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A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.


For Mum and Dad
Thank you for the home you gave me.
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Author’s note

This book is written from a mixture of memory, notes scribbled in diaries and a few promptings from photos and video footage. In some places I have abbreviated or reconstructed the wording of conversations, and in others I have probably got details slightly wrong. Occasionally the order in which things happened has been altered to help the narrative flow. But aside from this, I believe it is an accurate portrait of what happened.

For prices, the Chinese Renminbi (RMB) currency has been converted to the British pound at a rate of 10 RMB to £1 (the rounded rate at the time of the expedition).

Although most people in Mongolia and China speak in terms of kilometres, all distances have been given in miles. Because we often walked on unmapped trails, many distances are based on my best estimates, and generally rounded down.


Preface: The danger of atlases

Winter was at hand and the Siberian snows were beginning to scatter their way south into Mongolia when Leon McCarron and I set out to walk from the Gobi Desert to Hong Kong. Initially, we had intended to start in late summer, or at least early autumn, but preparations had spiralled out of control and we ended up taking our first steps into the desert in mid-November.

This was my second major expedition, and in many ways it was connected to the first. That journey had begun seven years previously when, aged twenty-seven, I packed in my job as a geography teacher in order to ride across the world on my bicycle. Rather than starting from England, I had flown just about as far away from home as I could think of – to northeast Russia – and then spent the next three years cycling back again. I called the trip ‘Cycling Home From Siberia’, and it became a rite-of-passage adventure, taking me through countries as far-flung as Japan and Papua New Guinea, Australia and Afghanistan. Before I got back to London, I had been robbed at gunpoint, struck down by malaria and knocked over by cars. However, it was the positive experiences that deeply affected me, especially the hospitable people from dozens of cultures whom I met as I travelled. And, best of all, while I was stuck in Hong Kong trying to hitch a boat ride across the South China Sea, I got to know a beautiful Chinese girl called Christine.

When I eventually got home I found my life would not continue where I left off. Rather than returning to teaching as I had planned, I ended up writing a book and giving lectures about the trip, and a TV network picked up my self-filmed video footage and made a series. Christine, meanwhile, was now working in London. Eighteen months after my return home, I proposed to her over a game of Scrabble in Kew Gardens.

Once we were married, we decided to move to Hong Kong, the city where we had first met – Christine’s home, and now my new home. We settled into a flat on a leafy outlying island, a half-hour ferry ride from the skyscrapers. We had volunteered to set up a fundraising office for a children’s charity we really believed in called Viva, and I continued to pay the bills through freelance speaking and writing work.

Life was going well. Yet, at the same time, I was getting itchy feet once more. A feeling deep inside was urging me to embark on a new expedition, something long and tough, that would test me to my limits all over again. I started casually browsing maps and atlases – always a dangerous activity – and before long I became fixated on the idea of a big trip through Mainland China.fn1 I had loved the stretches of my bike ride that passed through the eastern and southern parts of the country. Now I was dreaming of exploring China’s interior, with its lonely deserts, wild mountains and magnificent rivers. And there is much more to China than just its physical geography. It is the oldest continuous civilisation in history with the Great Wall and multitudes of other extraordinary historical sites. In recent decades, China has risen to prominence on the world stage, and now pundits proclaim that it will not be long before China rules the world. To top it off, my wife is Chinese. I wanted to get to know her, and Hong Kong’s, motherland better.

But if I was going to explore China, how should I do it? After being asked at almost every dinner party since the cycling trip, ‘How many punctures did you get?’, I felt it was time to try a new, more challenging mode of transport. And so the idea of a walk started to ferment in my mind. Walking would be much slower, and physically harder, especially because I would have to carry all my heavy gear. But travelling on one’s own two feet was also the most ancient means of transport – the way that the majority of people through history had encountered their world.

I mulled on possible routes, and began to think that traversing China on its vertical axis would be more interesting than going across its horizontal one: it would take in greater historical and scenic diversity. I also wanted to stay away from China’s booming coastline, and instead journey inland, far from where most foreigners visited. I would pass through its core, at ground level, and see how China changed from top to bottom.

Then, as I lay in bed one night, the whole shebang came together in a single thought: ‘Walking Home From Mongolia’. I was suddenly wide awake. I would start in the Gobi, and walk back to Hong Kong. It would be a long way – roughly the equivalent to walking from London to Kazakhstan, or from Los Angeles to New York. My mind started to fill with images of striding across windy deserts, climbing over misty hillsides, and camping in jade-green terraced fields; of braving epic storms, jumping in tranquil rivers, and meeting smiling people. The expedition took a hold of my mind. And, once that had happened, I could not shake it off.

I broached the idea with Christine during a walk up our local mountain. She listened quietly and, when I finished, we stopped walking and looked out across the bay. A ferry was chugging in towards the terminal, and tropical clouds filled the sky above the South China Sea.

‘How long would it take?’ she said, following my gaze, then glancing up at my face.

‘Three to four months, I think.’ I hoped. ‘But I will only do it if you agree.’ While cycling home from Siberia I’d been footloose and fancy-free, accountable to no one, and able to choose my route, my timing, my style. But I was no longer young and unmarried. This time I would need Christine’s blessing.

‘Hopefully, building on the profile from the last trip,’ I continued, ‘I can also get a TV network and sponsors to back it.’ I knew I could not justify such a long trip purely for the fun of it. So I also had aspirations to film the expedition and do some freelance writing as I went. This would help cover the costs, and give it a professional rationale too.

Christine was quiet. ‘I guess I am open to it,’ she said eventually. She knew that I loved going on these crazy expeditions, yet as her eyes held mine for a moment, I saw she was frightened. We knew that she would not want to come with me because, although she liked a challenge (two years previously she had left a promising legal career to work in the charity sector), she enjoyed neither pain nor going for days without a shower, both of which would make up the bread and butter of the journey.

‘We can use it to raise money for Viva,’ I added. ‘I think it will be a great platform for the charity.’ I also hoped she could fly out to meet me two or three times, when I was taking some days off. We would thus not be entirely apart.

Christine looked vulnerable, bracing herself for the storms to come. It would be hard for both of us. ‘OK,’ she said, ‘if this is what you really want to do.’

I’ve seen grown men reduced to little boys as their wives dismiss their deepest dreams as immature nonsense, but here was my wife giving me her permission, knowing the sacrifice. My mind swirled with gratitude and excitement. I could not believe that I was going to try and walk, quite literally, the length of China.


Part One

Into the Gobi
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Better to suffer in liberty than delight in captivity.
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Start line in the emptiness


Distance to home: 3,000 miles


14 NOVEMBER

Standing outside the rundown hotel under a crisp blue sky, I fumble to attach the four ropes and carabiners to my rucksack. Then I hoist it onto my back, pick up my brand new walking poles and hurriedly put my gloves on. The air is cold, and the world is silent. Taking my first step, the ropes jerk taut and the steel trailer to which I am attached starts to roll along behind me. The wheels start to squeak. Molly Brown is loaded with 100 kilograms’ worth of camping gear, camera equipment, food and water supplies. The harness lines tug at my waist and I step off the pavement, onto the road, and the wheels bump down behind me.

I look round. My expedition partner and cameraman, Leon, walks past, also wearing a rucksack, but without a trailer. We will be taking turns to pull Molly Brown, and I am going first. Leon holds a camera in his right hand and I let him stride ahead for a few metres until he stops and turns to film. I start moving again.

We are on the main street of Sainshand, a small town in Southern Mongolia in the middle of the Gobi Desert. This little town is our starting point, and my home in Hong Kong is over 3,000 miles’ walk away to our south. Today is day one.

Like most towns in Mongolia, Sainshand bears the marks of a nation that was a Soviet puppet for much of the twentieth century. Both sides of the street are lined with unimaginative apartment blocks. They have now been repainted in garish colours, yet the uniform, communist windows still stare out at us, bitter and disinterested. A large grey chimney spouts black smoke into the dry, frozen air. The cracks of land between every building are filled with brown Gobi dust. We still cannot see the open desert because Sainshand is surrounded by a small ridge, and the first hour of the expedition will be spent walking to get beyond it.

A handful of Mongolians wrapped in thick coats and scarves walk past. Their rugged, serious faces break into bemused smiles as they look at me pulling Molly. Cars slow a little to chug alongside us, with their drivers and passengers also staring. I feel strangely detached from the world. I cannot believe that we are finally setting off. I have no idea of what lies ahead – what places we will see, what people we will meet, what adventures we will have.

Reaching a red traffic light, I stop and wait beside the line of cars. A couple of middle-aged ladies start crossing the road and, when I look up at them, they giggle. I smile back, sheepishly. I feel like a pantomime horse-drawn carriage, with me as the horse. As the lights turn green, most of the cars go straight on. But Leon and I turn left, south, out of town, towards the emptiness.

The road surface, still asphalt, curves through a gentle depression before climbing to an opening in the ridge. We pass a few wooden shacks and walled compounds on the outskirts of town. I am getting into my stride and, as I lean into the harness, Molly rolls forward and lurches back again with each step. My boots feel comfortable yet unfamiliar, and I hope I have worn them in enough. The cold sun is blazing above us, and the only sounds are the continued squeaking of Molly’s wheels, and the clink, clink, clink of my poles on the tarmac.

As the road starts to tilt gently uphill, I gasp at the effort of pulling Molly. The frozen air cuts my lungs. It is only 14 November, hardly deepest winter, yet it is –10°C. This is warm compared to what we are expecting in the months to come.

Leon, who has been hanging back to do some extra filming, catches up, and a few minutes later we reach the gap in the ridge. We stop together and look out onto the Gobi Desert. It is a titanic plain of brown dust and gravel, as wide and long as an ocean, rumbling brazenly away from us in all directions. I can just make out a faint line of hills and ridges running along the horizon, beyond which the whole world melts into nothingness.

I shake my head. ‘Crumbs, that looks big. Do you feel like walking across it?’

‘We might as well, now we’re here,’ Leon says in his Northern Irish accent, smiling. He has floppy brown hair and a youthful, freshly shaven face. At twenty-five, he is nine years younger than me. He puts his poles down, and starts to set up the tripod.

I find it hard to grasp how far this land stretches and how long it will take us to walk across it. A week ago, on our flight to the Mongolian capital of Ulaanbaatar, I had looked down on the ruffled plains and worked out that for every minute it was taking us to cross the desert in a plane, it would take us half a day of marching.

I see, however, that in the foreground it is not entirely empty. The asphalt road continues southwest, but now we will be bearing away from it, southeast, on one of the dusty jeep tracks that scythes across the plain. I hold up my compass and confirm that the most prominent jeep track is heading in roughly the right direction. I also see that half a mile down this track there is a white felt tent – a nomad’s ger.fn1 It stands alone, defiant, as if it were the final outpost of civilisation.

Leon is still stooped over his camera. I wait until he has finished shooting a wide panning shot.

‘Shall we go?’ I say.

‘I’m going to do some more filming, you go ahead.’

Silence hangs in the air for a moment. So this is it, our start line in the emptiness. After the months of hectic planning, there is nothing else to say, no more waiting, no more preparing. I take a deep breath and lean forward in the harness. Molly’s wheels start rolling. We bump off the asphalt and onto the brown earth. The journey of ten million steps has begun.
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The ger


Distance to home: 2,997 miles


14 NOVEMBER

Molly’s wheels scratched the gravel behind me as I took my first slow paces into the desert. Although the Gobi was a bleak and hostile environment, I now saw that its floor was covered in patchy clumps of dry grass, and in the distance I caught sight of some large brown animals. Perhaps they belonged to the lone ger up ahead.

As I drew slowly nearer, a man emerged from inside, climbed on a motorbike and started to bounce through the dust in my direction. He crunched to a halt beside me. He was about thirty, with a faint beard, and a face that, to my unaccustomed eye, reminded me of Genghis Khan.fn1 He was wearing a long green robe tied with an orange sash around his waist, and on his head he wore a red baseball cap, on top of which was perched a lopsided yellow builder’s hat.

I smiled, and nodded my head. ‘Hi,’ I said.

He squinted at Molly, and looked me up and down. I was wearing a synthetic windproof coat and trousers from Hong Kong, a cheap pair of sunglasses, and a Mongolian rabbit fur hat from a market in Ulaanbaatar.

‘Ger, ger,’ he shouted above the noise of his engine. Then pointing to the ger, ‘Jid, jid.’

I concluded that he was inviting me to his ger, though I was not entirely sure.

‘Thank you, I’ll come in just a few minutes,’ I said in English, gesturing to Molly.

The man grunted and flicked his head, before revving his bike and driving towards Leon, who was walking two hundred metres behind me. Just before I reached the ger, the bike overtook me again. I saw the man waving at me to hurry up before disappearing through the ger’s low doorway.

‘I think this guy is inviting us for a cup of tea,’ I said, as Leon caught up.

‘Yeah, that’s what I thought too. I know we were hoping for some Gobi hospitality, but I wasn’t expecting it so soon.’

I unclipped myself from Molly and lowered her to the ground. The greyish-white tent was perfectly round, two and a half metres high, and six metres wide. It did not seem to have ropes holding it up, but the whole structure must have been very stable – the Gobi is famed for powerful storms that, according to old travellers’ tales, can rip a tent to pieces. A small crowd of white chickens pecked the earth around the entrance as Leon and I ducked inside.

We found ourselves in a warm, cosy, circular space, which smelled faintly of sweet milk. I pushed my sunglasses onto my head and my eyes adjusted to the light. Cluttered around the edges were several beds, tables and chests, all painted with colourful, angular shapes. Wooden staves weaved in zigzags up the walls and met in the middle of the roof, where the chimney, running up from the central stove, exited. Beside the stove sat a bucket of dry dung. A middle-aged couple were sitting to one side, watching a Mongolian soap opera on an old colour television.

The motorbike man gestured us to a bench, and as we sat down he slopped two cups of lukewarm tea on the table.

He sat down beside us. ‘My name is Sahana,’ he said, pointing to himself. He pointed at us and said, ‘My name is?’

‘My name is Rob,’ ‘My name is Leon,’ we said.

‘Rob … Leon,’ repeated Sahana. Then he said, ‘Hourse, hourse.’

‘Yes, horses,’ I said, assuming the animals I had spotted in the distance were Sahana’s horses. ‘How many do you have?’ I started counting on my fingers.

Sahana did not understand, but said ‘Yes, yes, hourse,’ and pointed to the floor.

Perhaps he was saying that this ger was his house? Making conversation over our cups of tea was proving a little tricky. As the majority of the journey before us would be in China, we had concentrated on learning Mandarin beforehand. The only Mongolian word we knew was biacla (thank you). But we did have a letter translated into Mongolian that explained our journey. I had often used such letters on previous expeditions – I called them my ‘magic letters’, because once people understood what I was doing, they usually became less suspicious and more likely to help.

I dug out the letter and handed it to Sahana. He snatched it, looked at it briefly, and set it on the table. Perhaps he could not read, or perhaps he preferred talking. I pulled out a photocopy of a map and tried again to explain our plan.

‘We are walking to Zamiin-Uud,’ I said, wiggling my index and middle fingers in a walking movement. Zamiin-Uud was the border town with China, about 150 miles, or two weeks’ walk south from here. I tried to indicate it on the map.

‘Zamiin-Uud, ummh.’ Sahana nodded. He looked across at Leon, who was pointing the camera at us.

‘Is it OK to film you?’ Leon asked.

‘No, no,’ Sahana said, shaking his head and waving for Leon to put the camera away. Leon lowered the camera. The lady who had been sitting watching us stood up and changed the TV channel.

We looked at the map again, and with my finger I traced the route we planned to take. After the Mongolian border we would be crossing into China, but this did not mean the end of the Gobi, for the desert continued south into Chinese territory for almost another month of walking. Eventually, we would breach the Great Wall and definitively enter what has sometimes been referred to as ‘the core’ of China – the heartland of its ancient civilisation. Then we would veer west, along the Great Wall for a while, before turning south once more and following the heavy torrent of the Yellow River towards the old capital of Xian. From here, we were heading due south all the way – through Southern China’s uncountable lines of mountains, valleys, cities, forests and fields – until we reached the sea and Hong Kong. I was now expecting the journey to take us about five months.

This was a bit of a mouthful, so I simply said, ‘Through China.’

‘China!’ Sahana scowled and shook his head. He seemed agitated, and started to make a throat slitting gesture.

‘Throat slitting,’ I said, turning to Leon. ‘Is that what this guy would like to do to the Chinese, or what he thinks the Chinese will do to us?’

‘I’m not sure,’ said Leon, ‘perhaps both?’

Sahana, seeing I did not fully understand, suddenly leaned across the table and grabbed my neck, his strong fingers tightening around my throat. I spluttered and nodded in a panic, ‘Yes, OK, you do not like China.’

The rugged Mongol nomads of the grassy steppefn2 and arid desert differed deeply from the settled agriculturalists of China, the Middle Kingdom, and had been enemies down through the ages. Both disdained the other’s way of life. The silk- and poetry-loving Chinese had viewed the nomads as uncivilised, illiterate barbarians, half-men, half-beasts, who wrestled, drank fermented mares’ milk and sang throatily. The nomads had considered the Chinese to be rich, oppressive tax collectors and used their swift, superior skills in horsemanship to raid and pillage their enemies’ land on a regular basis, sometimes with astounding success. However, in the 1600s, China had annexed Mongolia as its own territory for several centuries, and perhaps it was about this that Sahana was still bitter.

As if reading my mind, Sahana suddenly said, ‘Genghis,’ with his thumbs up. Then he said ‘China’ and leaned towards my throat once more.

From the moment we had landed in Ulaanbaatar the previous week, we realised that Genghis Khan, the greatest pillager of all, was something of a national hero. The capital’s airport was named after him and there was a grand statue of him against the Parliament building. Vodka brands and banknotes alike bore his image.

‘Ah, I see,’ I said, nodding and pulling back. ‘You like Genghis, and you like the way he went and conquered China.’

Although Sahana had been kind to invite us into his ger, the more time we spent with him, the more he seemed to resemble Genghis: he looked like Genghis, he liked Genghis, and grabbing me by the throat was just the sort of thing Genghis might have done. Genetic studies have shown that 0.2 per cent of the world’s population, and 10 per cent of Mongolians are Genghis’s living descendants. Perhaps it was a reasonable hypothesis that friendly but gruff Sahana, who kept grabbing my throat, was one of them.

Sahana’s behaviour was becoming increasingly erratic the more we talked, and I started to wonder if he had been drinking. He growled at me, staring intensely. Then he started making a howling noise, followed by more throat-slitting gestures.

‘Ah, wolves!’ I said. ‘Well, we have our poles.’ I gestured that we would fight them off. I knew that although there were a few wolves, and even snow leopards and bears in the Gobi, the chances of seeing any of these creatures, let alone being eaten by them, were distinctly remote.

Sahana was unimpressed, and shook his head at me again with a mutter. It felt like time to leave.

‘We should get going,’ I said to Leon.

He nodded.

We said ‘biacla’, grabbed the magic letter and stood up. Sahana followed us outside. As I reattached myself to Molly, he pointed south.

‘Khamariin Khiid,’ he said, emphasising the kh sound like a cough, his face relaxing slightly.

Khamariin Khiid was a Buddhist monastery in the middle of the desert. We were hoping to reach it in about three days’ time to fill up our water bottles. Sahana’s pointing seemed to confirm that the jeep tracks we had chosen were going in the right direction. By this, at least, we were reassured.

We shook Sahana’s hand, said ‘biacla’ a few more times and started walking away. He stood watching us leave, until a few minutes later I looked over my shoulder and his ger was just a small white shape, blurring into the vast expanse that had now become our home.
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The first night


Distance to home: 2,996 miles


14 NOVEMBER

It was already mid-afternoon, and the white sun had started its trajectory towards the western horizon.

‘What did you make of that?’ said Leon. He was walking alongside me, planting his poles firmly in the gravel with each pace. He looked determined but relaxed.

‘I’m not quite sure,’ I said. ‘It was a bit of a shock when he kept grabbing my throat.’ We laughed nervously.

In my past travels, I had been fortunate enough to be invited in for tea by strangers all over the world. But if I was honest, Sahana’s fierce manner had alarmed me. In Hong Kong I had met up with a man who had driven through Mongolia the previous year. While he was in the desert outside Sainshand taking photos, two drunk Mongolians on a motorbike had tried to mug him with a knife, though luckily he had been able to escape unharmed. I recounted this to Leon, and suddenly we were suffering from first-day jitters.

‘I think it might be a good idea to keep out of sight when we camp tonight,’ I said. The whole of Sainshand must have seen us leaving town, and we might be a bit of a tempting target with our big cameras.

At that moment, we saw a motorbike streaking along a parallel dusty track. We breathed a sigh of relief when it passed without stopping.

‘We should try and make it to that next ridge,’ said Leon. ‘We’ll be less conspicuous there.’ Up ahead, the second small ridge was slowly becoming more defined and we could just make out where our jeep track cut through it.

We had been walking for two hours since leaving the town centre, and it was Leon’s turn with Molly. I unshackled my rucksack, he shackled on his, and the three of us rolled off again. A column of telegraph poles ran through the desert ahead of us, and a few jeeps blazed across the skyline.

The sun disappeared in a flare of orange as we reached the ridge, and I got behind Molly and helped push her up the steep incline. By the time we reached the top it was dark, so we turned on our head torches as we skirted sideways until we found a clear patch of land. The temperature, meanwhile, had dropped into the minus teens. We threw on some extra clothes and stamped our feet to warm up, then pulled out our two little tents and pitched our first camp. I climbed into my tent and sleeping bag, and leaned outside to light the petrol stove – I was taking first turn with cooking duty. The flame burst upwards for a moment before stabilising. I put on our single pot to heat, and poured in water, instant noodles and tinned beef. Twenty minutes later, with the concoction boiling, I slopped half into the lid of the pan, which acted as our second bowl, and passed it across to Leon’s tent. ‘Dinner is served,’ I said.

‘Thank you,’ said Leon, though his face betrayed a slight concern when he shone his head torch on the resultant mush. Leon was usually a vegetarian, but forced himself to eat meat when on expeditions. ‘What is this stuff?’ he said as he started eating.

‘It’s supposed to be beef, but I think it might actually be dog food,’ I said.

‘Better than dog meat, I guess.’

‘Dog doesn’t taste bad actually. It’s certainly nicer than this.’

There was a brief but noticeable silence from Leon’s tent before he continued eating.

I sat hunched in my sleeping bag, eating with my spoon. The feeling of being out here under the stars seemed strangely familiar, though it had been a good year and a half since I had last camped in the wild. At the same time, I felt exhausted, even though it was just 7 p.m., and we had only covered ten miles today – about 0.3 per cent of the way home. After I finished eating, I pulled out my diary and started to scribble.

Well, we have set off. Finally. Me pulling Molly. It’s quite hard work – I think we are in for some sore muscles. This is going to be such a hard expedition – mainly because it is in winter. It is so far, so very far, to get home.

I found it hard to believe that just a few days ago we had been running between last-minute meetings like headless chickens in balmy Hong Kong. In fact, it felt as though I had been running around like a headless chicken for the past four months.

Almost a year previously, after getting the go-ahead from Christine, I had waded into the intimidating world of TV networks, and started trying to persuade someone to back the trip. There was some interest, but I was naïve in my approach, and the negotiations became both protracted and complicated. It was eight months before a network said yes, by which time it was almost July. With this green light, Leon and I could at last launch into serious preparations, which would take another four months. But the amount of time it had taken to get to this point also meant that we had to abandon the initial idea of a summer–autumn journey. Instead, we set ourselves a start date of 1 November – the absolute latest if we were to stay ahead of the winter.

Leon was based in London and I was in Hong Kong, so we worked remotely on our numerous preparations: getting fit, learning Mandarin, building a website, finding sponsors for our gear, sorting out visas and flights, researching the route and, importantly, doing a practice trip.

The months passed quickly with a deluge of emails and meetings. Gradually some things came together, but at the same time, others began to unravel. During our fitness training, Leon struggled with a shoulder injury and I got sore knees; we built a website, but it kept malfunctioning, so we had to build another one; some companies generously came forward with sponsored gear but, at the eleventh hour, a couple of the key ones backed out. There were also delays with finalising the TV contract, and as the network outlined their strict filming requirements, we began to think that we might have bitten off more than we could chew.

In the end it had been two weeks after our ‘absolute latest start date’ that flustered, exhausted, and having had no time to do a practice expedition, we finally boarded a plane bound for Mongolia.

I put down my diary and rummaged around for my toothpaste. The tube was partially frozen, but I managed to squeeze some out; after brushing my teeth, I unzipped the tent door to spit. The moon was casting a pale glow over the desert, and I could see a few lights on the ridge of Sainshand, twinkling in the distance. Sitting alone in my tent, the Gobi wind blowing in my face, with the manic, stressful months of preparation now behind me, I had a long overdue moment of peace and quiet. The scale of what lay before us began to dawn on me. It was one thing to dream up fun trips from the comfort of home, another to actually embark on them. We were about to walk across one of the coldest deserts on earth, and then trek the length of the world’s fourth biggest country. We were fairly fit, but we were not Ironman triathletes. We were supposed to film the walk for a major TV network. We did not have a support crew or back-up if something went wrong. We could easily get lost, injured, or in trouble with the Chinese police.

I shivered. I’d camped in the extreme cold before, but tonight’s relatively warm –15°C felt colder than I remembered it. The infamous Gobi winter was already setting in. We were going to have to move fast to stay ahead of its plummeting temperatures.
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Leon


Distance to home: 2,986 miles


15–16 NOVEMBER

‘So which way do you think to Khamariin Khiid?’ asked Leon.

It was the morning of day two, and we were standing at a jumble of jeep tracks that headed in almost every direction across the wide Gobi plain before us.

‘I have no idea,’ I said. ‘How does it look on the maps?’

For navigation, we had bought some topographical maps in Ulaanbaatar, but these showed only a handful of the many jeep tracks. We had also cached some Google Maps satellite images on our iPhone, but these showed all the jeep tracks and it was impossible to figure out which was which, now we were here on the ground. There were several more prominent tracks, but many jeep drivers had evidently grasped the liberating idea that there was nothing to stop them blazing their own new trails, like ships at sea. We debated the matter for several minutes, nervous about the possibility of getting lost so soon. The white exhaust of a jet cut silently through the sky far above. I felt very small, standing alone with Leon in the middle of this vastness.

Thankfully, a moment later, a jeep appeared in a cloud of dust behind us. We waved it down, and Leon ran over to speak to the driver. The driver knew Khamariin Khiid and pointed confidently to the broad, right track. The jeep roared away, and we walked onwards. I had taken first turn with Molly again this morning, though it felt harder work than yesterday. This was partly because the novelty and adrenaline of day one were gone, and partly because the jeep tracks were often corrugated and bumpy, which made Molly and her heavy load rattle and jolt.

While preparing for the trip, some veteran explorers had impressed on us the need to take only the minimal gear, ten kilograms or less. However, this turned out to be an impossible aspiration, because firstly we needed a lot of warm camping gear and clothes for the winter, and secondly we had a whole load of camera and technology gear for the filming. Moreover, on the initial desert stage of the expedition, we would have to carry plenty of food and water. In the twelve days it would take to walk to the border town, we were hoping to partially resupply at the Khamariin Khiid monastery, as well as a hamlet we had spotted on the map, and possibly also at a few nomad camps. However, we did not know how often we might encounter the camps. We initially planned to carry five days’ worth of supplies, but in the end decided to take eight:


	Instant noodles × 30 (4 packs a night)

	Tins of meat × 8 (1 tin a night)

	Tins of peas × 4 (1 tin every other night)

	Bags of biscuits × 8 (1 pack a day)

	Slabs of chocolate × 24 (3 bars a day)

	
1.5-litre bottles of water × 36 (7 litres a day, including cooking)

	Loo roll × 2 (one each)



Together with a few luxury items to keep our morale up (an iPod, Kindle and diary each), we had well over 100 kilograms of stuff, making this leg of the journey equivalent to dragging a very large human corpse across the desert, slowly eating it as we went.

This was too much weight to carry on our backs. During our preparations, therefore, we had considered ways of pushing or pulling the load on wheels. My first idea had been to buy a couple of rugged baby buggies.fn1 Leon, on the other hand, had sought advice from the great desert explorer Ripley Davenport. As it happened, Ripley had walked across the Gobi the previous year, dragging a trailer. He had named the trailer Molly Brown after the Titanic survivor Margaret Brown, who had urged her lifeboat to go back to look for more passengers still in the water. He had finished his expedition in Sainshand and left Molly behind when he flew home. ‘Assuming you can find her,’ Ripley had said to Leon, ‘you can have her.’

Our train had arrived in Sainshand at night, and Ripley’s friend, Nassa, had been on the platform waiting to meet us. Nassa had taken us back to her little house by taxi, and we had walked through the darkness to a shed at the bottom of her yard. And there, beneath a couple of old mattresses and a bicycle, Molly sat waiting for us. She was made from welded steel, with four solid wheels, and she seemed relieved to have been rescued from premature retirement. When we loaded her up, our heaviest items were our bottles of water. We stored these inside pairs of woollen tights, which in turn were packed into cardboard boxes, in the hope of stopping the water from freezing too quickly. We piled these boxes, plus the other bags of food and gear, onto her chassis and strapped them down with ropes. Molly would be a difficult companion to haul across the Gobi, but we needed her.

The chain of events that had led me to invite my other expedition companion, Leon, had begun two years previously, under very different circumstances. Christine and I had been in New York and, although I was not a regular Twitter sort of guy, I had posted a short tweet about how this was ‘a city that actually makes me want to get up early’.

It happened that Leon was in town, working as a camera intern for a well-known documentary maker. He was planning to set off on his own bicycle ride across the world and, since meeting me briefly at an event in London, he had been following my irregular tweets. When he saw I was in New York, he emailed asking if we could meet for a coffee.

It did not take long to spot young Leon in the café on Park Avenue. As we sat down, he explained the route he hoped to ride through America, Australia and Southeast Asia, finishing in Hong Kong a year later. Christine and I had recently decided to move back to Hong Kong, and as Leon seemed like a nice guy, we invited him to come and stay with us when he arrived.

A year later, in Hong Kong, I was beginning to talk with TV networks about making a programme based on my Mongolia trip. On my cycling expedition, I had simply filmed myself, but this time I wanted higher-quality footage. However, I still wanted a self-sufficient expedition, without a support crew driving along with me. So I needed someone who was good with a camera and able to walk 3,000 miles. Initially I asked my oldest adventuring friend, Al Humphreys. Although Al said yes at first, a few months later, just as the TV network started to get interested, he emailed to say that he could not come after all. I was rather stumped. I did not know anyone else who fitted the bill.

That very weekend, Leon arrived in Hong Kong, and Christine and I went to meet him on our village waterfront. In contrast to the fresh-faced youngster we had met in Manhattan, he now sported a magnificent Crusoe-esque beard, and straddled a bike loaded with panniers and 10,000-miles’ worth of stories. He had made it, and from here he would fly home.

Sitting on our sofa drinking beer that night, I asked Leon why he had done his cycling adventure – a question I had been asked a thousand times myself, and had never been good at answering.

‘When I left university,’ he said, swigging from his bottle, ‘I realised that I liked adventure, and I liked camerawork. So I decided to go cycling and film it along the way too. I thought it would be a great start to a career as an adventure cameraman.’

My ears pricked up.

‘I’ve enjoyed this trip so much, and I really want to do something in China again soon. I’d also love to go to Mongolia – that place looks really cool.’

I had at this point not even mentioned the walk to Leon. But as I got to know him better in the next few days, I realised that behind his beard he was clearly intelligent (he had received a first-class degree in film studies), and he was good expedition material (his recent bicycle trip proved that). We also seemed to share a reasonably laid-back temperament. I felt we would get on well.

So the day before Leon had left Hong Kong, I had asked him to come on the walk with me as cameraman. I was not sure Leon would accept my proposition, but after he had flown home and discussed the idea with his long-suffering girlfriend Clare, he had emailed me to say he was in.

For the next two days we moved onwards across the plain at our maximum speed of two miles per hour and another ridge came slowly into sight. Just before we reached it, mounds of dung appeared on the track. They looked fresh, and a few hundred metres later, we spotted the owners: Bactrian camels. These huge brown beasts, with their single humps and implausible faces, were gathered around some kind of well. As we drew closer, one of them, presumably the chief, turned to face us. He was ten feet tall.

We stopped and Leon set up the tripod to film. ‘Did you know that George Lucas actually based the planet Tatooinne on Mongolia,’ he said. ‘I keep thinking about it when I look out across the desert, and think of the gers, which look like Luke Skywalker’s house. And look at these camels, they’re just like aliens.’

‘Yes, they do look quite alien-ish,’ I said, squinting at the chief camel. He stared back at me. ‘Shall we walk through them, it might make some nice filming.’

‘I don’t think that would be a good idea.’

At that moment, the chief started to stomp forwards, his huge shoulders hunched like a gladiator’s. These camels were not completely wild, but they were untended, and it would not be an amusing experience to have them butt us to the ground and stamp on our heads. The other camels raised their necks and turned to see if we dared take on their lead fighter. We did not, and instead veered sharply around them. I tried not to look nervous as I talked to Leon’s lens about the approaching beast before we hurriedly walked away from his turf.

An hour later, with Leon in the harness, we began to climb the next ridge. The terrain grew soft and steep, and we wound into a series of hillocks, surrounded by wave-like rocks streaked with reds and browns. Ascending onto a broader hill, we saw two short, wide pillars made from stone and concrete. A string of blue prayer flags fluttered in the wind between them. A dog trotted past with a dead bird in its mouth – our eyes followed it down a track until, suddenly, from amid the rounded hill tops, we saw a huge white dome and golden stupa rising out of the earth. Behind it were a small scattering of huts and several dozen gers lined up in rows. We had reached the desert monastery of Khamariin Khiid.
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The desert monastery of Khamariin Khiid


Distance to home: 2,957 miles


16–17 NOVEMBER

 


Is there wine? Then drink!

Is there a song? Then sing!

Are there thoughts? Then talk!

Is there brandy? Then drink!



So wrote Danzan Ravjaa, the eccentric Mongol Buddhist saint of the Gobi almost two centuries ago. The day before the expedition started, we had seen his statue in Sainshand – a grey figure levitating in the lotus position, with a submissive scorpion perched on his shoulder. His middle-aged and beardless face looked serene, and he wore a large pointy hat with a small skull at its tip. It was he who had made the site of Khamariin Khiid one of the most important spiritual centres in the country.

We rolled down into the monastery encampment. After two days in the emptiness, we found ourselves staring, wide-eyed, at the huge white dome with its golden stupa. We were elated to have made it here, because we needed to fill up our water bottles, and we were also excited by the thought of spending a night in one of the cosy pilgrim gers that we had heard were available for rent. It was almost evening, so we decided to postpone our look around the monastery until the following morning.

A middle-aged couple appeared and, after a bit of haggling, showed us to a ger. We spread our stuff on the four empty beds, and waited for the camel-dung stove to heat up. We felt a strong sense of relief to be back in the warm. There were also some electrical sockets, so Leon plugged in the camera batteries to charge and took out the laptop. Besides filming, walking and carrying half our gear, Leon was also responsible for technical administration, which included backing up and checking the footage we had taken. I leaned back on my bed, and reflected that Leon had a much harder job than me. Something else that had not made his life any easier was that he had had very little time to get to know the filming equipment before we set off. After waiting many months for some promised cameras from a key sponsor, they had pulled out at the last minute. We had therefore had to scramble to buy our own just a few days before we left.

We ate our noodles and dog food with our eyes glued to the little laptop screen, while it played back what we had filmed so far. We were reasonably happy with what we had shot, though I did sometimes look tense on camera, and Leon spotted some dust on the lens that he would need to clean off the following morning.

We finished eating, and Leon pulled out a small silver hip-flask.

‘We’ve made the first landmark. I think we deserve our first swig,’ he said.

He held the flask to his nose for a moment, closed his eyes, and tipped it back for a split second.

‘Time for you to become a real man, Rob.’ He handed it to me.

Leon’s one luxury on expeditions, it turned out, was his hip-flask of whisky. I had never been much of a whisky man, but as Leon expounded how the dark, ambrosial liquid had spent decades maturing in oak sherry barrels in the Scottish Highlands, I followed his example, and tipped the flask back.

‘Only one swig?’ I said, coughing a little as the liquid burned pleasantly down.

‘Yes, one for minor celebrations. We need to save the double swigs for major celebrations, and for when things get really bad.’

‘Fair point,’ I said, handing it back.

However, despite the hard liquor to wash down my dinner, my stomach did not feel great. Our diet thus far – noodles, beef, chocolate and biscuits – contained little fibre. My guts were not working very smoothly. Before bed I took a laxative pill, hoping that it would not kick in until the morning – the temperature was down to the low minus teens outside.

I woke just after 5 a.m. with a gurgling stomach and stumbled hurriedly out into the dawn. Scrambling onto the other side of a frozen ridge, I squatted down and enjoyed the sunrise in total privacy as a loud, satisfying explosion resounded across the emptiness. When I got back to the ger, Leon was up and cooking breakfast. He noticed the relieved expression on my face, and requested a laxative tablet for himself.

We walked back up to the monastery for a proper look, now noticing numerous golden statues of the Buddha, dotted on the hillsides and shimmering in the morning sun. Mongolia had been a predominantly Buddhist land for centuries, and followed Tibet’s distinctive lama strand of Buddhism. Lama Buddhism includes the belief that its deities are regularly reincarnated in human form as lamas – as, for example, the famous Tibetan line of Dalai Lamas. In Mongolia, the best known are the Noyon Lamas, said to embody a powerful Indian tantric deity. Danzan Ravjaa, the Mongol saint whose statute we had seen in Sainshand, and who had made Khamariin Khiid such an important place, had been the fifth reincarnation of the Noyon Lama.

Leon and I reached the dome-shaped building and, entering through a large doorway, found ourselves in a huge white cavern, spotlessly clean, and pristinely decorated with Buddhist paintings and shiny artefacts. It felt strange to have suddenly moved from the wild Gobi into such a tame and serene sanctuary, and we whispered to each other, feeling out of place in our dusty expedition clothing. Before we had a chance to look around properly, and as if to confirm our sense of not belonging, a middle-aged female caretaker appeared and told us to leave.

Back outside, we climbed a wide set of stairs onto the roof. A group of local children, weather-beaten but smiling, had gathered. A couple of them had skateboards, and they darted around us, laughing and shinning down the steep parapets as if this was a playground, happily oblivious of the ten-metre drop if they slipped.

Danzan Ravjaa had himself spent his early childhood in poverty in the Gobi. But the local monks had recognised the little boy’s divine attributes; he was soon hailed as the next Noyon Lama and sent to a monastery for training. As he grew up he displayed both wit and mischief, traits that grew with age, and in adulthood quickly gained a reputation – not so much for discipline and devotion as for being a brilliant playwright and poet, a heavy-drinking womaniser, and a somewhat bizarre miracle worker.

Though these may seem strange qualities for a saint, he was widely loved, and in many respects a man ahead of his time, advocating more equality for women and education for children. Amid the rocky hollows around the monastery lay the remains of a three-storey theatre that he had built, and to which thousands of nomads used to flock to watch his plays. The performances were not for entertainment only, but were also filled with political satire against the oppressive forces at work in the nation. It was during a play that Ravjaa was said to have performed one of his more eccentric miracles: making his pee levitate in mid air as he stood on top of a hut. It was enough to make the raucous crowd behave itself. On his darker side, like many tortured artistic souls, he had a quick temper, and his disinclination to show self-restraint earned him enemies. Accounts of the final years of his life give the impression of a rather pitiful alcoholic with deteriorating health. It is thought that he eventually died after being poisoned, possibly by a spurned lover.

After his death in the mid-1800s, his disciples continued to dwell in Khamariin Khiid, until in the 1920s and 1930s Stalin’s puppet government purged Buddhism across the country – hundreds of monasteries were destroyed, and tens of thousands of monks were executed or sent to labour camps. However, just hours before the army arrived to tear Khamariin Khiid to pieces, some loyal monks managed to bury over fifty chests full of Ravjaa’s artefacts and works.
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