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This is my dilemma . . . I am dust and ashes, frail and wayward, a set of predetermined behavioural responses . . . riddled with fears, beset with needs . . . the quintessence of dust and unto dust I shall return . . . but there is something else in me . . . dust I may be, but troubled dust, dust that dreams


RICHARD HOLLOWAY


Our moral nature is such that we cannot be idle and at ease


LEO TOLSTOY







For Christine


















Part One


England–Siberia






September 2004
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Over Mordor


Siberia . . . impends through the darkness as the ultimate unearthly abroad. The place from which you will not return


COLIN THUBRON


We had been flying east all night and I awoke to notice that it was already daylight outside the plane. Looking out of the window onto the empty landscape below, the dark shades of brown and green reassured me that, although it was mid-September, it had not yet started snowing in Siberia. I could see no sign of human life and the view rolled away in an otherworldly blend of mountains, streams and forests to an endless horizon. I shook my head and it brought to mind Tolkien’s gloom-filled Mordor.


My neighbour woke up and smiled at me sleepily.


‘Good morning, Robert!’ he said, pronouncing my name in a slow, Russian accent.


Sergei was a Muscovite salesman of my age who was flying to the outer limits of civilisation in order to sell safety clothing to the local mining industries. We had met the night before when we boarded the plane in Moscow. His English was almost as poor as my Russian, but with the help of a dictionary I had managed to explain to him that I was flying to the far-eastern Siberian city of Magadan with only a one-way ticket because it was my intention to return home to England by bicycle.


‘But, Robert,’ he had reasoned with me, ‘there is no road from Magadan; you cannot ride a bicycle.’


I explained that I had reason to believe that there was a road, though not many people used it these days.


‘Alone?’ he asked, pointing at me.


‘No, I will be riding with a friend.’


‘One?’


‘Yes, just one friend,’ I nodded, hoping that my friend, Al, would arrive, as planned, in three days’ time.


Sergei still looked unconvinced and pointed outside:


‘Holodna, Zeema?’



Holodna was a word that I would grow accustomed to hearing over the next few months. It meant simply ‘cold’. Zeema meant ‘winter’. I had to agree with Sergei that, although the weather did not look too bad right now, the infamous weather of Siberia would not stay away for much longer. The road that we would have to follow, the only road that existed, would take us past the coldest inhabited place in the world.


I tried to bolster my case by explaining to Sergei with hand gestures towards my arms and legs that I had lots of very warm clothes, though I left out the fact that, because the trip was self-funded and without sponsorship, I was on a tight budget. Most of my clothes and equipment had been bought at slashed prices on eBay. In reality, I was not at all sure if they would be up to the job. This was especially the case for my enormous Royal Mail over-trousers which I had bought for £10. They were several sizes too big and probably more suitable for the mid-morning drizzle of London than the long, hard winter of Siberia.


Of even greater concern was the tent. It had been given to us by a kind lady who had taken an interest in the expedition after seeing our website, though we had never actually met her. We had not yet tried putting it up, but it was free, so it seemed like the ideal option at the time. Furthermore, we would have neither a satellite phone nor a global positioning system (GPS) and, in fact, no back-up whatsoever. I also did not admit to Sergei that the coldest temperature I had experienced prior to this was during a camping weekend in Scotland, nor that my main fitness training had been in the form of badminton matches against a colleague after work. Because I was not entirely sure why we were setting off at the start of winter (other than it was when we were ready to start), I just told Sergei that the winter would be an exciting and beautiful time of year to see Siberia.


‘How long?’ he gestured a bicycling motion.


‘One year,’ I said confidently. In fact, though I did not know it at the time, the ride would take several times longer than this and for the vast majority of it I would be on my own.


We dropped below the cloud level and, as the land rose to meet us, the broad, dark shapes converged as distinct mountains. They were shrouded in sparse, green forest. I felt a twinge of claustrophobia as we landed on the runway.


Inside the small, grey, terminal building the young lady at the immigration counter stamped me through, but did not return my smile. I collected my bicycle and bags and loaded them onto a 1970s-style bus outside. The gruff driver revved the engine, lit a cigarette and drove out onto the road. I was excited that I would soon be arriving in the city from where I would begin riding, but I was also daunted. Magadan did not have a good reputation with the Russians. Half a century beforehand they had nicknamed it ‘The Gateway to Hell’.
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How will I die?


If you were to die right now, how would you feel about your life?



BRAD PITT,  Fight Club



Magadan is situated on a small neck of land which stretches feebly southwards into the Sea of Okhotsk from the colossal landmass of far-eastern Siberia. Making use of this natural harbour, the city was built as a port to enable access to the hinterlands. The bus wound down the valley towards it, amid an expanse of gently sloping, uninhabited hillsides. I could see that some of the pine trees had already dropped their needles in anticipation of winter. We emerged out of the valley, and I saw an old power station standing against the bare hills. With its two giant, smoking chimneys, it reminded me of a disgruntled old man. Entering the city, we drove past lines of rectangular, mass-produced, Soviet-style flats. Before we pulled into the bus station, I caught sight of a stagnant display of half-sized MiG fighter planes stuck on shafts. It felt as if I had suddenly fallen back through time into the dark world of Cold War rivalries.


I climbed off the bus and looked up to see a huge, half-built, Orthodox cathedral towering over me. Apart from the gold-plated domes, the remainder of the building was covered in scaffolding and was unfinished. I crammed the bike and all my gear into the back of a taxi which drove me to the newly built Roman Catholic church where I had been invited via email to stay. Father Mike, an American monk and the leader of the community, met me in the church kitchen where he was preparing lunch. He wore blue jeans and had a friendly beard and twinkling eyes. He soon overturned my notion that monks were gloomy or dull. He offered me a bowl of freshly boiled dumplings and immediately started to joke about the great likelihood I faced of being eaten by a bear during my first week on the road. I smiled back at him and, between mouthfuls of food, tried to make myself sound as though I knew what I was doing.


After lunch and having unpacked my bags by emptying them all over the floor of my room, I headed out to explore. The streets were ghostly and people walked past me with downcast faces, their blank looks buried in the uneven pavement. I walked past lines of jaded buildings. Piles of rubble lay heaped on street corners. An old woman hovered by a skip, retrieving old furniture the moment anything was put in. Through the entrance to one block I noticed adolescents sitting in the stairwell with bottles of vodka. It felt as if this city had been tossed, half-made, into a new world, as the ideology of communism collapsed and the gates of capitalism were opened up.


Life, Father Mike had told me, was hard for the people of Magadan. There had been much hope and expectation that things would improve after communism crumbled away in 1991 but, in reality, for many, life had grown worse. At least under party rule most people had a regular income, an annual holiday by the Black Sea and a cheap, if unsexy, car. Nowadays, with capitalism, there was no certainty and not much hope. More than ever, in their inner despair, the Russians of Magadan were turning to vodka. Father Mike even knew of some nine-year-olds who were regular drinkers. He also spoke of widespread problems with corruption and the local mafia stifling any attempt at entrepreneurship.


‘Last year there were two brothers who set up a café,’ he said. ‘They refused to pay protection money to the mafia. Not long after, their café was burned down and one of the brothers was murdered. With that kind of thing going on, nobody is going to start a new business’.


Later a Russian would explain to me that ‘in the West you are all trying to keep up with the Joneses. In Russia, we are trying to keep the Joneses down underneath us.’


I had been relieved to pass through immigration at the airport without any trouble, because I was entering the country with a bicycle and full winter gear, on the dubious pretext of being on a ‘business trip’. Al and I had been forced to apply for business visas because tourist visas were valid for only one month and we would need at least three months to cycle to Japan. To obtain our business visas we had therefore invented a company: ‘The English Wildman Wafflings’. We had written a letter, complete with a letterhead, which declared Al the president and me the vice-president. We had said that we needed to visit Russia to further Anglo–Russian business relations. We had been delighted when the embassy in London accepted our application and gave us a three-month visa.


But I had not yet beaten the system entirely. Even in the nineteenth century, Russia was well known for its plan-thwarting bureaucracy and under the Soviets things got even worse. Although communism was now gone, the old rules still lurked behind. The rule that affected me was the one that said that, now that I was in Russia, I had to ‘register’ in each town where I stayed. In order to register, I would have to visit the ‘Office of Visas and Registration’ to receive the appropriate extra stamp in my passport. However, as Al noted later, this was not as easy as it sounded: ‘The Office of Visas and Registration hides in an unmarked office, unadvertised on a random street . . . [it] opens late, seldom and closes ten minutes before it opens, except on weekdays and days beginning with ‘S’ when it does not open at all.’


When I found the office at long last, my first visit ended before it had begun as the unenthusiastic, uniformed woman told me they were closing and I must come back the next day. I did so, but this time, due to my weak Russian, she told me to come back with someone who could interpret. I returned with Father Dave, one of the monks. Together, we discovered that I would have to go to the bank to pay a very small fee (of about £1) and bring back the receipt. I did this, but was then sent on another errand to the bank, after which the office had closed, so I had to come back the next day. In the end it took eleven trips to the office to receive the stamp on my visa which registered me legally in the country but, they added, this stamp would only be valid for my first ten days, after which I would have to register again. I decided from that point on to exploit a loophole in the law which said you need only register in a town if you stayed for more than three nights. As I would always move on after a night or two, I did not bother registering again for the remainder of my cycling ‘business trip’ through the motherland.


Apart from the old, dying structures, there were also signs of infringements from more upbeat sides of the world, indicating that at least some people had wealth: an internet café in a residential back street; a cluster of digital camera stores; a sports shop with a life-size poster of David Beckham proclaiming ‘impossible is nothing’. My countryman’s declaration was an encouraging thought for me to hold onto. Al would not arrive for another three days and in the meantime there was no shortage of pessimism about our prospects of survival. Everyone I met seemed to have a different theory about the precise manner in which we would die.


Some people, like the taxi-driver who had delivered me to the church, warned me that cold weather would freeze us to death. Others, such as Father Mike, cautioned that blizzards would trap us in our tent until we starved (this was his second idea, made on the assumption that we somehow survived the bears). Another man informed me that it would actually be the wolves, not the bears, that would have us for dinner. But ‘No,’ said an elderly nun, ‘it is the people out there in the wilderness that you should really look out for . . . out there it’s the wild, wild East. Don’t trust anyone.’ The occasional self-proclaimed expert would even tell me quite bluntly that the road connecting Magadan to the rest of Russia simply did not exist any more. This I knew to be untrue as Ewan McGregor and Charley Boorman had motorcycled it the previous summer on their high-profile ‘Long Way Round’ Expedition, but I did not know whether the road would be passable in winter. It seemed extraordinary, in any case, that no one really knew whether the only road that linked them to the world actually existed or not. Their whole life could have been like The Truman Show, apparently without them really caring.


One of the most surreal doses of pessimism came the evening a journalist from the local radio station came to the church to interview me. However, in the interview, rather than bigging me up, as might have been expected on an English station, he seemed determined to persuade me not to go.


‘What clothes have you got?’


I explained, as I had done to many people by this stage: ‘Lots of warm ones.’


‘Your bike will not work in the cold.’ A statement, not a question.


‘I hope it will.’


‘Where will you sleep?’ In a disbelieving and mournful tone.


When I explained we had a tent and warm sleeping bags, he responded with a kind of exasperated huff and shrug of the shoulders, as if tired of wasting his breath in trying to talk me out of this suicidal idea. Father Janis, the American Jesuit who was translating for me, was by this point in hysterics. I could not help but join him in a splutter of laughter and even the bemused, pale-faced interviewer managed a ghost of a smile on his thin lips as he shook his head at me with uncomprehending eyes. The question seemed to be settled in most people’s minds – if we insisted on setting off into Siberia on our winter bicycle ride, we would certainly die. The only thing they could not make up their minds about was how.


That night as I wrote my diary my mood began to plummet. I wrote out the odds of what I thought would happen:




25% we make it easily


25% we make it with a huge struggle


25% we have to turn back


25% we get into real trouble.





I wrote ‘get into real trouble’ because I could not bring myself to write ‘die’.


With images of snarling fangs and frostbitten toes bouncing around my mind, I pondered some survival strategies as I wandered around the city the next day. To deal with the bears and wolves, I sheepishly entered a hunting shop and enquired about buying a gun. I was relieved when I was told that I would need a permit, as I had no idea how to use a gun. I looked for some warmer items of clothing. In the market I spent £30 on a huge fur hat, which boosted my morale considerably, especially as I felt confident that it would be bigger than Al’s Alaskan fur hat, which he had boasted about in an email. My most uplifting purchase of all, though, was made when I strolled into a hardware shop and announced in my best, most manly Russian accent to the young lady behind the counter, ‘I will take the biggest axe you’ve got, please.’
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The Road of Bones


There is pain that is perceived and there is pain that is endured and they are two different worlds, inhabited by creatures of two different races. We cannot choose which one we belong to


JOHN LE CARRÉ


In the evenings, with clothing, books and camping equipment scattered across my room in the church basement, I spread out my map. I looked once more at the route we were planning to take.


There was only one road that connected Magadan with the rest of the world, so at least there was no dilemma about that. However, this road did not lead south in the direction of Japan, but rather north through the Kolyma River Basin for a thousand miles, before turning west to the city of Yakutsk and then south to the Trans-Siberian railway. Finally, it stretched east to bring us back to the sea where we could hop, by ferry, to Japan. In effect, we would be cycling 3,500 miles around three sides of a square through a Siberian winter in order to end up no closer to home than we started. Furthermore, we would have fewer than 80 days to do it in. Perhaps the worried looks of the Russians who thought we were stupid, mad or suicidal were justified?


After Japan, our plans were vague. Our only fixed idea was that we would eventually cycle home via the most interesting and plausibly non-lethal route we could think of. For now, though, all my attention was on Siberia. Not only were the distances huge and the conditions perilous, but a further burden to my troubled mind was the tangible sense of past horror that dwelt around the mere mention of both our starting city and the road along which we would be riding. This was a part of the world where, in living memory, humanity’s worst nightmares had been real life for millions of men and women.


Even before the communist era, Siberia had a considerable history as the place where dissidents and criminals were sent. With Lenin’s Brave New Empire, the Siberian work camps, the Gulags, were enlarged. Under Stalin, the steady flow of prisoners increased to a torrent. In the 1930s, ‘Article 58’ of the constitution prescribed that any sort of ‘counter-revolutionary activities’ demanded severe punishment, though the behaviours falling under this definition were horrifically broad. Hard-labour sentences were given not only for open criticism of the government, but also for even making a joke about it. Records show that men were sent to the camps for being late for work and women were sentenced for picking up grains from an already harvested field. The whole country became covered with a dark shadow of mutual suspicion, fear and complicity. Neighbours and family members accused each other. As was Stalin’s habit, the administrators of the system were also periodically liquidated themselves.*




* It has been difficult for historians to estimate how many people were sent to the Gulags. According to Anne Applebaum, in her Pulitzer Prize-winning book Gulag, at its height there were probably seven million people in the camps, about 10 per cent of whom died each year. Estimates of overall deaths mostly range between 10 and 60 million.


The camps were spread across the whole of Siberia and the conditions were atrocious. But it was the Gulags in the hinterland of Magadan that were the most feared. Until the twentieth century, Magadan had been a small fishing-village outpost, but with the discovery of inland uranium, nickel and gold deposits, and now the availability of workers, it developed rapidly into a large port. Cargo ships fed the growing town with thousands of prisoners. In the worst places, life expectancy was less than a month and every kilogram of gold mined was said to cost a life. There was a saying that ‘if you are sent to Magadan, you will never come home’. Father Janis told me that the name Magadan now holds similar connotations for Russians to those Auschwitz has for Europeans and Americans. The prisoners had also built the road we would be riding along, dying in droves as they did so. The bodies of the dead were incorporated into the road itself, and for this reason it is still referred to today as ‘the Road of Bones’.


One day Father Dave walked with me to the top of a hill on the outskirts of the city to see a monument called the ‘Mask of Sorrow’. It was a multifaceted statue, recently erected, which looked down, grieving over the land as a memorial to the horrors. It was in the shape of a head, though was missing one eye, as if it could not bear to look any more. There were smaller statues fixed against it, including a kneeling, weeping child with her head in her hands. Thubron said of Magadan that ‘you lost your own eyes here and start to imagine through those of the dead’.


As thoughts of the millions of dead tore through my mind, the question of death loomed larger. If innocent people had died in such great numbers in these very valleys, why did I have any reason to think that we would be so special as to survive? As we rode through the frozen landscape over the coming months, an image would sometimes flash through my mind of a degraded, innocent prisoner wheeling a barrow of slag through the ice.


His eyes are glazed and all hope is gone. He is barely a man now. He is a shell of bones and flesh, more ghost than human. As I watch, he falls by the roadside and does not get up again. He is ignored by the other phantom prisoners who trudge past him.


And a new and significant thought came to me. It was the realisation, for the first time in my life, of my own mortality. I grasped that, one day, I too would die. If I had been born in that unfortunate era, in that contorted civilisation, if I had been a victim of Stalin’s ungodly purges, I would not have been so special as to have survived. I too would have fallen and not got up again. Dead, unnoticed and unremembered.
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The fateful quantitative biology lecture


When I consider what tremendous consequences come from little things, I am tempted to think that there are no little things


BRUCE BARTON


Edinburgh, January 1997 (eight years earlier)


It all started in a lecture hall in Scotland. The hall that morning was full of first-year biology students who slumped and slouched in their seats. Some leant their heads on their desks and appeared to be asleep. Some were taking notes, though without energy. The lecturer droned on and the clock hand was ticking at a pace of unnatural tedium.


I was sitting a few rows from the back and thinking hard about a particular dilemma: should I ask him or not?


‘Well, why not?’ I decided.


I tore a fresh sheet from my pad and wrote a question on it:


‘Hi Al,



Do you want to come and cycle across the Karakoram Highway this summer?



Rob’


In the row in front of me, asleep or awake I could not tell, slouched my old school friend, Al Humphreys. He was skinny and pale with straw-coloured hair. Later in life, people would describe him as a grown-up, intelligent version of Ron Weasley from the Harry Potter books.


I tapped him on the shoulder and passed the note.


He took it, stretched back in his seat and tried to decipher my scrawl. I was wondering what he would say. For the past four months, ever since I had spotted the alluring red line that symbolised a road through the mountains, I had been obsessed with the idea of going on a cycling adventure among the legendary peaks that divide Pakistan from China. Al scratched his head, wrote something on the paper and passed it back. It felt like a moment of destiny.


‘Where is that?’


I scribbled a reply. He took the note back, read it and then sat still. I feared he was falling asleep again. But no, he scratched his head once more and wrote something else down. No doubt this would be an eloquent couplet of acceptance, or a rueful line of refusal, or perhaps even a reasoned request to think more upon the implications of such an offer.


He passed the note back. I unfolded it and held my breath while I read.


‘OK.’


The dice had been rolled.


A small town in Oxfordshire, November 2003 (eleven months earlier)


Six years later, and I walked out of my classroom, across the corridor and into the computer room. It had been another typical up-and-down day in my life as a secondary-school geography teacher. Another day of trying to persuade Dale and Andrew, both aged 15, to ignore their pulsating hormones long enough to draw a diagram of the Aswan Dam. I had been working there for almost two years and although I felt I was still far from having full control of my classes, the job did tick many important boxes for me. It was frequently challenging, rarely boring, often fulfilling and, of course, there were great, long holidays in which to chase adventures.


Twice, since I started teaching, I had used these holidays to go to meet Al. He had caught the adventuring-bug in a big way after our bike ride through Pakistan and so upon leaving university he decided to do something far more relaxing than teaching: to cycle around the world.


The first time I went to meet him was in Ethiopia as he rode down through Africa. It was six months after he had set off and I was doing my teacher training in Oxford. I arrived with a brand new bike for Al as his frame had snapped. Together we rode across the Ethiopian highlands and swam in Lake Tana, the source of the Blue Nile.


A year later, he had made it to Cape Town, crossed the Atlantic by boat to South America and cycled up as far as the Bolivian Andes, where I joined him in La Paz. We rode to Lima before I flew back to England, leaving Al on his own to ride north. As his ultimate aim was to pedal ‘the full length of the world’s three great landmasses’, he had only North America and Asia left.


Ever since that first ride we had taken together in Pakistan, Al had been setting himself greater and greater challenges. This round-the-world-by-bike trip was certainly his greatest so far. At times he thought that the ride, or the road, would break him. Although it sounded tough, I envied him in many ways. He was having an amazing adventure, meeting extraordinary people, pushing himself beyond the limits of what he thought possible. He was proving wrong the sceptics who had told him he could not do it. He was doing something that scared him nearly every day and it made him feel alive.


In England, while feeling happily stretched and reasonably contented, I seemed to have opted, without making a conscious choice, for a conventional life. I was not sure why. Perhaps it was because I had always felt unconventional and so wanted to try to prove that I could be conventional after all. I did not really think of going exploring any more, though I vaguely recalled that I had once dreamed of cycling the breadth of Asia.


Frustrated by the unwillingness of my pupils to behave, I was beginning to think that maybe I should move to a new school. With a fresh start, maybe I could do better. Perhaps, I pondered, I should go and work at an International School in some more exotic corner of the world. I had mentioned these thoughts to a few friends and also in an email to Al who had now reached the Caribbean coast in Colombia.


So, on this typical November afternoon of my second year as a geography teacher in Oxfordshire, I sat down at a computer, breathed a sigh of relief that the day was over once more and logged into my email account.





	From:
	Alastair Humphreys roundtheworldbybike@hotmail.com




	Sent:
	12 November 2003 16:13:22




	To:
	Rob Lilwall roblilwall@hotmail.com








Aha! Changing schools, eh? It was then that I leaped on the opportunity to test him . . .


How about this:


I have been giving this some serious thought since you flew home [from Peru] and I have been scheming all sorts of devious ways to persuade you to . . . ride with me back home from Asia!


I have realised that the only real downer to my trip is just the sheer dullness of my own company and that really if it is not just going to become a stubborn purgatory penance of epic proportions then I really need to find someone to ride with. This is what I thought:


That if you wanted to do it I could rearrange/compromise so that we could make it across Asia in one teaching year (Sept to Aug). This would mean you could quit your noble yet hideously under-rewarded job, heroically cycle the world’s most exciting continent, apply for a job in a non-grim country and get back home, not only in time for obligatory tea and medals, but also in time for your new job. Therefore you would only miss a year of teaching. I know that International Schools would have the good sense to appreciate the benefits of the ride and life could trundle on. [We] could give talks in schools all over Asia. In Ecuador and in Colombia I have been offered jobs: surely riding to a school is better than emailing them your CV!


And finally I would like to convince you with an apt quote from the Bible . . .


Unfortunately I can’t think of one, but I will lower myself to Eminem instead:


‘Look, if you had just one opportunity, just one shot, to seize everything you ever wanted, would you take the chance . . .?’


You have spoken about this ride long before I ever thought of mine. I am sure you know there is never a time more likely for you to do it and if you don’t do it soon you know that you probably never will . . .


Give it some thought,


al





And that is how I ended up in Siberia at the onset of winter with a heavily laden bicycle instead of a plane ticket to get me home again. We had chosen to start up here on the north-eastern edge of nowhere, rather than at one of the more ‘classic’ starting points of Asia, such as Shanghai or Tokyo, just because we thought this looked a bit more epic and ridiculous and, for any aspiring, self-respecting, English explorer, ‘epic-ness’ and ‘ridiculous-ness’ were both essential requirements.


On my fourth day in Russia, Al arrived. He was fresh from a glorious summer’s ride through Alaska, from where he had hitched a boat ride to Japan and then flown up to Magadan. As he strolled out of the airport wheeling his bike, I could see that this was a different Al from the one I had last seen. His hair was shoulder-length, his face was healthily weather-beaten, and his head was held high. He even looked taller than before and exuded a calm, can-do vibe, earned through his previous three years of facing deep fears and coming out the other side intact. He smiled when he saw me waiting. We exchanged an awkward, manly hug in recognition of the adventure we were about to share, and climbed onto the bus.


As we wound down the valleys back towards Magadan, I explained the many reasons why I expected that we would soon be dead. Al’s attitude was unshaken: ‘It can’t be that bad – if Ewan McGregor has done it in summer, then of course we can do it in winter.’


With Al’s arrival, I wrote in my diary with a new sense of optimism: ‘I feel I will live to see 2005.’




Part Two


Siberia–Japan






September–December 2004


[image: Image Missing]


[image: Map Image Missing]
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One day in the life of a Siberian cyclist


Distance to home = 35,178 miles


24–27 SEPTEMBER 2004


‘I know plenty of old cyclists and I know plenty of bold cyclists, but I don’t know any old, bold cyclists.’ Father Mike bursts out laughing again. We giggle nervously and wheel our bicycles out of the church courtyard and onto the road.


My bike is ten years old and her name is Alanis. She is a simple, steel-framed mountain bike, with sturdy racks on the front and back. I had come up with the unfortunate name of Alanis because I had been listening to an Alanis Morisette album at the time I bought her and wanted to name her after a woman with lots of attitude. She is laden with four overflowing panniers, a bar bag (a small bag that clips on to the handlebars) and two giant, stuffed canoe bags. Two of the panniers are full of food, one contains tools and one holds books. The bar bag contains valuables and a map. The canoe bags hold clothes and camping gear. I have tied a spare tyre and the axe on top of everything at the back. With all the gear, she weighs 60 kg – the heaviest she has ever been. Al and I say goodbye to Father Mike and, as old Soviet minibuses speed past full of staring, mystified passengers, we wobble onto the road and take our first tentative pedals towards home.


We follow a circuitous route out of the city. We ride first up to the statue of Lenin for some photos. Al had his hair cut yesterday so he looks tougher now. Then we ride down to the harbour, for a brief, symbolic swim. It is 24 September 2004 and from this silent, glimmering seashore under a blue sky, I will have to use pedal power to get me all the way back to London. The air is cool, but not cold, and the weather is not so different from an English autumn. We ride under the half-finished domes of the Orthodox cathedral, past the shop where I failed to buy a gun and past the contorted Mask of Sorrow, which looks down on us with sadness. It seems to be saying to us, ‘Don’t go. Haven’t enough perished in these lands already?’ Approaching the edge-of-town checkpoint, a young soldier conveniently turns and looks into the empty hills, pretending not to notice us. He is clearly in no mood for looking at our paperwork today and we are happy to ride swiftly past.



My legs begin to find a rhythm. They roll up and down on the pedals and heave the chain smoothly around the freshly oiled cogs. This in turn spins the back wheel and I am propelled forwards. I push my worries aside and start to enjoy the fact that we are on our way at last. We crest a small hill and wind through the sea of peaks. All around us, the terrain is painted in shades of dark greys and browns. The effort of pedalling begins to use up my adrenaline and I feel profoundly grateful to be where I am right now, daring to go where the narwhal dreams.



Al rides on ahead of me all afternoon. An hour before dark he waits for me to catch up and we agree to camp early that night. It has been a short day’s riding, but at least we are under way.


It will be a journey of another 1,121 days and more than 35,000 miles until I finish.


The next morning is our first full day on the road and it begins with our waking to the faint sound of my watch alarm. Next, while I attempt to find my socks, Al climbs out of the tent and lights the stove. By the time I have my socks on, Al has passed me a cup of sugary black tea and is cooking up a breakfast of high-carb porridge. As I step out into the bright, fresh morning (which feels especially fresh compared to our tent), Al finishes his breakfast, packs the tent and all his belongings neatly into his panniers and settles down to read another chapter of Solzhenitsyn. I eat breakfast, put on my cycling clothes and expend a huge effort attempting to cram everything into my panniers. An hour later, I am finally ready. Al stands up and stretches, and together we wheel the bikes onto the road.


I climb onto Alanis and slowly judder into forward motion. The bike stabilises and the land begins to move beneath me. The russet forest drifts past, blank-faced and unimpressed, while up above, on the higher hills, a sprinkling of snow reminds me that more ominous weather cannot hold back for much longer.


Time passes slowly and every couple of hours we stop for a sandwich and a cup of tea from the Thermos® flask. We peruse the map and discuss how far we might go today or perhaps try to articulate the peculiar reflections that have been bouncing around our respective heads as we rode. My thoughts of the day, like my dreams of the night, have been filled with frozen rivers that may or may not hold our weight; grizzly bears hungry for dinner; empty, forgotten valleys haunted by emaciated ghosts; packs of ravenous, merciless wolves. I have also been thinking of my parents and the emotional farewell at Heathrow Airport barely a week ago. I remember walking through passport control, looking back over my shoulder at them – my mum, with watery eyes staring after me, and my dad, standing loyally at her side, as always. Was that concern I could see on his face? It was rare for him to show his worries.


Al tells me, in his usual humorous, open and yet somehow guarded manner, that he is pleased to be on the final leg of his round-the-world-by-bike expedition. He cannot believe that he might be home in little more than a year. He says he wants to make Asia his grand finale and he is excited that we have the opportunity to take on a Siberian winter. He has no idea about what he might do when he makes it home. When he started his journey three years ago, he had to split up with his long-term girlfriend, Sarah. He wonders whether they might get back together.


And then we are off again, riding side by side and continuing our conversation for a while before drifting apart once more. The forest slips past and we meander through hills. The wheels keep on turning and, as time ticks by, so does the distance. We pass occasional small settlements: rough, ugly blocks of flats rising from the wilderness. Some towns have been entirely abandoned, due to the seismic shifts in the economy when communism collapsed. The entire employment structure of the country had changed almost overnight. Power stations were turned off and people lost their jobs, especially out here in the hinterland, and now these empty ghost towns stand forlorn and pitiful by the roadside. Many of the flats still have furniture inside and paintings hanging on the walls, and some buildings have mysteriously lost a whole wall, as if it has been torn off.


In mid-afternoon the asphalt peters out into an unpaved but bulldozed road. We will not enjoy riding on tarmac again for almost three thousand miles. This is the first of many things that I have always taken for granted before. Cars and trucks pass us sporadically in both directions, hooting their horns, but already we have grown used to the stares of their drivers.



As darkness approaches we start scanning for suitable camping spots. Ideally these should be easily accessible, flat and clear of vegetation and rocks, while also hidden from the road. In our earlier days of adventuring together, Al and I together learned the art of wild camping and relished the absurdity of sleeping in abnormal places. Once, years ago, we had been walking without a map through Spain and managed to lose our tent poles. We spent the following night sleeping inside a pile of unused sewage pipes on a building site. The next day we were delighted by the dumbfounded looks on the builders’ faces as they turned up at work to find us climbing out of their pipes, brushing ourselves down and giving them a cheerful ‘Buenas dias’, before walking back out into the midsummer morning. In Siberia, though, with so much empty wilderness, it is not hard to find a suitable place to camp.



Wheeling the bikes behind a small cluster of trees, we pitch our tent for the second time. While Al chops down a tree and attempts to start a fire, I rummage through my panniers looking for things I need for the evening. Despite my painstaking packing and repacking that morning, I have still not established a good system for remembering where I have put everything. On a regular basis over the coming weeks, I will be at a loss to find what I need – my toothbrush, my gloves, my spare batteries. Already, after just one full day of journeying, it is evident that I am slowing down our progress on many fronts. With his three years of experience, Al is supremely efficient at packing and unpacking his gear and is a lot fitter and faster at cycling than me. I am not unfit, but in the flurry of getting everything ready before the ride, I reasoned that I would get fit properly once we started riding. My inefficiency and slowness, on a normal adventure, would not matter. However, as we ride into Siberia we are both increasingly aware that this time we have two vital factors to race against: the encroaching winter and our downward-ticking Russian visas.


Al’s attempts to light a fire do not go well tonight in spite of a generous pile of firelighters. The wood will only reluctantly splutter before smouldering out again. Plan B is to cook with the stove.


We have an MSR stove, which runs on almost any fuel you can think of, but we will be using petrol as it is the easiest to buy. To make the stove work we first need to pressurise the petrol by using a pump attached to a specially designed fuel bottle. It further adds to our inauspicious start when, tonight, the stove pump does not hold pressure. Luckily we have a spare to use, but hope we can fix the other one tomorrow. We are all too aware that our stove will be our lifeline when it gets colder, because it will be our only means of melting snow and making water. After a dinner of spaghetti and tinned beef, we squeeze into the tent. It is still cramped and stuffy inside even though we have left most of our panniers on our unlocked bikes outside. Thieves out in this wilderness seem extremely unlikely. Lying in our sleeping bags, we write our diaries and read for a while. And then, exhausted from the day, we sleep.


On our second full day, habits are gradually falling into place. My packing and unpacking is a little smoother and my riding a little faster. ‘If this nice weather holds up,’ I persuade myself, ‘we might just be okay.’ My speedometer is not working, so I sometimes call out to Al to ask how far we have gone. The miles pass slowly, but the road winds onwards and we follow it.


On the afternoon of our third day, despite my prayers that it will remain dry, the grey clouds unfold and it begins to rain with depressing, cold, English-style drizzle. Steadily our clothes, bodies and panniers become damp. We set up camp more rapidly tonight and cook dinner in the porch of our tent before sleeping.


The following morning when we wake and look outside, the dark, wet scenery has completely vanished.


Overnight the world has turned white. It is our fourth day on the road and winter has arrived already.
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Learning not to fall


Distance to home = 34,651 miles


It’s the job that never gets started that takes longest to finish


SAMWISE GAMGEE


As the days passed, we grew used to riding onwards through the twisting, snowy valleys. The flat, glaring whiteness of snow draped over everything like a cloth, shrouding the pine trees, smothering the hills and burying the empty beer cans by the side of the road. Although my fitness was improving, our pace was still slow. In addition, the traffic had compacted the snow on the road, meaning that in places it was as slippery as an ice rink. While climbing a long gentle hill, thick with trees on both sides of the road, I took my first tumble. Falling off a bike on ice feels similar to a fierce, side-on rugby tackle. One moment you are riding along merrily and the next, you find your back wheel flipping out from under you and you crash down onto the hard ground. Your bike lands with a clatter beside you. Almost every day over the next two months, one of us would take a fall. Apart from going more slowly when we spotted a shiny patch of road, there was nothing we could do about it.*




* The nearest shop where we could have bought special ‘spiked’ winter tyres was probably in Alaska.


Sometimes we listened to our minidisk players while we cycled. As well as music, I tried to listen to a Teach Yourself Russian minidisk for half an hour each day. I had volunteered to be the expedition’s Russian speaker, while Al had promised to learn some Japanese and take over linguistic duties when we arrived in Japan. When we stopped in the populated towns to buy more supplies, I practised Russian phrases on the local people, who stared at me with a mixture of bemusement and concern. In Atka, another town full of charmless concrete blocks, a round-faced female journalist flagged us down and invited us into the local radio station for an interview. There were three statues of Stalin on the office bookshelf and as she began asking us questions, Al said, ‘This is your job’ and pushed me in front of the microphone. I could not understand her questions and I presume from her facial expression that she could not understand my answers. The interview ended inauspiciously when both Al and I fell into a fit of giggles and I lost control of bodily functions and let out a fart.


Sometimes we also encountered Russians on the road itself. Most days, a car would skid to a halt on the ice ahead of us and its inhabitants would jump out and amble over to say a brazen hello. After asking us where we were from, what the hell we thought we were doing and didn’t we know that it was holodna, they would invariably turn to rummaging around in their car before triumphantly producing a bottle of rum, whisky or (most frequently) vodka and encouraging us to have a drink to warm up.


The signal the Russians used to show that it was time to share a ‘little’ drink (which they referred to as an innocent-sounding choo-choo), was to grimace demonically and then, with glazed, lusting eyes, use one finger to flick their necks. Later on in Siberia, when we found ourselves invited into people’s houses for the night, we always dreaded the moment when the neck-flicking routine began. It would usually mean that our kind host, who had seemed so pleasant and intelligent up to that point, would now turn into a drooling bore, growing increasingly persistent in his attempts to get us to have yet another choo-choo with him. Life expectancy for Russian men in 2004 was 59. I suppose the vodka might have had something to do with that.
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The Turnoff of Doom


Distance to home = 34,463 miles


I will go anywhere so long as it is forward


DAVID LIVINGSTONE


We pressed on for ten days without a break, two small specks of colour in a black-and-white land.


When we emerged from the tent each morning, we would see that the needle on the thermometer attached to my handlebars had crept further down the scale. By the tenth day, the temperature had reached –8°C, the coldest I had ever experienced. In England, I had always found even –2° felt very cold. We had now started using our stove to melt snow for water and we were learning to squat behind roadside trees at increasingly rapid speeds when nature called. We were also riding faster and I could feel my fitness increasing. However, the knowledge that the temperatures were going to get much colder haunted my thoughts constantly.


Furthermore, we were nearing a significant junction, which we had spotted on the map. In my mind, I had labelled it the ‘Turnoff of Doom’, because here we faced a tantalising choice between taking the ‘summer road’ or the ‘winter road’. The ‘summer road’ was the shorter of the two, but was passable only in the warmer months, before snow blocked it. On this road there were several unbridged rivers which, although partially frozen, we would have to wade across. We had been told there was only one proper settlement on it, the village of Oymyakon. In 1919 it had been in the record books for recording –71.2°C, the coldest temperature ever for a permanent settlement.


The ‘winter road’, meanwhile, was double the distance of the summer road, but had a better surface and more settlements. Moreover, the unbridged rivers on this stretch of road would be sufficiently frozen to cross once the temperature had been below –30°C for at least a week. Our dilemma was that it was now early October, a time when conditions would be suitable on neither the summer nor the winter road. Because of our fast-expiring visas, we did not have time to wait around.


[image: Image Missing]


The day before we reached the turnoff, we entered a broad, snowy valley, flanked on all sides by rising mountains. As dusk arrived, we arrived in a little town called Myaundha. Another ugly power station sat on the edge of the town, and we coasted beneath its fat pipes, which were raised above ground because of the permafrost. These pipes fed the entire town with hot water, but we could see they were leaking in many places. Steam shot out into the frosty air and quickly formed huge hanging icicles. The amount of energy lost in the running of this system must have been staggering.


We had not slept inside since we set off, but in this town two elderly ladies ushered us off the street and into the local hostel, where they shouted at the receptionist until we were offered a free bed for the night.


Our rooms were dank and dirty with peeling wallpaper and there were two iron-frame beds against the radiator. But we were very grateful to be out of the cold and for the chance to take a hot shower. Apart from one occasion four mornings earlier when I had plunged myself into an icy stream because I felt so grimy, I had not washed since we left Magadan.


In the previous town we had stocked up on supplies, in preparation for the empty road ahead (whichever one we took). Our panniers now bulged with 60 Snickers bars, 9 kg of spaghetti and instant noodles,* 3 kg of oats, 3 kg of sugar, huge sausages, 1 kg of cheese and 11 cans of meat. We had also filled two plastic beer bottles with petrol for our stove, which Al taped to his bike frame. It was now a strain to lift the bikes onto their wheels, but at least we had enough supplies to sustain us for over a week should we become trapped in snow.



*Spaghetti or instant noodles were my staples of choice on the journey because they were cheap and also the most compact for fitting in the panniers.


However, we had still not made our decision about the summer and the winter roads. The stakes were high. Al seemed to be taking the dilemma in his stride while for me the burden of choice felt unbearably heavy. I could tell that my fretting irritated Al a little but, in turn, his confidence made me agonise even more. After much circular debating we decided on the summer road. It was shorter and it was clearly still too warm for the winter road’s rivers to be frozen. We just hoped that there would be no more blizzards for a few days.


The next morning we waved goodbye to the frowning receptionist and pushed the bikes back outside. I prayed silently to God that he would protect us and even turn us back if we had made the wrong choice.


Once we started pedalling, I began to feel more confident. However, a mile before the Turnoff of Doom, I noticed that Al was lagging behind me. I looked back and saw he had stopped. He had climbed off and was examining his back wheel. I rode back to him. He said something was broken inside the wheel and that it was not rotating properly when he pedalled.


‘I have never seen a wheel break in this way before,’ he said. ‘This part of the wheel is factory-sealed and it is impossible to open and fix.’


The word ‘impossible’, coming from Al, was not a good sign. It took several seconds for me to understand what he was suggesting: we must leave the bikes in the hostel and return to Magadan by vehicle to find a new wheel.


Thirty-six hours of hitchhiking and buses later, we were back where we had started. Although we would be able to pick the journey up from Meangee when we set off again, it felt as though all the ground we had gained over those first, difficult 12 days was now lost.
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Prayers


Distance to home = 35,178 miles


Be still and know that I am God



PSALM 46


We arrived back in Magadan early in the morning to discover that it too was now enveloped in snow. We knocked sheepishly on the door of the church and were relieved when Father Mike opened it and said we could stay while we tried to work out a way to replace the wheel. There were no bicycle shops in town; thus our only option was to wait for a replacement wheel, which Al had asked his mother to send us from England via FedEx. We did not expect it to arrive for several days, so we busied ourselves with buying extra equipment. We were pleased to be befriended by a very likeable local cycling aficionado called Sergei to help us with this task. This Sergei was in his mid-forties and reminded us of an idealised Russian athlete. He was strong and humorous and had thick-rimmed 1980s spectacles that complemented his bushy 1980s moustache. When we first met Sergei he told us rather pessimistically that, in his opinion, we had only a 10 per cent chance of survival. When we went shopping together he insisted that we should buy ourselves a pair of valenki. Valenki are the felt boots that most Russians wore in winter and, although they cost less than £10 and appeared to be made of synthetic carpet material, they turned out to be a lot warmer than the plastic over-boots that Al had brought us from Alaska.


Although the broken wheel meant that we were losing valuable days from our visas and we both felt very disheartened, we were glad to have some compulsory days of rest. I continued to fret about what dangers lay waiting on the road ahead and one evening I left our room in the church basement and went for a wander around upstairs. I could hear dulcet chanting rising from the chapel. Looking in through the window I could see the habited figure of Father Mike kneeling, straight-backed, before the simple altar. I mused on how peculiar it had been for Al’s wheel to have broken so critically just minutes before the turnoff. I wondered whether Al’s broken wheel was even an answer to my prayer that God would look after us.


I’d had an awareness of God ever since I could remember and had always turned to prayer when I was afraid. As a teenager at boarding school, I used to sneak into the empty chapel at night to ask for God’s help with the debilitating insecurities of adolescence, especially, in my case, a deep shyness. At university I started to go to a vibrant church, made some Christian friends and also had several intense ‘spiritual’ experiences, usually when I was on my own. The memory of these mysterious encounters still bewilders me. As the years passed, my faith gradually deepened, though I often faltered and failed to live up to my aspirations. I sometimes agonised with deep doubts. Sadly, there were also times when I alienated and infuriated friends with intense, insensitive attempts to share my beliefs. However, in spite of all this, my faith in the Christian God, who cared for me through all life’s turmoil, and who loved the whole world, became a central and defining aspect of all my thoughts, aspirations and motives.
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