause
ever again because what they are really interested in is the story of your bicycle adventure.
There are exceptions – usually time-limited and high-profile exceptions with massive amounts of forethought paid to the whole
operation.
But otherwise you’ll almost certainly better
advance your cause by doing a speaking tour
after your ride has finished, giving all the proceeds to charity, and moving on.
You’ll find a lot of stuff on the internet to do
with big fancy bike trips which look like they’re
getting lots of attention or raising awareness or
inspiring others or whatever. Just be aware that
anyone who is painting such a picture may have
an axe to grind that you will not be aware of, and/
or may have painted a distorted picture of the
reality of their ride and motivations for doing it.
In other words, beware of selective storytelling.
Be aware, also, that for each of these examples there will be a hundred others you’ll never
hear of unless you happen to meet them on a
roadside somewhere, because they don’t have
a blog or a social media following and couldn’t
care less because they’re doing it for the hell of it.
My advice? Take your cue from that latter
bunch unless you’ve got a really, really good
reason not to.
7. Can I deal with a major
change of perspective?
Finally, please do not embark upon a long bicycle journey if you are expecting it to confirm
everything you think you know about how the
world works. You will be sorely disappointed.
The truth – and this is a common theme I’ve
heard repeated ad nauseam from tons of other
long-haul riders – is that you will likely have
any and all preconceptions dashed against the
rocks of reality.
(Except for getting a puncture. This I can
guarantee.)
This will happen on multiple levels simultaneously and over an extended period of time.

Really, it’ll be less of a rock-dashing and more of
a gradual erosion. It may take a similar amount
of time for you to process what has happened
and make any kind of sense of it. It may even be
that you will never make sense of it, or identify
anything concrete or tangible about what is really an accumulation of events that momentarily
surprise you and cause the most imperceptible
of mutations in your context for the events and
discoveries of life.
But you will one day realise that you have
undergone a major change of perspective.
If this all sounds rather mysterious, read my
book Janapar, which is largely an attempt to try
and make sense of what happened during my
3½-year introduction to bicycle travel.
Anyway, my point is not how your perspective will shift – you’ll discover that for yourself.
The point is only that it will.
This will have a few effects that you may not
expect. You may, for example, behold the fantasy that after your big bike trip you will become
one of those rare dinner party guests who always has the most unbeatable anecdotes for
any conversation, tales imbued with a perceptive wisdom and gentle humour, delivered endearingly with a notable lack of arrogance. An
overbearing fellow diner will get ratty that you’re
stealing the limelight, but you’ll deal with this
with a masterful sidestep that simultaneously
brings the antagonist onside and makes everyone else think you’re even more of a legend.
Women will want to be with you, men will want
to be you. (Or the vice versa.)
This is not what
will happen at all.
Instead, you will be the dinner party guest who
sits silently and awkwardly while everyone else
discusses commuting times and dog ownership
and the many ways in which the house could
be extended or renovated or redecorated; the
choice between one or another shade of nondrip satin in the latest Farrow & Ball catalogue.
Bored shitless, you’ll tear a hunk of bread in
half and scour the remains of the boeuf bourguignon out of the bottom of your bowl and stuff
it into your face before realising that everyone is
casting furtive glances at you during a strange

lull in conversation. You’ll look out the window
and notice that the washing line is just high
enough and that patch of lawn just big enough
to squeeze a 2-berth ultralight tent in there.
You’ll get up to leave and realise that you are
the only one wearing zip-off trekking trousers
with a distinctly Brooks-shaped curve of threadbare fabric upon each buttock.
(If your host was unfortunate enough to
have introduced you as ‘the guy/girl who cycled
round the world’, by the way, you will at this
point be considering lingering until the other
guests have left in order to take them out back
and ‘teach them a lesson’.)
Your change of perspective will bring with
it much in the way of clarity. This is nice. It will
also make you feel, regularly and consistently,
as though you are living on an entirely different planet from every other human on Earth.
You will fall into a pattern of feigned interest
combined with self-censorship in order to lubricate those few remaining social situations from
which you can’t excuse yourself.
To your relief, you’ll one day discover that
you’re part of a tiny and scattered association
of other riders who’ve actually got some shared
context for what you’ve seen and experienced.
You’ll start to crave their occasional company,
feel lonely when you don’t have it, and wish
there were some kind of real life meet-up –
even just occasionally – for people who actually get it. You may realise that there is such
a meeting place, it’s called the English Cycle
Touring Festival, and that it takes place every
summer. And one day you will realise that you
may simply have to make peace with all of this.
***
If, having had a good think, you’re more or less
sure you’re OK with all of that, then by all means
embark on a long distance bicycle journey.
I’ve never met anyone who regrets doing so.
Just don’t say I didn’t warn you. BT
Since 2006 Tom Allen has cycled in 50+
countries, written 4 books, made a film and
published over half a million words on his
blog to help people get started with adventure cycle touring. www.tomsbiketrip.com
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Image from the Road: America
by: anysia & alexi www.instagram.com/anylexiaroundtheworld
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real secret
to lighting a fire
Text & photo: anna mcnuff

‘It’s going to go out, it’s going to go
out, it’s going to… Oh bugger It’s gone out.’ I
slouch backwards and sigh.
Faye and I are sat outside our tents around
our MSR Whisperlite stove willing it not to die
on us. Our green soup cups are half-filled with
dried mashed potato flakes, cold cut up sausages lay dormant on the upturned soup cup
lids, and a slab of cheese has been delicately
carved into chunks – patiently waiting to be
plunged into a steaming pile of mashed potato.
Alas, there sits the water in the pan, cold
still, over a flame that simply will not stay lit.
We unscrew the red petrol canister and peer
inside. There seems to be rather a lot of ‘black
stuff’ and so we conclude that the fuel will filled
up with in Coyhaique must been of a less than
ideal quality.
‘Owwww. I REALLY fancied mashed potato
tonight’ says Faye, sitting back and staring at
the now redundant camping stove.
‘We could just eat cheese and crackers?’ I
proffer. Faye’s face tells me all I need to know
about what she thinks of that idea. ‘How about
a fire? We could probably do a fire..?’ I suggest.
‘Yes!’ Faye shouts, immediately leaping to
her feet to collect firewood from the surrounding area. Although a fire tonight seems a wonderful idea, we know that in even attempting it
we are taking on a huge challenge. It rained
heavily last night, and therefore much of the
potential firewood is just too damp for the pile.
Still, girls’ gotta eat so we set about gathering
up wood of all shapes and sizes, and begin our
inferno attempt.
After constructing the usual woody wigwam
(to make sure we allow oxygen to the flames)
we make three attempts at starting the fire, but
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to no avail. On each attempt, where we would
wish there to be an abundance of bright orange
flames, we instead find plumes of black smoke.
Smoke which is carried by the breeze into our
eyes, leaving us with tears streaming down our
faces and our hair infused with smoke.
By this point it is 9pm. We have been up
since 6am, ridden 10km to catch a ferry, taken a
7 hour glacier tour (on which I nearly vommed),
cycled a further 15km uphill to cross the Chilean border and we are just a little bit exhausted.
Perhaps it is time to accept defeat.
We both sigh and sit back (once again)
from the pile of charred, moist wood. I look
again at our soup cups and the scattered assortment of meat and dairy.
‘I have a tampon!’ I sit bolt upright and shout
suddenly.
‘You have a what?!’ Faye asks, seemingly
confused by my sanitary confession.
‘A tampon. Let’s dunk the tampon in the petrol and use that as a firelighter?’
‘You, Mcnuff are a genius!!’
And so two tampons, a lot of smoke, and
some careful fire tending later, Faye and I at
last manage to boil some water. We pour it over
our potato flakes at 9.30pm, gleefully mixing in
the cheese and sausages before spooning the
steaming mass into our pie holes and grinning
at one another.
Faye and Anna 1, Nature: zero. BT
Anna gets her kicks by travelling the world on
long, human powered journeys, and in sharing
those journeys with others. She’s now writing a
book about cycling through America’s 50 states.
https://annamcnuff.com
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Desert as Dessert
Text & photo: Cinderella Servranckx

When there’s nothing to look forward to,
when your current lifestyle exists of only
what you love to do, even though you might
cycle 10 days on end, it starts becoming
unrealistic. The difference between you and
others is so obvious; you are still playing
around after 4 years on the road!
I don’t have anything in the future to look
forward to, because now is fantastic. There
is no deadline, no return ticket, no one
waiting for me. I don’t hold the belief I am
the one and only special employee for a
certain job (sometimes I wish I was). I just
pedal the Atacama desert in slow mode and
I’m enjoying it. Extremely so. Life, I realize,
could never be like this if I wasn’t cycling. To
find exciting and dreamy places to sleep, in
an unimaginable vastness, in magnificent
landscapes, without a focal point I am just
enjoying life. It is a kind of art. To live like a
loose projectile. BT
Cindy writes; I’m Dutch, born in 1972, and
love adventure in the form of traveling and
diving deeper and deeper into this beautiful
place called Earth. https://cyclingcindy.com
www.instagram.com/cinderellaservranckx
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Pedaling through the diverse landscapes of

Photos: Ani & Szymon

Tajikistan

Kazakhstan

Thailand

34

september 2018 - www.bicycletraveler.nl

Malaysia
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China

Tajikistan

In January 2015 Ani and Szymon set out with a one-way ticket to Bangkok.
From there they pedaled through Asia, brilliantly photographing the atmosphere
of the countries they traveled through. www.wlasnadroga.pl (Polish language)
www.instagram.com/wlasnadroga
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Tajikistan
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Into the wild
cycling Alaska’s Dalton Highway
By: sarah webb
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I’m squatting in a spiky bush holding down my
pants with one hand and wildly waving over my backside with the other
to stave off a hoard of mozzies when all of a sudden I pee on myself.
It’s not the worst thing that’s happened to me
this week – hell it’s not even the worst thing
that’s happened to me this morning – and for
not the first time I wonder what the bloody hell
I’m doing here.
Here is the Dalton Highway – an 800km
stretch of tough and beautiful road that runs
from north of Fairbanks, Alaska, all the way to
the Arctic Ocean at 70.2 degrees north.
It’s not for the faint hearted (grizzlies roam
the tundra, the weather can turn from snow to
blistering heat in a few hours and the road itself
is a blend of gravel, tarmac, mud and something
like peanut butter) but it’s a stunning slice of
Alaskan and Arctic wilderness that’s been our
home for the past 13 days.
But before I unleash my feelings on Alaskan
mozzies and local road designers let me backtrack to two weeks ago in little old Fairbanks,
from where we’d decided to make our way to
Prudhoe Bay, the most northern destination accessible by road in North America.
First things first, there’s a very good
reason why the number of touring cyclists
tackling this wild stretch each year are limited.
It’s not just because of the road conditions,
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the weather or god forbid the bears – it’s because it’s so difficult to get there or back again.
Public transport to and from America’s biggest oil field is pricy. A one way flight will set you
back a minimum of $350 USD (then you’ve got
to pay for luggage) mini buses are infrequent
and just as pricy and hitch hiking is tough at the
best of times owing to a majority of the traffic
being truckers or company workers who aren’t
able to take travellers.
Nevertheless this was our only option.
With nothing but a ratty old poster (which
said: “two Aussies need a ride to Deadhorse..
have cookies”) our very overloaded bikes and a
vague plan we wrenched ourselves away from
the warmth of our Warmshowers host Ben’s
house and pedalled to a northern truckers cafe
called The Hilltop.
It’s the last proper gas station for the next
400km or so and we figured anyone who was
Deadhorse bound would stop there.
Several hours of waving our little sign later
the only thing we’d managed to get was an appetite for pie. So we ate a consolatory piece,
pitched our tent around the back of the cafe and
set the alarms for 5.45am.
By 6.30am we were back at it but as the

Photo: Scott Daniel-Guiterrez

hours dragged on we felt hopeless. We needed
a contingency plan as time was not on our side.
Scott’s mum and step dad were flying out to
Canada which meant we needed to be in Vancouver by July 9, and while there was no way in
seven hells we’d make it all that way we figured
Whitehorse, in the Yukon, was doable instead
and so booked a flight from there to Vancouver.
We’d leave our bikes with a host in Whitehorse
and after a two week family holiday we’d backtrack to the Yukon and continue the cycle.
The only contingency we could think of was
to start cycling up the Dalton “the wrong way”
and hope we could hitchhike back from Prudhoe. We gave ourselves a deadline of 9am the
following morning before we’d hit the road.
At 8.45am the following morning it felt hopeless and we were moments off jumping on our
bikes when a red pick up truck pulled in.
An affable old First Nations American
leaned out and asked if we wanted a ride. “I’m
not going to Prudhoe Bay”, he said. “But I’m going 70 miles up the road.”
We threw our bikes in the back and spent

the next couple of hours chatting about salmon
recipes, how to trap game in winter, the virtues
of eating beaver and life in a remote community.
We were sad to see the back of our new
friend (even sadder that he’d dropped us at the
foot of a hill) but there was nothing for it but to
pedal north in the hopes someone else would
pick us up.
Ten minutes later a 4×4 came into view, I
stuck my thumb out experimentally and two
Germans stopped. They were headed 100
miles down the road – to the official start of the
Arctic Circle – and were happy to take us.
Once they’d disappeared back to Fairbanks
we jumped on the bikes to tackle the rolling tarmac that felt as gentle as the Himalayas and
managed 40km before deciding to camp in a oil
pipeline pull in.
The slight cold that crept on me in Fairbanks
had turned into a slight chest infection – egged
on by the cold Arctic air and the fact that I was
an unfit cyclist attempting to pedal a bike that
felt like a small killer whale.
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The following evening we’d managed to get a
stone’s throw from Coldfoot when an enormous
pick up truck roared around the corner and I
wildly stuck my thumb out.
To my complete surprise it stopped and a
young face peered out of the window and asked
where we were headed.
“Um, Deadhorse, actually,” I said without
hope.
“That’s where we’re going!” he said.
Billy (a Canadian who’d travelled over
25,000km in his truck) with his mates Erik (an
Aussie) and Hannah (another Canadian) were
road tripping up to the Arctic Ocean and despite having a loaded pick up they’d decided
they couldn’t leave us there.
In a matter of minutes we’d made friends
with the trio and we hurtled up the highway
stopping to take photos of the tundra, muskox,
some foxes and caribou before pulling into the
shipping container town that is Prudhoe Bay.
This make-shift, ice-coated town sits on the
edge of the Arctic Ocean and lives to serve the
many oil companies keen to take a slice of the
profitable oil field. The big players (think BP)
had camps about 20 miles out on the ocean
itself while the smaller players could be seen
from the town. It was a grey, windy and wild
world filled with some of the country’s most colourful characters and while we’d been warned
it was a “nothing town, with nothing to see” I
was awestruck.
At 70 degrees north I was overwhelmed by
the hive of life in this icy, winter wonderland. The
normal rules just didn’t apply – hell they couldn’t
– when your life was at the whim of the Arctic.
Camping in the village itself isn’t possible so
we moved a mile out of town to camp in the only
dry place on the tundra – a gravel pull in – while
struggling to pitch our tent in the icy arctic winds
and thinking bleakly of polar bears.
The temperature was -2 degrees celcius but wind chill took it down to about -11 (according to the locals) and we dove into the tent
in record speed.
By the next morning my cough had worsened and I sounded like an ad for emphysema .
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We’d never considered staying more than a
few hours in Prudhoe Bay but while time was
of the essence I couldn’t face the bike. I felt
weak and while secretly hating ourselves we
made the decision to book a night at the hotel.
It was way, way above our budget and a ridiculous amount of money to spend on a mediocre
room but we had little choice. Luckily the price
included three buffet meals, unlimited access
to snacks, tea and coffee, wifi a laundry and a
blissful hot shower.
And boy did we get our money’s worth.
Around 4000 people were stationed at
Prudhoe Bay and judging by the quality of the
buffet the oil companies weren’t about to skimp
out on them.
We tucked into beef casseroles, plates of
biscuits and gravy, thick, fluffy pancakes, crispy
chicken wings, creamy soups with chunks of
cheddar, enormous meatballs and endless cups
of coffee. After my first few plates I began to understand why the (ahem) workers were so large
and privately thought that if I ever found myself
working here I’d be the size of a bloody house.
After 12 hours, several meals, a hot
shower, a large load of laundry, a dozen cups of
coffee and a big sleep I began to think the cynics were wrong. There was plenty to do in Prudhoe Bay if your priorities were food, warmth,
wifi and a bed.
The plan was to set off early in the morning
but by midday we were still sipping coffee and
procrastinating – and then we met Alvin.
With a face like he was headed for the gallows the wiry Minnesotan was heading down
the hall with arms full of panniers and we
stopped him immediately to ask which way he
was cycling. “South”, he said (although the tone
said Mordor) and he was about as excited as us
to head out into the cold.
To make matters worse his wife had called
to tell him their dog was dying and all of a sudden Prudhoe Bay was not the place he wanted
to be. He planned to hitchhike back but after
meeting us decided to at least pedal out with us
for perhaps the first day.
To put it simply the first 50 or so kilometres

out of Prudhoe Bay is hell.
The gravel road is made of loose, big rocks
that meant we were often forced to push as the
Arctic wind howled down the tundra. It was so
cold my exposed skin felt as though it was aflame
with a cold fire and my nose dripped like a tap.
We’d been told an exploratory oil drilling
camp sat at around the 40 mile mark and that
if we popped our heads in chances are they’d
give us a cup of coffee. There’s not much I
wouldn’t do for a free cuppa (sadly) and so at
around 5pm we found the camp and popped
our heads in and within minutes we were being
ushered into the kitchen for steaming cups.
An hour later they offered
us dinner, and then an hour
after that a bed in one of their
heated camp rooms to sleep.
The camp was full of
Americans from all walks of life – from the boss
(a Washington-born man who’d lived in countries around the world) to the head of camp (a
young Californian who’d spent weeks off travelling around Asia) to the vivacious cook who
spent all year in shorts and (my favourite, but
not a staff member) Elsie, a former cop, turned
truck driver who was also a vegetarian yogi.
Leaving was tough but somehow we pulled
ourselves away from the coffee urn and the
buffet and jumped back onto the gravel. It had
snowed overnight and again the ice sunk into
my pores as we pushed slowly out of camp.
On both sides of the road the tundra sprawled
out in hues of orange and brown while the distant Brooks Range sat like a snowy frame.

over for a yarn or to pass you a chocolate bar).
By day three Alvin had pulled ahead (he
was determined to cycle at least over the Atigun Pass before hitching south to be with his
wife) leaving Scott and I to plod along like two
elephants with a Tourettes problem.
The road had climbed steadily since Prudhoe and by time the mighty Brooks Range was in
front of us we had just 400 metres to tackle over
about six kilometres to reach the top. It took just
a couple of hours in granny gear we reached
the top and were greeted with a clear day.
While flying down the other side we spied
a girl pushing a loaded bike up and pulled in to

“To put it simply the first 50 or so
kilometres out of Prudhoe Bay is hell.”

Just two hours later a pick up truck
pulled over to warn us of a young grizzly bear
up ahead, about 100 metres back from the road
and like most encounters with wildlife the bear
was happy to look up lazily and then get on with
his life.
In fact the tundra was alive with so much
beauty and wildlife and even the Dalton Highway itself was a veritable community of social
calls. Trucks hurtle down this road at all times of
the night and day, alongside oil pipeline security,
camp workers and tourists (who frequently pulled

be reunited with Brita – a German girl we’d met
on the outskirts of Fairbanks when we set off.
In a fit of ambition Brita had decided to ride up
and back but while she’d made a good crack of
it she was clearly having second thoughts. We
found out later she’d had a huge stack downhill
which resulted in a broken arm. It meant trip
over for Brita and in a cheerful but heartbreaking email later on she said she would fly back to
Germany from Fairbanks.
We rolled into Coldfoot just after lunch time
a couple of days later and hooked into big burgers and bottomless cups of coffee while lapping
up the fact they had a flushing loo and heating.
The cheery crew told us we could pitch
the tent a stone’s throw from the restaurant
(bloody hell, we’d never leave) and somehow
our half day off turned into almost two days as
we tucked into buffets, connected to the bloody
awful satellite internet and drank an inappropriate amount of coffee.
We were planning on pedalling out early
the next morning but we tucked into one final
trucker’s breakfast a fabulous group walked in
and began chatting to us. They consisted of
three retired teachers and a Polish film maker
and within minutes it felt as though we’d made
friends for life. Minutes turned into hours and
when we finally parted ways they left us with a
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kilo of moose meat (to cook on our stove that
night) and sneakily paid for our breakfast!
We were feeling the love – and boy would
we need it.
Over the coming 350km we were set to tackle what truckers had dubbed the rollercoaster
and while we remembered a little from the drive
up (and what we’d already cycled) nothing could
prepare us for the utter shit to come.
We found ourselves cycling for almost eight
hours a day just to get another 70km down the
road and by time we crossed out of the Arctic
Circle and reached the tiny hamlet of Hotshot
(famed for it’s big burgers and bold women) I
was buggered. That morning we’d met British
cyclist Richard who was on a mission to pedal to South America and had initially planned
to cycle from Fairbanks to Prudhoe and back
(averaging 100 miles a day). He’d gotten to the
Arctic Circle, realised he’d found Satan’s road,
and abruptly turned back with the realisation
he’d bitten off more than he could chew.
For the past two days we’d forced our
Photo: Scott Daniel-Guiterrez

48

september 2018 - www.bicycletraveler.nl

aching limbs over brutally steep gravel climbs
(taking sometimes two hours to ascend) before
spending 10 minutes hurtling down only to do it
all bloody over again and we honestly couldn’t
blame him.
Contrary to what we’d initially thought
– it wasn’t the tundra and Atigun Pass that had
been the toughest part of the Dalton, instead it
was this effing god-forsaken rollercoaster that
made me want to personally punch every Alaskan road planner in the face. Between that and
my bleak mafia conversations with the hordes
of mosquitoes (“I’m going to kill you, your mother, your father and all your family”) I was another headwind off insanity.
Just Hotspot’s giant burgers and Richard’s
empathy kept us going and with 250 or so kilometres left until Fairbanks we figured we could
smash it out in three or so days (I mean the
worst was behind us right?)
But the following morning we realised not
only was the worst definitely not behind us, but
the gods of cycling and road
management had a sick sense
of humour.
From the banks of the Yukon River (about eight kilometres from our camp) the gravel
road rose sharply up for about
30 kilometres before bucking
like a rabid bronco to the end
of the Dalton.
My body’s initially feeble
protests became loud screeches and by 9.30pm we’d covered
just 85km. To make matters
worse a handful of small saddle sores on my bum had become open, weeping wounds
and I felt close to breaking.
Too tired to cook, we threw
up the tent and crawled in,
hoping like hell the end of the
Dalton (just 15 or kilometres
away) would bring an end to
this stretch of sadistic road.
The following morning my

body ached as though a semi had smashed
into it and my open sores burned mercilessly.
The mosquitoes were out in force and while attempting to bush squat I managed to pee on my
hand while trying to wipe them away.
The worst part is I didn’t even care (hell my
hand was probably cleaner now), all I could think
about was the fact that I wanted to be in Fairbanks, stuffing my face with calories, sitting on a
couch and being warm, clean and out of this shit.
Instead I popped some paracetamol,
smeared antibiotic cream on my bum, and
jumped on my bike.
As we pedalled up another brutal, gravel
climb it all came crashing down on me and I
stopped, screamed FFFUUUCCCCKKKK at the
top of my lungs and threw my bike on the ground.
“I can’t do it – I just can’t.” I screamed.
But I didn’t have a choice – and so I continued pushing (it was too steep to pedal) to the
fraway top.
An hour and a half later the “Dalton Highway” sign came into view and we sat down to
scoff some chocolate and give ourselves weary
high fives.
But it wasn’t over.
Fairbanks sat another 130km away and as
much as we wanted to get within a stone’s throw
of it I doubted it. Two hours later it began hailing
and an hour after that it was almost 8pm and
we were still a few hours cycle from the city.
My backside was burning, I could hardly walk
and Scott’s face had turned grey with fatigue.
It was crunch time.
We’d joked earlier about having 100km or
so of credit points up our sleeves (having cycled in the other direction for a couple of days)
and while we wanted to push out the last little
stretch I was done.
I’ve only ever hit the wall a couple of times
in my life and this was one of them. No amount
of mental force could get me over the line and
Scott wasn’t far from that point either.
We decided to flag down a lift and if after 30
minutes no one stopped, we’d keep going (although I didn’t think I was capable of even that.
The rumble of a big vehicle came into ear-

shot and we stuck our thumbs out.
It was an enormous pick up truck towing a
boat and the driver immediately pulled in.
“You headed for Fairbanks?” he asked.
“Yes!”
“Ok jump in,” he said.
Our new hero was a Fairbanks local who
worked at Prudhoe Bay and I was so bowled
over by his generosity I nearly kissed him on
the spot.
He was also a wealth of knowledge and as
we chatted easily on the way back to Fairbanks
I began to forget the pain of the past few days.
Instead we raved on about the beauty of the
road, the wealth of wildlife and the fascinating
people we’d met along the way.
Our new best friend dropped us at a big
supermarket just a stone’s throw from Ben’s
house and I staggered in to buy two frozen pizzas before we slowly and painfully pedalled the
last two kilometres back.
We were almost delirious but a blissful hot
shower and an entire pizza each made us feel
closer to human than we’d felt in days.
Later that night I curled up in bed, trying to
ignore the dull throb in my quads and the sharp
pain in my backside while feeling utter, sheer
relief that we were clean, warm and out of the
elements.
I didn’t even want to think about the next leg
(1000km or so to Whitehorse) I just wanted to
do my best impersonation of a vegetable.
The last two weeks had been one of the
roughest, toughest and most fantastic two
weeks of our lives. The magic of the tundra
almost moved us to tears while the road itself
almost did the same thing for other reasons.
We’d lapped up the hospitality of kindness of
both locals and tourists while diving headfirst
into Alaskan culture and falling in love with a
state that’s as wild as it is beautiful. BT
Sarah Webb, an Australian journalist, got fed
up with writing about other people’s adventures. So together with Scott Daniel-Guiterrez
she decided to go out and have one of her
own. www.longrodehome.com
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Panniers vs bikepacking bags:
Can panniers actually be lighter?
By: alee denham

I

’ve recently noticed that there’s a lot of discussion around weight when it comes to panniers
vs bikepacking bags. These weight comparisons come from a good place: they are often
comparing the weight between a typical touring
bike setup and a typical bikepacking setup. The
only issue is that this is like comparing apples
to oranges.
Minimalism
I’ll start by suggesting that minimalism either
appeals to you, or it doesn’t. Minimalists have
existed in the bike travel sphere for over 100
years, strapping bags to racks or simply selecting two panniers instead of four.
It’s well known that carrying less gear
means you can select a lighter/faster bike and
therefore travel longer distances with the same
effort. In fact, this is a positive feedback loop:
reduce bike weight > travel longer distances >
carry less food and water > reduce bike weight
further. So while bikepacking bags may force
you to think twice about what you’re carrying,
minimalism as a philosophy is equally applied
to all bike luggage setups, panniers included.

Alpkit Airlok XTra 20 liter + Arkel Dry Lite panniers.

I think it goes without saying that someone
with a minimalist mindset is unlikely to walk into
a bike shop and pick up a 16kg touring bike with
5kg of panniers, bags and racks. This setup will
not only offer excess volume, but the heavyduty components will be superfluous with a
minimalist’s load. Similarly, someone wanting
to carry a camp chair is unlikely to investigate a
bikepacking setup. This is the crux of the problem when comparing a sturdy touring bike with
four panniers to a svelte adventure bike with a
bikepacking ensemble – these setups appeal to
different people who want to conduct different
types of adventures.

Front and Rear Pannier Setup
Ortlieb Gravel Packs x2 (50L): 2320g
Tubus Tara Rack: 360g
Tubus Airy Rack: 233g
Total: (50L) 2913 Grams

Comparing weight
The only way to truly compare the weight difference between panniers and bikepacking
setups is to match the bag volumes. That is,
to assume that you’ll pack both luggage setups
with the same gear volume. I’ve seen people
make weight comparisons where the bikepacking setup has less than half the volume. The
panniers are always going to be heavier when
extra textiles are used, and racks are fitted to
accommodate the sheer volume!

When you fit a front rack to a bike or use panniers with hooks (or both!), the weight starts
to add up. But the difference with the volumes
matched is still under 800 grams (1.8lb). That’s
not insignificant, but it’s also a very small percentage of the overall weight of your body/bike/
luggage/food/water – probably under 1% of the
total.

Rear Pannier setup
Arkel Dry Lite Panniers (30 Litres): 540g
Tubus Airy Titanium Rack: 233g
Sea-To-Summit UltraSil Drybag (8 Litres): 30g
Compression Straps: 50g
Total: (38L) 853 grams
Bikepacking Setup
Ortlieb Handlebar Pack (15L) 417g
Ortlieb Seat Pack (16.5L) 430g
Ortlieb Framepack Large (6L) 232g
Total: (37.5L) 1079 grams

Photo: Dale Wambaugh
https://dalesjournal.wordpress.com
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Tubus titanium rack is about the same weight
as a large packet of potato chips and the Arkel
Dry Lite panniers less than a small bidon of water. Once you strap a lightweight drybag to the
top of the rack, it’s pretty hard for a waterproof
bikepacking setup to match the weight.

Surprised? I was! I always assumed that the
rack infrastructure and waterproof nature of the
panniers would tip the balance here. But the

Bikepacking Setup
Ortlieb Handlebar Pack (15L): 417g
Ortlieb Accessory Pack (3.5L): 206g
Ortlieb Seat Pack (16.5L): 430g
Ortlieb Framepack Large (6L): 232g
Anything Bag x2 (9L): 398g
Anything Cage HD x2: 440g
Total: (50L) 2123 Grams

BIKEPACKING.com recently suggested that
the biggest weight savings are what you can’t
fit into a bikepacking setup. While I agree that
having less storage space will make you think
twice about whether you can take it (ie. if you
can’t pack it, you won’t), I don’t think this is a
good reason to ditch the panniers (I’ve listed
better ones below). That’s because it’s ultimately your choice to fill the space, and if you have
a minimalist mentality, you don’t need volume
constraints to be on top of that.
Weight affects your speed.
I took my touring bike with two large panniers
(mounted to my rear rack) on a 15.37km (9.5mi)
long undulating route which offered 276m
(905ft) of climbing. I rode around this course all
day with different loads to find out how much
each extra kilogram affected my cycling speed.

It turned out that each extra kilogram is worth
somewhere between 10 seconds (flat) and 90
seconds (hilly) over 100km.
Aerodynamica
Aerodynamics have a significant impact on
your speed, especially when compared to my
weight testing. On my hilly test course when
carrying 20 extra kilograms it worked out to be
18 minutes slower over 100km. To put that into
perspective, that time difference is essentially
the same as the difference between bikepacking bags or four panniers with equal weight (17
minutes). That’s a lot!
Summary
I wrote this article to dispel the myth that racks
and panniers have to be heavy. I think that
matching the luggage volumes is the best way
to draw a weight comparison between setups
because if you’re interested in bikepacking
bags over panniers, you’ll also be the type who
can be a minimal packer.
That said, I personally wouldn’t pick either luggage option on weight alone.
Bikepacking setups are:
• More aerodynamic (6% in my case)
• Better on rough roads and trails
• Better at distributing weight (especially
frame bags)
• Able to fit bikes without rack mounts
Panniers have their place too. They are:
• Quick to remove from a bike
• Easy to carry off the bike
• Easy to organise
• Better equipped to fit odd-shaped
objects
• More protective of laptops
Ok, time to take whatever luggage setup you’ve
got and enjoy the ride! BT
Not only has Alee Denham pedalled from the
Netherlands to Australia, he has also written
two guidebooks; ‘Bicycle Touring in one hour’
and ‘The 2016 Touring Bicycle Buyer’s Guide’.
Check them out at www.cyclingabout.com.
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Image from the Road: CHINA
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by: joshua cunningham www.joshuacunningham.info
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Turkmenistan
Watermelons and Dictators
By: jilly sherlock
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W

atermelon. I was hallucinating watermelons, no mirages of ancient Silk
Road cities for me. Simply watermelon. It never changed size, it never got any
closer - it was always there some 50 metres in
front of me sitting proud and plump on the opposite side of the never-ending road in the barren landscape of the Karakum desert. I stopped
and leant over my handlebars, parched, exhausted then reached for my waterbottle. My
mind was addled. I'd recited my times tables,
counted backwards from 1000, recited poetry,
sang musicals and practised my square roots,
everything and anything to stop me from falling asleep or off my bike. I looked behind me,
where was Lee? I looked down at my map, and
sighed, yep it was just one long straight road.
550km- in searing heat with a buffeting head
wind- to cover in 5 days.
A beige landcruiser drew alongside me,
window wound down,
"Hello!!" an excited male face. "Where are
you going?"
"That way" I replied pointing ahead of me
stifling the urge to say which way do you think
I'm going. I'm facing this way. Its one road, I'm
in the middle of one of the world's hottest deserts on a highway that is melting. I mean just
look at it, this road looks like it has been furrowed! I've had 2 days of headwind, I have to
get out of this country in 3 days due to stupid
visa restrictions, I'd never even heard of Turkmenistan until I planned my route. I'm tired, I'm
thirsty.
Yet I remembered my manners.
"Hello! Where are you from?" I beamed
back.
"Ashgabat!" he replied proudly. "We need to
give you something."
"Huh?"
With that he jumped out of the car, his wife
removed two pug dogs from her knee and
joined him. They opened the boot. Here take
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some water - I clutched the bottle. It was cold. I
went to open it to pour into my water bottle,' no
no take take' as I was given another two 1.5 litre
bottles. "We need to give you more" and with
that my arms were laden with tins of condensed
milk, bread, apples and a tin of beef stew. A
moan and I looked behind: Lee: face flushed
and expressionless. You ok? I mouthed. He
nodded and leant over his handlebars. I said
goodbye to my food suppliers "Welcome to
Turkmenistan" he shouted as his face slowly
disappeared behind a polarised window to the
sanctuary of air-conditioning.
I shook my head bewildered and dazed by
this hospitality then turned to Lee
"You ok?" I repeated.
Lee nodded.
"What happened to you? I wondered where
you'd gone"
"I fell off"
"How?!"
I was just so bored. I fell off. I just want the
road to bend.
I chuckled.
Turkmenistan. The obscure oil-rich 80%
desert country of Turkmenistan. The president
was the former president's dentist. The former
president had called himself "President for Life"
named the days of the week and months of the
year after his family (I was born on an Uncle
Hugh in the month of Great Aunt Mildred), and
amongst other bizarre rulings banned gold
crowns on teeth though this seems to have
been nullified by dictator no.2 - being a dentist and all that. It was a country of Mad Max
meets the Truman Show, vodka was cheaper
than water, soul destroying stretches of desert
were interspersed with sitcom sounding towns
of Mary and Merv where perfect streets housed
vast glitzy equestrian centers due to the current president's obsession with horses - holding
presidential beauty competitions for horses -,
immense gold statues of former Him had been
replaced by current Him and stood to attention
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outside palatial buildings due to the president's
obsession with himself. His head was photoshopped onto the svelter bodies of sportsmen
in calendars. Children whose school years had
now been reinstated from 9 to 10 with the death
of dictator no.1 were picture perfect: school
girls in long green gowns matching the national
flag, plaited hair adorned with bows of white
netting. Young boys in colorful skull caps and
jackets of nationalistic rule. Yet even the plaits
were mandatory.
The first day in Turkmenistan we'd covered 120km including a farcical and Yossarian
border crossing (I didn't have the $12 in change
for the entry tax so they told me to go to the
bank. The bank however was across the border
and I got stopped and sent back as I hadn't paid
the $12 entry tax...) and a relentless head wind.
We found a 'bed' or tapchan outside a truck
stop which was simply a raised platform where
you sat crossed legged and ate your dinner. I'd
awoken in the night unable to stretch out only to
find the restaurant owner curled up in the crook
of my knee. The following night 3 bank security
guards had invited us off another tapchan and
into a yurt where food and vodka lay before us.
They'd mimed their jobs to us and patted their
pockets with a wink and a knowing nod... So
now we have money for Vodka. Vodka. Central Asia. Vodka. In addition to declaring your
belongings on a customs form before entering
the country it is worth noting down how many
brain cells you had when entering and how few
you have on exit. We toasted our mothers, our
fathers, their narcissistic despot leaders both
current and former. We toasted our cycling,
our health, our demise and their fortunate jobs.
Another bottle appeared, emitting a mysterious
green glow, more toasting. I believe there was a
third. Lee began to dribble, I had no legs.
By day 3 and with the worst hangover in
history we were both obsessed by watermelons: me still hallucinating and Lee confused
as he'd read there were 300 different types of

watermelon in Turkmenistan and we had yet to
see one. There were to be no towns just desert
and camels for 124km.
With only 4 km of camels to go we could
physically go no further and saw a police checkpoint. I mimed the usual "sleep" and pointed to
the concrete patch outside their hut. The policeman nodded. Lee and I got out our sleeping
bags while fighting a battle with the flies that
thirstily swarmed towards our eyeballs trying to
suck out the only source of moisture left on us.
It was then we spied the watermelon by the policeman. Go on, I urged. Lee walked over and I
watched the mime. He came back shaking his
head. Nah costs too much. I looked up and saw
the policeman walking towards us with my hallucination in his hands. Entranced I watched as
he laid it before us, smiled and went back to his
checkpoint.
The final push to Turkmenabat and we
struggled to keep awake on the excruciating
straight road. A gold toothed Uzbek truck driver in a string vest offered us water which we
gratefully accepted, coca cola which we nearly
kissed him for and then asked us to join him in
a vodka session. With 60km to go to the border
town we graciously declined. We stopped for
samosas in a desolate town. Young boys gathered round me as I showed them a map of their
country. They were chased away by an elder
yet not before two of the boys insisted I take a
photo of them and their bikes.
We reached the town at dusk and went in
search of somewhere to stay. An encounter with
an English speaking man in his 20's led us to a
small shop where we purchased water. Freshly
baked dumplings of sweet corn were popped
into our mouths by the gaggle of old ladies who
worked there. Before long we had an offer of a
bed and wheeled our bikes into a huge garage
where we were told we could spend the night.
A young boy brought us steaming bowls of plov.
His father appeared, staggering and gaunt,
grey skinned and in his pajamas. He ordered

the young boy out. He looked at us and flicked
his neck with his thumb and forefinger. Ouch
I thought. He flicked it again “vodka” he said
as the young boy returned clutching bottles
of the white spirit. So the last night in possibly
the strangest, one of the most bizarrely enjoyable countries of my trip to date with hospitable
people in an inhospitable landscape ended
with the neighbor being ill in the garden, me
being ill in the garden, the father being ill in the
garden, the son being sent back to the shop for
more and more of this vicious spirit. At midnight
when Lee and I were picking up the father who
had fallen asleep wearing just his underpants
in an oil puddle in the garage Lee looked at me
and said "for goodness sake, I don't get paid
for this you know" and we laughed as we put
him into the recovery position
The 9 year old son got up and cooked
us chicken legs for breakfast and we said our
farewells to him (his father was still unconscious where we'd dragged him to) and set off
on our route to the incredibly hard to find border
crossing which involved the help of a bus driver
cutting short his break to jump into his bus and
beckon us to follow him. He was replaced by
2 men on motorbikes who stood in the road
and waved and pointed to the right (Turkmenistan incidentally has no road signs apart from
one saying camels 124 km and another saying
"5km" - to where I have no idea). It was then I
looked down at the road and wondered if maybe, just maybe these road markings had been
made after a neck-flicking cheaper than water
vodka session. BT

Being a notoriously unlucky flyer - hijacked,
volcanic ash victim, aborted landings, cancellations, not booked on flights, wheels falling off
planes, struck by lightning - and also a non-driver
I thought it would be an idea to head off East on
my bicycle. http://sherlocktales.blogspot.com
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Image from the Road: australia
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by: maxo cadel www.instagram.com/thebikingsproject
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Armenia:
Ups and downs
By: jilly sherlock

I

opened the door of the dimly lit cafe and walked in: the haze of
cigarette smoke a continuation of the icy fog I had left behind
outside. I felt the curious glances of people at the tables as I
made my way to the counter: my attire haphazard due to being caught out at 2010m in freezing conditions and on the side of
the road I'd dug from my panniers a pair of thick mountaineering
socks which I wore with teva sandles. Green trousers had hurriedly been pulled over shorts and to complete the fashion faux
pas they'd been tucked into the socks. A thick down jacket under
a bright red waterproof with a black woollen hat perched on top
of a blue bandana completed the look of an overweight santa
helper. Having had only 15 minutes sleep the night before due
to an eventful night of hospitality which had gone slightly awry,
ascending 1000m on an empty stomach and generally feeling
run down, I felt I was on the verge of becoming hypothermic
with uncontrollable shaking as the cold and damp wrapped itself
round and infiltrated my core.

I smiled at the girl and said 'coffee'. She beckoned me to
sit down but it was then I spotted the electric bar heater on the
windowsill. I made my way to it and took off my gloves to warm
my frozen fingers. 'Aah!' I sighed as way of explanation to the
people at the adjacent table looking curiously up at me. 'Brrr' I
continued as I nodded to the outside at the thick fog while continuing to warm my hands on the heater. 'ooh, lovely' I exclaimed
feeling I had to say something as they were looking at me expectantly with cocked heads, stern faces yet smiling eyes under
thick black eyebrows. I heard a whisper and a chuckle from the
other corner of the room and then glanced again at the people
at the table next to me as I continued to rub my hands together
in front of the heater that.. hold on.. the heater that was not actually giving off any heat with its 3 bluish toned bars, and wait a
minute..this heater was surrounded by dead flies..
I mean anyone would make the same mistake after 15 minutes sleep.. wouldn't they?
When they joined in with my laughter and realised I
was totally insane they started asking me questions. I can now
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understand in any language the questions being asked. This is how they go..
"lgawwejslmmv?"
"England" I reply proudly then try variations "Anglia, Ingelterre, Manchester United"
until they nod with satisfaction and I then add
"England to {insert current location} by "bicycle,
velo, velociped"
"vdsjsglspwvnajraiu?" they ask holding up
one finger accompanied with a raised eyebrow
"Yes" I reply "just me, alone" mirroring their
solitary digit. This is followed usually by a shake
of the hand, a slap on the back or a thumbs up.
Free food follows shortly after.
"alkjgawupomm?"
I often misunderstand this.. then I remember how the questioning goes
"4 months" I reply with 4 fingers held aloft
still unsure if they think I have abandoned 4
husbands or 4 children to selfishly undertake a
solo journey on a bicycle.
Fluent me, I tell you.
I'd left Tbilisi, the captivating capital city of
Georgia, in a hungover state one day later than
expected having met wonderful 2 girls on a cycle journey from Thailand. A few beers, led to
us sampling the local Georgian wine, a sheesha pipe and a 6am finish. In a comatose state
I set forth to the Armenian border, a 10USD fee
secured me a 21 day visa and I began the first
of many ascents in this mountainous country.
Yet I had a blip. I'm not sure what happened,
yet I suddenly found tears. I suppose it had to
happen at some point. I missed my family and
friends as I once again hid and camped behind
bushes on a foreign road, wolfing down yesterday's bread, surreptitiously removing spiders
with bulbous bodies of black and yellow from
my tent, and staring blankly at the patterns of
kevlar on the ceiling of my tent, highlighted by a
cold moon, as I lay and waited for the morning
to come. Overwhelming sadness despite spectacular scenery. I couldn't bear to look at messages on my iphone: father endearingly retweeting one of my tweets despite me being his only
follower, emails from mother saying how proud
she was, family and friends sending messages
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of support. These couldn't be read for fear of
short-circuting my phone as the tears fell.
The melancholy subsided within 24
hours as Armenians graced me with their
smiles yet was quickly replaced with lethargy,
weary limbs and an accusatory stomach that
treated everything with suspicion and violently
evicted anything that dared enter. Yet this was
not a country to be feeble in. Skirting the Azerbaijan/Armenia border where "Danger. Landmines" signswarned me this was not a place to
wild camp. Mountain passes of 2400m greeted me daily, accompanied with seering heat,
strong winds, vistas of desert rock, deep gorges
gouged in arid steppes, alpine meadows, stark
plateaus with small villages of bee hives dotting
the landscape, fertile hillsides crawling out of
rivers, cave dwellings in volcanic rock.
At the top of one of these passes I rested
to gaze upon the switchbacked descent outside
the relic of Selim Caravanserai; a 13th Century watering hole for those who trod the Silk
Road. Having been closed for business for a
few centuries it was an Armenian family who
proffered refreshments and invited me to share
their picnic. As they piled into their car for their
return to Yerevan the mother rushed over to me
and thrust a bag full of roast chicken, blackened
potato skins, hunks of bread and cheese, tomatoes and cucumber into my hands as she leant
forward and kissed me on the cheek. Their departure was followed by the arrival of a minibus of delightful Belgian tourists who gathered
round me, taking photos and ignoring the ancient relic behind them to talk to the wreck that
was me in front of them.
Another day and another staggering climb
accompanied by the strongest headwind of the
trip had destroyed me yet a gaggle of fruit sellers surrounded me and my bicycle as I reached
the top of the pass. A bag of grapes, plump
apricots and palm sized apples was placed
next to me, followed by another bag of nectarines, pears and plums from another seller. The
Silk Road hospitality continuing. The first bag

lady then reappeared with her husband and a
bag of flat bread and cheese was handed to me
as the aftermath of the London riots unfolded
some 7000km away from me.
Mistakenly thinking that a 30km ascent would
be rewarded with something similar of downhill
I set off declining an invite to stay with them
for the night and a brief descent was followed
by more uphill. As the sun was sucked behind
mountains and replaced by charcoal clouds I
found a motel on the deserted plateau and
begged to camp in their garden. They agreed
and I pitched in gale force winds, changed into
my thermals and within minutes was asleep. I
awoke to them calling my name and I blearily
undid the safety pins (broken zip) that held the
entrance together. The man read from a piece
of paper 'come into hotel, you no pay, wind
very strong'. I insisted I was ok. They insisted
I wasn't as they started unpegging my tent and
pulling out my panniers. My walk of shame in
threadbare thermals began as I passed a group
of vodka infused male voices in an otherwise
empty dining hall. An arm led me into a kitchen
where Ararrat brandy was poured, a rich dish of
aubergines and tomatoes prepared, a basket of
bread placed before me. Full and sleepy I was
shown to a room after some deliberation being
shown first a room with a double bed and a pair
of men's trousers on the floor. I closed the door
thanking my host and lay on my bed reading the
miniature BBC headlines on my iphone as the
2nd night of UK riots commenced.
A knock on my door around midnight. I
opened it and there was a bottle of brandy, 2
glasses and an expectant face. I politely declined, locked the door, turned off the lights
and returned to the night of violence. Unable
to sleep due to footsteps that would pause
outside my door I instead recoiled in horror as
more mindless destruction passed. At 4am I felt
comfortable to sleep yet voices at my door, my
name being called, then a rapping at my door
awoke me just 15 minutes later. I never did
open the door, yet angrily shouted at the sound
of keys, contacted a friend, lifted the days

before flatscreen tv to the floor and moved the
cabinet across the door as people barricaded
themselves from the viral mayhem spreading
through our cities.
2 hours of gentle reassurance from a friend,
daylight arrived and the hotel lay still as I cautiously moved the furniture away from the door
and began my escape. Bike was still in lobby
though front wheel was loose. I tried the front
door. Locked. I raced to the kitchen and saw
a scene from of a Apocalypse Now meets Babette's Feast with an empty vodka bottle for
each seat around the table. I opened a door:
the carcass of an animal hung in front of me.
Balls! I searched through the drawers of the
empty reception desk and found some keys but
they weren't the ones for the main door. After
trying 6 windows I eventually found one unlocked, threw out my panniers and climbed out.
I'd escaped.
Aah.. my bicycle..
I did escape after startling the gate keeper
who must have called a hungover chap who
was opening the front door just as I was balanced on a table trying to unsuccessfully navigate my bicycle through a narrow window.
As I cycled thoughtfully away into the icy
fog towards the sanctuary of the sleepy town of
Goris I realised I could not condemn as the language barrier coupled with my fear had failed
to enlighten me as to why they were knocking
on my door.
It may simply have been to say "oh by the
way, if you want to leave when the sun rises,
do let us know.. as the door will be locked" and
with a sheepish smile I emailed my friend with
the message..
"On the road again. All ok" BT
Being a notoriously unlucky flyer - hijacked,
volcanic ash victim, aborted landings, cancellations, not booked on flights, wheels falling off
planes, struck by lightning - and also a non-driver
I thought it would be an idea to head off East on
my bicycle. http://sherlocktales.blogspot.com
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A classic hit-and-run
By: Chris Pountney

Photo: indigo skies photography www.flickr.com/photos/indigoskies

I

t was a beautiful, clear night here in Australia. A blanket of stars once again shone
overhead and a crescent moon descended
gradually behind me as the hours passed.
There was almost no traffic. There never was at
night. Just the occasional road train, one every
ten or fifteen minutes, and I’d hear it from a mile
off and get out of the road. It would roar past
and off into the distance, then silence would return. It was just me and the empty night, and a
goal of reaching 250 kilometres. The last few
kilometres rolled by, and I was so buoyed up I
even thought about keeping right on going. But
it was late, I was tired, and I would still need to
get up in the morning and ride all over again. So
as my cycle computer clicked over to 250 I congratulated myself on a job well done (and said a
little thanks to the wind gods too), and decided
to call it a night.
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I wheeled along slowly, peering into the
darkness at the side of the road, trying to look
for a place to camp. By now the moon had set
and it was completely dark, and I struggled to
see the outline of the trees and bushes to work
out if there was space to get in and pitch my
tent. I was barely moving at all, just creeping
along, trying to see in the dark. Then I suddenly
heard the noise of a large animal shuffling in
the shadows. It was very close, and seemed
panicked by my presence. Then, before I knew
what was happening, I saw the creature leap
out of the darkness and straight towards me. It
was as if it were actually trying to hit me. There
was nothing I could do to avoid it. I braced for
impact.
To say that my life flashed before my eyes
would be a lie. If anything flashed before my
eyes it was a kangaroo with an extremely poor

sense of direction. ‘I can’t believe this is actually
going to happen,’ I thought, or at least I would
have done if I’d had the time. The kangaroo’s
kamikaze leap brought it down directly to my
left. Then there was that familiar feeling of being about to bump into somebody, and trying to
avoid it, but knowing that you can’t, except in
this case it was with a kangaroo, which made it
weird. Then we collided.
At the moment of impact I leant in towards
the animal, then fell into it, and actually rolled
right over the top of it on my way to the tarmac. By good fortune this action threw me to
safety, clear of beast and bike, and somehow
my bicycle fell on top of the kangaroo, trapping
it beneath it. I was now prone on the cold road,
the smell of animal hide in my nostrils, as my
assailant struggled wildly, panic-stricken right
next to me. I was in shock. Things had just

gone from the surreal to the outright ridiculous.
There I was, lying on the road in the dark, taken
out by a kangaroo that was now trapped by my
own bike. I said a rude word, then had the silly
thought that I should perhaps do something to
help it out. But before I could do anything the
kangaroo kicked itself free, and without stopping to exchange insurance details it was away
across the road and off into the night. I remained
seated on the road. My bike lay horizontal next
to me, wheels spinning, lights flashing. Classic
hit-and-run. BT
Chris Pountney’s book ‘No Wrong Turns’ documents his attempt to circumnavigate the globe
using only boats and his bike. He now cycles with
partner Dea and they are heading towards South
America. http://differentpartsofeverywhere.com
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Image from the Road: argentina
by: erica taylor www.bicyclepatagonia.com
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The Pacific Coast:
a travelogue
Text: Ewan johnston
Photos: louis raphael
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T

o some extent, America is
a known quantity to us Brits. My
sense of the country has long been
channelled by films and TV – so, to
some degree, I knew what to expect when I arrived in Portland Airport.
From my first step through US Customs
(warmly welcomed by a US cop, complete with
gun holster and sparkling policeman’s badge)
to the sight of the Hollywood letter boards (as I
rolled into LA), this whole trip was to be a satisfying tick-box exercise of all that I imagined the
US to be. One by one I was seeing the real versions of all those screen-based myths.
My arrival in Oregon kick-started this theory
as “Portlandia” (the TV myth) seemed to be the
perfect embodiment of the Portland for real (or
vice versa). Tattooed hipsters served me coffee, gave me cycling advice and offered vegan,
gluten-free alternatives to every dish.
It dawned on me that I could probably have
a very happy holiday just chilling out in that one
city…. but quitting my ride before I’d even started would have been the betrayal of a steady
drumroll that I had been building up for many
months.
I had an adventure to get done.
On my first day, wide-eyed and fresh, I
was enthused by every passing road sign, shopfront and vehicle: “Highways”; “Diner”; “Waffles”; “Pancakes”; “Gallons”; people carriers;
4×4’s. They were the US that I already knew – it
felt like I was reconnecting with an old friend.
Actually my first day was a pretty grim route
through Portland’s industrial hinterland – but I
was far too excited to care. With a boyish excitement I was served free refills of coffee; paid
small sums with big wads of single dollar bills;
left tips; passed green and yellow road signs;
and turned right (legally!) on red lights. After
one, then two, visits it became clear that every
diner would remind me of that scene in Pulp
Fiction. The only shame was the Brexit-related
devaluation of the pound that I was suffering…
but enough politics for here.
What soon became apparent was the extent
to which life on the road had been so dramatically up-scaled. Rather than being squeezed
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onto the side of a UK road, I cycled, in what felt
like relative safety, on a hard shoulder the same
width as a full lane. Initially, I stuck to the main
highways and, although the flow of passing traffic never abated, it passed with a cruising calmness I wasn’t used to – 40-50mph, rather than
with a roaring acceleration nearer to 70. The
theme of this ‘upscaling’ was everywhere, and
remained for my whole trip: from the trees, to
the food portions, landscapes and people.
This was a country built upon road transportation. The highways bulldozed straight from
A to B, through towns and over rivers – rather than dabbling around them like they do at
home. Rather than peering round one turn after
another, I got used to re-orientating myself at
an intersection to see my route road disappearing off to the horizon – tarmac shimmering with
hazy mirages in the sun.
It took me almost most 100 miles of cycling to actually get to the Pacific Coast and
then I smelt the sea before I saw it. One more
small hill later, and suddenly it was there: The
Pacific Ocean – out as far as the eye could see.
It would become my orientating compass for
the next 10 days; the huge, featureless mass to
my right. Throughout my tour, a steady, inland
breeze pretty drifted in from its waves.
Each variation of landscape had in common
this same sense of overwhelming scale – from
the beaches, to the hills, farms, ranches and forests. Even the sky felt bigger as it played out its
daily pattern of dawn mists followed by a steady
rise in temperature to a deep afternoon blue.
I wasn’t used to seeing so much of it at once.
These are the images that I imagined remembering: the photogenic and the ‘grand’. Every morning with my early starts, I enjoyed the
pre-dawn air, seeing first the moon and stars
and then the sunrise.
It’s a paradox of cycling touring, though, that
at the very same time my world was growing, it
was also shrinking down to the minutiae. The
road surfaces ebbed and flowed and drove my
moods: from the sleekest of new tarmacs that I
floated over; to cracked and blistered old road
coatings that had been scrunched up and wrinkled by the elements. At its worst, every passing

metre jarred my bike and rattled its frame.
I wiped tiny grains of sand from my drivetrain each time I passed close to a windswept
beach; and I eeked out my small tubes of suncream and saddle-cream so that they would
last the trip. It was only on the 10th day that I, at
last, could use with abandon what was leftover.
Early in the ride, I also began to wonder whether the closest I’d come to seeing
some American wildlife was an exotic spread
of road-kill. I slalomed through squashed raccoons, deer (one enormous one, I assumed to
be an elk?), squirrels, possums, chipmunks,
snakes and even skunks (which stank as much
as I’d read as a boy). I went past what looked to
me like large porcupine (do they exist in California?) and an armadillo (again, is that even possible?!). Slowly though, these cadavers made
way for more uplifting sights – however, even
these were only drip fed through: at first, I heard
the raucous bark of some sea-lions; then saw
the speckled dots of seals out on a rock (black
dots even to my telescopic camera lens).
The sight of whales spurting out their
plumes of water ended up being a rather deflating encounter: with the jolly tone of someone
that had spent too long in my own company I
gate-crashed a guided group of whale watchers. When asked if I knew what I was looking
for, I quipped, “Something like a big fish….?!”
My humour with met with such deadpan distain
that I reversed my bike back out onto the road
somewhat crestfallen that I’d lost the ability to
communicate with my own species.
By the end of the trip, though, I’d had to cover my face as I rode through a flapping group of
vultures picking food at the roadside; stood pindrop-quiet within touching distance of a group
of deer; and even accidently created a road-kill
of my own as I rode straight over a sun-basking
snake (despite my best efforts to jump it). I’d
watched raccoons and chipmunks steal food
from a veranda where I sat, as humming birds
buzzed around them; and I’d photographed big
herds of wild elk (although this did involve pushing aside other tourists to get a line of sight).
The scariest wildlife was, perhaps, best left to
hints and suggestion: road-signs revealed the

presence of bears and coyotes – but the closest I got was hearing the tale that a cyclist had
ridden into a bear only 2 weeks earlier and had
a broken arm to show for it.
The towns, like the roads, changed in
character the further South I went.
In North Oregon, the flatter coastal plain
lent itself to enormously long bridges as the 101
traversed over one river mouth after another.
A couple of these constructions looked
like a packet of drinking straws held together
with blue-tack – and as though they’d be built
by arguing factions, so dramatically their style
changed half way across.
The many inlets held towns trying themselves to bridge a gap – between half fishing
industry; half tourist-chique. Some cafes were
staffed by hipsters straight out of Portland; others, more aligned to the rough and tumble of
industrial fishermen.
As the shoreline steepened into more pronounced bays, surfers, and surfing competitions appeared. I sat eating my morning porridge, amongst young athletes squeezed into
their own versions of lycra cladding, and reflected on how much cooler surfers were compared
to an equivalent set of breakfasting audaxers.
The scene reminded me of “Point Break” and,
later, I had the smug satisfaction of finding out
that the film had indeed been shot there. Descending into such bays, the roads often became awash with sand and I tip-toed on my bike.
It wasn’t until I approached San Francisco
that a new type of culture appeared. Roadside
diners started to air their menus in Spanish and
the oatmeal and omelettes of my early days
were replaced by burritos and fajitas. The price
of burritos plummeted from a $13 hipster snack
to a $5 working lunch – served in a dense wrap
the size of my own forearm. Fellow customers
ordered in Spanish and smiled politely at our
limited exchanges.
Although the sea was the predominant
feature, my route did have its other “chapters”:
forests, farmlands and even desert (which I’ll
come on to). And unlike the day rides I’m used
to doing around Bristol – these were huge tracts
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of land that I didn’t just shoot past, but I rode
through for mile after mile.
The Redwood Pines – and their national
park – took me 2 days. Simplistically a day and
a half of steady climbing, then one great, rushing descent. Much of this time was spent in the
chasm between vast tree trunks (and through
the famous ‘drive-through-tree’). The feel of the
air was almost magical: windless, still and silent; the smell of the pines; and their dappled
light. These trees did indeed feel like giants –
“The Avenue of the Giants” an apt name. Here
the roads were emptier too – on the morning of
the long descent I barely saw another vehicle.
As I passed through the forest on the tarmac, I pondered how magical the woods must
have been just 100 metres to either side. I felt
dwarfed even on my well trodden road.
For me, these were the highlight of my trip.
I was moving from A to B at the pace set by my
itinerary – but this was the area that most demanded to be revisited.
Even the intimidating passage of large logging trucks left behind, not the smell of polluting
diesel, but the scent of resin and timber – not
unlike a 5-star sauna.
Whenever I left the cooling breezes of
the coast, the temperatures quickly rose from the
comfortable low 20s to above 30. Rather than
the ascents being little and often, they became
more substantial as I flirted with the mountain
ranges parallel to the sea. Nearer to San Francisco, I passed through ranch country and saw
groups of actual cowboys, riding actual horses,
with actual lassoes. It crossed my mind that
they were probably tourists on a ‘cowboy tour’
but I took a photo of the dusty ranchlands in the
background, and a huge long chain of single file,
brown cattle plodding across dry grasslands.
Only 30 miles inland and the feel of the
country was very different.
I was served by a man wearing a T Shirt: “#1
gun safety rule? OWN ONE”; flies attacked me
when I stopped, and for the first time I began to
run out of water before I reached the next town.
I stayed the night in an “RV Site” on a simple
mattress. My host’s vest read “My momma told
me I could be whatever I wanted? I chose to be
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an ASSHOLE.”
I could tick-off a couple
of Simpsons characters
from my list of must-see
America.
Tricky to articulate, but
it felt as though the locals
were used to tougher times,
and had less indulgence for
a cyclo-tourist visiting their
town just for fun.
Where the inland was flatter, crop farming displaced
the cattle. Enormously vast
irrigated fields stretched
as far as I could see.
Perfectly coiffeured rows
of grapes, asparagus, lettuce, artichokes and sod
(turf) filled the air with their
respective scents. The
roads here were incredibly
flat, and remarkably straight.
But, perhaps surprisingly,
my speeds never seemed
to rise on these stretches.
There was no shelter from
the winds and the surfaces
were grainy compared to the
highways, but in ~2 days of riding I never felt
boredom at their repetition. I found myself fascinated at the never-ending rows of geometric
precision and the sheer scale of production.
If San Francisco hung on my experience of riding over the iconic Golden Gate
Bridge [anything from Hitchcock’s ‘Vertigo’ to
Michael Bay’s ‘The Rock’], my arrival in LA
was the procession of iconic place names and
beaches as I rode into movieland.
The ocean road [fact] felt plucked straight
from the opening credits of “Big Little Lies”
[myth] – and the seafront houses grew in glamour and glitz. I thought of Sharon Stone’s seatop mansion from Basic Instinct, and I passed
through Malibu, Santa Monica, Venice & ‘Muscle’ Beaches, and – yes – I saw the Hollywood
letterboards. I can’t even remember which, or
how many films, I’ve seen then in before – but

the beach towers were quintessentially Baywatch and I took a photo of their wide expanses
of sand.
I’d spent so many hours in relative seclusion, meditating and day-dreaming, that the
busy LA roads felt pretty foreign and jarring.
For days I’d been able to smooth over all
the many mental stresses of my life: I’d rolled
them over and over in my mind – like pebbles in
the Pacific swash – until their rough edges had
smoothed, smoothed, then smoothed away.
Some disappeared entirely – but none jarred
anymore.
I’d got to a state of inner peace that I’ve rarely
known before – left in the isolated bubble of my
own devices, my yin and yang were more balanced than ever. Past regrets, future stresses,
hopes and fears had all dissipated and I felt a
sadness at having to leave this new equilibrium.
But the tour was coming to an end.

Car horns sounded in the LA streets and my
reveries were about to be sucked back into the
chaos of a shared, real life.
My old friend opened his front door and
smiled.
I lent my black bike against the whitewashed walls of his garage and took up his offer of a cold can of ginger ale.
This was where the cycling stopped. BT
Ewan has long cycled the world’s roads, however, it was recent multiple sclerosis diagnosis
that inspired his blog: https://cyclingwithms.
wordpress.com. You’re welcome to visit his
site as he shares his story.
Photographer Louis Raphael specializes
in landscape and portrait imagery.
www.louisraphaelphotography.com,
www.instagram.com/louisraphael.
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The Gobi desert
By: sam gambier

Photo: christopher micheL https://twitter.com/chrismichel

B

efore I start to remember sunsets or the
kindnesses of nomads. Before only the
staggering beauty of this desert lies serenely in my memory, I must say this - the Gobi
is a terrible place!
I feel now, writing from Sainshand, like my body
has been tied to a pneumatic drill for four days.
As the road from Ulaanbaatar dissolves into
a confusing myriad of jeep tracks, each with its
own design on the destruction of skeletal systems, the landscape seems to loose everything
that grants sustenance to life. A sparsely populated country becomes almost completely empty. Grass withers. Becomes yellow. Tough. And
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then disappears completely. Replaced only by
rocks and sand.
One becomes aware, here, of the things one
truly needs. The water bags, and the packets of
food became the most valuable of my possessions. But the lack of people too had an effect
upon me I could not have imagined and cannot
explain. I have never been so terrified of a natural landscape in my life. And yet, at the end of
each day, as I watched the sun set and felt its
relentless heat cool, I felt an incredible freedom.
No-one could be seen and, though I have never been more than 50 miles from a permanent
settlement, I felt completely alone. With enough

food, and enough water, when bicycle wheels
no longer sink in sand, and the sun no longer
stifles, the desert can seem like a very beautiful
place indeed. But as water supplies begin to diminish one becomes very aware that one is not
Ray Mears - and a gratefulness emerges that
some people possess an incomprehensible
hardiness that allows them to live here.
I have taken the easiest route possible
through the Gobi. The train tracks never lie
more than a few miles away and villages stand,
tiny against the vastness, never more than a
day's cycle apart and always promising water.
As I near the Chinese border I am also aware

that 300km of this desert remain to be crossed
on the other side. It is perhaps, the most exciting part of my journey so far, but the Gobi is
a place which makes you appreciate the richness of other places. And it is a place I will be
happy to leave behind... BT
A few days after his 23rd birthday, Sam left his
home in Cornwall to cycle around the world.
His solo journey would take him over 36,000
miles, from France to Singapore, across Australia, and from Alaska to Argentina. He has
since published a book, “Terning: Around the
world by bike”. http://cyclertw.blogspot.nl
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Image from the Road: belize
by: heike Pirngruber www.pushbikegirl.com
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If Cycling Around The World Is So Good
Then How Come I Just Want To Watch DVDs?
Text: Tim Moss Photo: Laura Moss

A

big cycling trip is something of which
I, and we, have dreamed for many
years. Ever since spending three
weeks pedalling through Scandinavia alone in 2009, before that listening to
Alastair Humphreys talk about his four years of
bike-based wanderings after work at the RGS,
and even in the middle of our last big expedition – walking across Patagonia – I had to stop
reading Rob Lilwall’s account of cycling home
from Siberia because it was driving me mad
with wanderlust.
And now we are on one. A great big cycling
trip. The UK to Australia and beyond, perhaps.
Few things are ever as you expect them
to be in life but, whilst our 50 days on the
road so far have been different in many ways
from the pictures I drew in my head over the
preceding years, they are not falling short of
expectation. Different but just as good. Cycling around the world – or perhaps I should
restrict that to “cycling across Western Europe”
for now – is great.
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So, why then, am I so desperate to watch DVDs?
We have crossed half a dozen countries
under our own steam and traversed the Alps
by the same means; spent a month of nights
beneath the stars, basked in the warmth of a
European summer, flung ourselves into downpours of rain and swum wild whenever the fancy has taken us. We have neither the need to
get up for work in the morning or many more
commitments besides cycling a few miles each
day (if we’re in the mood) and keeping vested
interests (sponsors, family, followers) updated
occasionally.
In short, this is what many – myself included, perhaps, in more flippant moments – would
call: “living the dream”.
Which is what makes all the more confusing my continual desire to be indoors, with a
shower and a bed, wifi access and, best of all,
films on tap.
When the clouds threaten thunder, I instantly search out shelter (and it is almost
always man-made: bus stops, petrol station

forecourts, unused verandas). If accommodation is on offer – a friend of a friend, a couch
on which to surf, an act of kindness from a
stranger – then I will down tools at the drop of
a hat or sign up for a lengthy detour, whichever
is required to be spared the tent and given
four walls. Should we have a day’s rest in a
new town my priority is not a tick list of tourist
destinations but sleeping, checking my emails
and watching new episodes of Breaking Bad
(a well which has now run dry).
These habits – indulgence? laziness? – are
the exact things which I spurn at home. Sitting
inside watching TV? Not Tim Moss. He’s out
back doing hill reps in the dark. Lying in bed
wasting time on a tablet? The Next Challenge
says no.
None of this is to suggest that I do not enjoy cycle touring (nothing could be further from
the truth). But I think it does have a few other
implications. Namely that although hardship
is good sometimes – indeed, unavoidable on
such a trip – relief from it is always welcome;

and that indulgences like mindless TV have
their place (after 10 days of cycling, camping
in fields and washing in streams being one
particularly appropriate place).
What I like most about this realisation –
that even in the midst of the adventure of a
lifetime all I really want to do is watch movies
on my Nexus – is that it so perfectly skewers
the idea of “adventurer as other”. The impression that “people like me” doing these grand
adventures and waxing lyrical about our derring do through continual Facebook updates,
are somehow different from other people –
braver, tougher, more interesting or any other
such nonsense.
No. I do love cycling up hills and get a
kick out of sleeping in the woods but I still like
watching DVDs in bed too. BT
Tim and Laura Moss cycled around the world and
wrote a book about the experience called With
the Sun on our Right. http://thenextchallenge.org
www.instagram.com/nextchallenge
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Life on the road:
strip washes and car parks
80

Text: Laura Moss
Photos: Tim & Laura Moss
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A

few nights ago, we slept in a disabled toilet. Don’t get me wrong, it was a nice
disabled toilet (although alas, no Dyson Airblade), but it was still a toilet. It was
pouring down in Korea and it was the driest, warmest place we could find in the
grounds of the museum we’d chosen to stop at for the night.
At one point in this most romantic of evenings, a question struck me: how has this become
normal? The boundaries of what constitutes acceptable behaviour have shifted enormously from when we left home.
With so few possessions, we do virtually no housework. We wash clothes in rivers, hotel bathrooms and public loos, drying pants on our panniers if needs be. We wash dishes
using a tiny amount of soap and whatever water we can spare. The biggest jobs are cleaning the bikes and washing the tent, but we have only done the latter once so far, and then
only because I misjudged the aim of my nighttime pee.
I have become an expert at the strip wash, even in the most public of places. If we’re
lucky, we’ll find a quiet river or lake to jump in. If we’re not so lucky, we use our trusty Ortlieb folding bowl and stand in it, one washing while the other keeps lookout. Failing that, a
wipe down with a wet flannel does wonders and can be performed almost anywhere, even
in a crowd of people. Give me 300ml of water and a flannel, and I’ll get myself (almost)
clean enough for company.
I have become adept at cooking dinner using a single gas hob – and it isn’t always instant noodles. Most recently, due to the scarcity of bread and oats in rural Korea, I’ve been
making bread. The novelty of kneading together a batch of dough in a riverside public park
hasn’t yet worn off. Take that, Mel and Sue.
Lunch is eaten in supermarket car parks most days. This is usually because we’re too
starving to pedal to a more picturesque spot. Very occasionally, we plan ahead and buy
food before we’re hungry enough to eat our own arms.
We spend a disproportionate amount of time at lorry parks and petrol stations. They
often make good camping spots as they usually have loos and running water, and our
presence seems to entertain the night staff no end. However, these days we sleep almost
anywhere.
We’ve made our bed in parks and on beaches, in sports arenas, mosques and churches, under pagodas and on top of mountains. On bad days, we sleep by the side of the
road. On good days, we find somewhere quiet with running water and shelter. We sleep
outside much of the time, in our tent or simply under the stars in our bivvy bags, waiting
for darkness to fall and crowds to disperse before bedding down. We’ve also been offered
a number of abandoned houses to sleep in: usually a bit creepy, but affording shelter from
the elements.
And so we are brought back to the disabled loo. It was somewhere dry to sleep, wash
clothes, wash dishes, cook dinner and make bread. On top of that, it had electricity: to
read at night without a head torch is indeed a treat. It might not be everyone’s idea of a
perfect spot but for us, at that moment, it was home. BT
Tim and Laura Moss cycled around the world and wrote a book about the experience called
With the Sun on our Right. http://thenextchallenge.org www.instagram.com/nextchallenge
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Sisyphean

Pleasures
Text & photo: david brankley

A

t this point in my ride across
the heartland, I’m a month in and
already close to my objective on
the East Coast. I’m well ahead of
schedule. I can’t help congratulating myself on
my good luck. I’m lucky to be alive. I’m lucky to
have not been injured. I’m lucky to have good
weather following me.
Laurens van der Post, the African explorer,
once marveled at the eland. Several times he
found elands — Africa’s largest, most graceful and beautiful antelope — squarely in the
sights of his rifle, but was unable to pull the
trigger. Other hunters, both white and native,
that he talked to were similarly unable to take
down elands when they had the chance. Van
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der Post speculated that they must have some
special supernatural protection. When I think
about my improbable survival as a cyclist
among so many drivers who are often hostile
or indifferent or unaware of my presence, I can
only conclude that I have also gained some
special supernatural eland-like protection. How
else can you explain hundreds of thousands of
miles of cheating the undertaker, while dwelling in a world populated by millions of motorized and capricious beasts? I don’t take this as
any sort of promise for the future. I doubt that
I’m completely responsible for my fate. I’ve
just been lucky up till now.
It’s a joy to spend an entire day grinding on
the pedals. It feels exhilarating just ticking off

the miles and watching all that
scenery passing by. It’s not
to everyone’s taste, I get that.
For some reason it suits me
to a tee.
I had a girlfriend once
who compared me to Sisyphus. He was the chap the
gods cursed by causing him
to push a heavy boulder up a
mountain. When he reached
the top, the boulder would roll
down the other side. Sisyphus
would then have to push it
up again, and on and on for
eternity. Some days bicycling
is like that. Mostly it’s not like
that at all.
Besides riding all day,
there’s camping. Camping is
another thing many people
have a hard time appreciating.
My sort of camping begins
with finding a good spot at
the end of the day. It will
never be in a campground.
I don’t see how that can be
camping. Finding the right
spot is essential to the experience. I may pass up a dozen
fairly good spots to locate the
perfect one. When you find
it you’ll know it instantly, intuitively. The place
you choose must be isolated and private. It
has to be your place, not somewhere someone
else has chosen for you. The natural features
must protect you from the elements as much
as possible, your tent does the rest. There
ought to be fuel around to build a fire. There
ought to be water for cooking and cleaning
up. When dinner is over and pots are cleaned
and stowed away the tent is there for reading
and listening to the radio, or watching a downloaded documentary or drama. Chocolate,
pipe smoke, whiskey, and mental nourishment
are enjoyed together, all while lying warm and
comfy in your sleeping bag. The pleasure of
each multiplies the enjoyment of the others.

You listen to the silence surrounding you, now
and then broken by a conversation between
owls or to coyotes calling out to family members. Does it get any better than that? Of
course it does. It could be raining.
If it rains during the night, that’s a bonus.
Tents never feel so comforting as when they’re
blocking out the rain. The sound of raindrops
on the fabric makes perfect music to send you
off in to the deepest sleep. All the day’s effort
makes sure that’s exactly what you need and
will get.
It’s primal living, which is why it’s so
satisfying. But for the bicycle and the road,
it’s the sort of life our pre-agricultural ancestors lived for tens of thousands of years, even
before they left Africa (and also for those that
didn’t). The constant motion during the day
mimics the wandering nomadic life of huntergatherers. Hunt too long in the same location
and game becomes wary. The best berries
and tubers are always over the next hill. Wandering is in our nature. The only thing missing
in this case is the social dimension, but I’m a
solitary person, and anyway, who else would
care to share these primal occupations? Not
many. I get my occasional jolt of sociability
from the coffee bars I visit. Conversation can
be as powerful as caffeine.
My friend may have it wrong about Sisyphus. Maybe we all have it wrong. He may enjoy
nothing more than pushing that boulder up the
hill and then having the opportunity to do it all
over again? He may take to the challenge with
unbounded enthusiasm. I’m open to the idea.BT

David Brankley is a painter based in Telluride,
Colorado. He writes, “before settling here I
travelled the world by bicycle for three decades and settling is still a strange sensation.
Maybe that’s why each winter I take to my
wheels and wander about.”
http://davidbrankley.blogspot.nl
This column originally was published in the
Telluride Daily Planet on november 17, 2017.
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Image from the Road: America
by: John Fontanilles https://wanderingbybicycle.com
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Special agent
By: david brankley

Laundry day in Hawthorne Nevada. I
didn't get much wrong apart from loading my
wash plus soap into the dryer instead of the
washer before inserting my quarters and turning on the machine, then waiting thirty minutes
for it to thoroughly dry my already dry, but still
unwashed clothes. I was just pulling them out
when another customer walked in to whome
I exclaimed, "Wow, this washer actually dries
your clothes too." He noticed my mistake about
half a moment before it finally dawned on me.
He gave me a look that said, how stupid can
you get? Before he could press that point home
the camp manager ( this was at the Good Sam
campground where I'd stopped to buy a shower
and inspired by my new found cleanliness was
following that up with some laundry) stopped in
to say hello to the man who had just arrived. He
asked him if he had caucused, they knew each
other, and the Nevada caucuses of the 2016
presidential race had just occurred. Yes, he
answered, and he'd "voted for the idiot". There
was no question who he was referring to. He
meant Trump. He also seemed very proud to
have promoted the candidate that he considered an idiot. Trump had won the Nevada caucus. He was winning most of them. The other
candidates were helpless to stop him, and unable to explain or understand his broad appeal
inside, much less outside the Republican party.
Apart from the strangers odd way of characterizing his choice for president, and a genius for discriminating between washers and
dryers far exceedingy my own, there was nothing about him that struck you as impressive. He
looked just like any other old coot living out in
the desert. Turns out ,as we talked, and he told
me about his life he was much more impressive
in life story than appearance. But what do we
expect of people who have lived life much larger than the rest of us? Should they resemble
the people who play them in Hollywood? My experience is, they seldom do. They tend to look
like the rest of us schlubs.
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Photo: Bruce Fingerhood www.flickr.com/photos/springfieldhomer

We got as far back as 1958 in his story. He told
me that that was when he was in the military,
in Indochina, and he was recruited by the CIA,
a career that lasted almost twenty years. He'd
killed for his country, and been shot at, he said.
It would have been a suspicious story coming from anyone else but I was warming up to
him, and still find it all believable. Then came
marriage to a beautiful casino floor manager in
Las Vegas. After her untimely death he took to
drinking and misspent the money she had left
him. Much of it went to buying brothels in central Nevada. He had owned three, including the
famous Bunny Ranch. It was there he'd had the
misfortune of having partners who were skimming off the profits for themselves. This lead to
a fight. That led to two bullet holes in his belly
which he was happy to show me. The other guy
didn't walk away. You don't get into a gun battle
with ex-CIA may be the moral of that story.
Was any of this true? Was all of it or none of
it? Who knows? Might make a great book really.
Someone could buy the movie rights. Someone
could play a younger, slightly more chiseled
version of our hero. I'm thinking, Matt Damon.
I eventually got those confusing machines worked out, which one was dry and
which one was wet, and in what order to use
them. I rode out of Hawthorne cleaner, happier,
and wondering about all the schlubs out there.
They've all got some kind of story to tell. An
hour alone with them in the laundromat of a one
horse town might be enough to throw off all your
first impressions, or maybe just confirm your
harshest suspicions. Maybe you just need to
pick the right laundry, or the wrong machine.BT
David Brankley is a painter based in Telluride,
Colorado. He writes, “before settling here I
travelled the world by bicycle for three decades and settling is still a strange sensation.
Maybe that’s why each winter I take to my
wheels and wander about.”
http://davidbrankley.blogspot.nl
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Image from the Road: Argentina
by: Josh bergemann www.instagram.com/gone_full_circle
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The 8 Stages
of Headwind
By: jen sotolongo
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You’ve heard of the 5 Stages of Grief,

but have you heard of the lesser known 8 Stages of Headwind?
Headwinds are a cyclist’s’ worst nightmare.
After my most difficult day of cycling ever, battling
headwinds for seven hours straight, I realized
that I had encountered several stages of dealing with my misery with the Winds of Despair.
I’ll also let you in on a little secret. We have
encountered some lovely weather in Sweden.
Blue skies, and scenic coastal towns, with the
ocean glimmering in the sunshine. We’ve even
had some tailwinds. The thing is dear readers,
that blue skies and sparkles don’t make exciting stories. Comfort zones are boring. Our misery is what creates adventure and provides me
plenty of content to make you laugh out loud.
Speaking of tales of our woes, let’s get back
to this windy afternoon. I’m still not quite certain
how we made it to our destination that day. By
the time we arrived, I was battered, like a junkyard car. I could barely speak in full sentences,
let alone manage my cumbersome load, but we
had arrived, and our bodies took us there. And
that is what this journey is all about.
And now, for those Stages of Headwind.

1. Distraction

Rather than let the wind get to me, I created a
game to distract myself from the natural force
ruining my morale. As suspected, Swedes noticeably favored Volvos to other vehicles. I decided to determine just how many Volvos were
on the road.
First car, Volvo!
Second, third, fourth cars, not Volvos. But
lucky number five, a Volvo!
By the time I had counted 36 cars after
about 45 minutes of my game, my Volvo count
remained at three. Sorely disappointed in the
purchasing decisions of the Swedes who drove
that particular stretch of road, I ended my game
and went back into combat with the headwinds. As soon as I called it quits, three Volvos in a row zoomed past. Sorry guys, you’re
too late to this party.
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2. Bargaining

After the let down from my Volvo counting
game, I tried reasoning with the headwinds.
How about we trade you for two days of
rain? It can even be a little cold.
Whoosh! A huge gust of wind swept through
the skies and stopped me in my tracks. I had to
pause on the side of the road and unclip from
my pedals because the gust was so strong.
Cars whizzed past in my precarious position, as
the wind rendered me motionless on the side of
the road.
Ok, ok. Three days of rain! They can even be
three days in a row.
Right then, a semi came barreling towards
us, creating its own ecosystem of wind, jolting
me from the side like the bully in the bumper
car ring.
I took these signs to mean that the wind had
no intentions of slowing down anytime soon,
and it certainly wasn’t interested in tradsies.

3. Peace

With my failed attempts at distraction and bargaining, I decided to just make peace with the
wind. It wasn’t going away and we needed to
press forward to get the most out of our 90 days
in the Schengen Zone. There was nowhere to
stay in between the town from where we began
and the one to which we were headed, so I just
tried to meditate and accept the weather as it
was.
I closed my eyes and felt the wind on my
body, imagining it that it was propelling me forward, rather than pushing against me. I felt,
whoa God! I lost my balance and swerved into
the road.
(This stage works best on low traffic or forest service roads, where there is no danger of
losing one’s balance and falling into a car, tree,
or nearby water source.)
Next stage!

4. Ignorance

Dave has played navigator throughout our trip.
He likes to futz with the maps and often reminds

me, with pride of his testing in the 98th percen- loading? Tap, tap.
“Hmm. Looks like we’ve got 12k until
tile in geography in the fourth grade.
He enjoys knowing the weather, distance, we hit the store.”
My eyes began to bulge out of my face and
and wind direction for each day’s ride. I drew
my initial reaction was to strangle Dave. But
the line on this particular ride.
“Ok, so up there, we’ll make a left, and then rather than turn to violence, I politely asked that
the winds will be coming from the north south- he not tell me how far we have left or whetheast northwest, which means they won’t be so er the wind will be light and breezy or strong
enough to send me flying, whether we’d have
strong.”
We made our left and there was still strong sun or rain or a frigid day. I just didn’t want to
know. Then I couldn’t be disappointed.
wind in my face.
….after several kilometers…
“All right. Now we take this straight away 5. Despair
and turn right, and the wind will be coming from After what seemed like several hours and 50km
the east west of south to the north. It shouldn’t later, we enjoyed a relaxing lunch of rock hard
be too bad!”
avocado on bread, while the wind pelted us from
It was still bad. Very bad.
all sides, scattering our food scraps, wrappers,
…after several kilometers…
and forks about, bemused as we scrambled to
“All right, next we’ll take this right, and the collect our flying items. I went inside the tiny
winds will be coming
from the southwest north “My eyes began to bulge out of my face
full harvest moon, which
and my initial reaction was to strangle Dave.”
means they’ll be behind
us! And, it’s just 12km to the only grocery store grocery store to use the loo and warm up.
on our route today!”
I ran my hands under hot water for a long
He was actually right this time, and for three time as I listened to the wind pounding against
glorious kilometers, I remembered what it was the walls of the building. Upon exiting the store,
like to enjoy riding my bicycle. I set my gears to I was blasted by the strong gales and walked
the hardest they had been all day and surged towards our picnic table in a manner that would
forward, without a care in the world. We’d make qualify for the Ministry of Silly Walks. I sat down
it to our destination, after all.
and I began to sob.
Then, I noticed a sign ahead. Beyond this
Please, don’t make me go back into that
sign, the road continued straight, or it turned wind, please! I wailed to Dave. I can’t do it. I
right, directly into the wind. I begged and plead- don’t want to do it. This isn’t fun. I just can’t bike
ed with the weather gods that we continue in this any more. Please just don’t make me go
straight. It was a significant hill. That’s fine. I back out there!
could handle a hill, but not the wind. Please,
“Ok”, he told me. “We don’t have to bike any
God, not the wind.
more, but there’s a storm coming in soon and
The sign directed us towards the right, and we don’t have anywhere here we can stay.”
the wind was back in my face, gears set to
And so, back into the wind we went.
granny, knees grinding and body tense.
After what seemed like more than sufficient 6. Avoidance
time to have pedaled 12km, even in the circum- Cycling for many hours gives the mind freedom
stances, I inquired about the distance to this to think. On this particular windy day, all I could
grocery store.
think about was not riding in this wind. I came
Tap, tap. Grumble. Why isn’t this thing up with a solution.
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As soon as Dave pulled over, I came to him
with my brilliant plan. Our bikes bobbled in between our legs as we straddled them. I divulged
my thoughts.
I can’t take this headwind for the entirety
of Sweden, I told him. I refuse. Let’s just get
to Gothenborg and take the ferry to Frederikshavn, Denmark. If there’s winds there too, then
we’ll take a ferry to Copenhagen and get the
hell out of Scandinavia.
Once in shelter and in the land of WiFi, we
learned that there are no ferries to Copenhagen
from Frederikshavn. We also learned, more importantly, that the weather is also pretty similar
in Denmark as it is to Sweden.
We are still in Sweden, wondering why we
began a bicycle tour in a land where they still
consider May winter.

7. Anger

When we finally reached the city limits of our
destination, we had no idea where we were
staying the night, the wind had grown stronger
yet and my energy depleted. The city seemed
endless, with plentiful hills to join the fun of
the headwinds. I’d pedal up, mustering every
ounce of strength in my body, and upon hitting
the crest of the hill, I’d pedal right back down.
There would be no hill bombing this afternoon.
After one series of ups and downs and no
city center in sight, rage overcame me. We had
been on the road for seven hours, with strong
headwinds the entire time. I lost it.
FUCK YOU, WIND! I screamed. FUCK YOU!
After my tantrum, I noticed Dave atop a hill in
the distance waving both middle fingers in the air.

8. Acceptance

We never actually reached this stage.
Exhausted, we found a hotel that would take
us, our bikes, and our dog and provide sanction
from the evil wind. We holed up in a hotel for
two days, recovered with beer and chocolate
and rested our weary bodies in order to regain
a love for cycling touring. BT
Meet Jen, Dave, and Sora the dog. Sora
convinced us to take her on a world bike tour.
Read about our adventures and mishaps at
http://longhaultrekkers.com.
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Photo: Jen sotolongo www.instagram.com/longhaultrekkersaultrekkers
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Image from the Road: bolivia
by: Jenn sotolongo www.instagram.com/longhaultrekkers
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We, Tegan Phillips and Axel, are a pair of clumsy adventurers (human and bike,
respectively) who explore new places and create cartoons about our experiences
and about all of the interesting(ish) things that pop into our heads when we’re
trying not to think about going uphill. http://unclippedadventure.com.
She also sells bicycle themed Christmas cards in her online store.
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Image from the Road: America
by: Annalisa van den Bergh www.instagram.com/annalisavdbergh
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Parting shot

Photo: tim moss http://thenextchallenge.org
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