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  ADVANCE PRAISE FOR MÖRÖN TO MÖRÖN




  ‘Don’t read this book with a broken rib—you’ll ache from cover to cover. Should become a classic of Mongolian cycling literature.’




  —Tim Krabbé, author of The Rider




  ‘Tom Doig is not your average traveller and Mörön to Mörön is not like any other travel book. Bowel-splittingly hilarious and irresistibly absurd, this book is for everyone who’s ever asked themselves the golden question of travel: Why the f**k not?’




  —Benjamin Law, author of The Family Law




  ‘Funnier than Bill Bryson ... Doig is Hemingway in a unitard.’




  —Chris Flynn, author of A Tiger in Eden
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  To Tama Pugsley—number one moron!
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  The QR codes throughout the book and on the back cover


  bring videos taken during the morons’ time in Mongolia


  directly to your phone.




  Scan the QR code images and you’ll be taken


  straight to the action.




  QR code readers can be downloaded free from the web for


  your smartphone.




  Scan the QR code on the back cover to watch the


  Mörön to Mörön trailer.
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  Beyond the rivers


  You will perhaps lose courage,


  But continue to advance


  In the same way;


  Beyond the mountains


  You will perhaps lose heart,


  But think of nothing else apart from your mission.




  —ANONYMOUS, The Secret History of the Mongols


  (13th century)
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  Human beings must have dreams or they will go nowhere.




  —DAVID HASSELHOFF, Don’t Hassel the Hoff


  (21st century)




  PROLOGUE: HORDE
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  First, a rumbling.


  You can sense it before you can feel it: a sick sweetness in the air, a metal tingle in your mouth. Put your ear to the ground. How many? How far? You can’t tell.




  On the horizon: dust clouds. A gale blowing in across the plains. Drop your hoe, leave the turnips in the fields. Hitch up your pants and run! Sound the alarm—then cross yourself. Brace yourself.




  Are there really just Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse? Looks like ... more than four. A horde. Barbarians. Huns. Mongols. Heathens, fanatical heathens, heeding no rules or customs of civilised man, their horses snorting and frothing at the mouth, crazed, toothpaste rabid. Their entire language one unending obscenity.




  Where do they come from—the ends of the earth? The delirium of our worst fever-dreams? The depths of Lake Baikal, its bottomless black crevices leading straight to the underworld—to Hell itself?




  The steppes!




  The unharvested wastelands, home of serpent, buzzard, wolf—and death. Think of your children. Your women. Think of heads on sticks, intestines in the trees—this is the bubonic plague come uninvited, the Black Death in human form, a disease-ridden, flea-bitten foreign nightmare rampaging for no earthly reason except victory and carnage. These beasts don’t bargain. They don’t haggle. They storm in out of nowhere, out of the sky, reeking of unwashed stables, rancid tents, abominations on goatskin rugs. All they want is spoils. Loot. Vodka and cheese. Their unwashed hair and bloodshot blue eyes, their cracked lips, noses flaking and pink.




  Tork. Tchtooork! Blye-ait-shlerg!




  What are they saying? Pointing at a book. Tossing their money around. Rubbing our flag in the dirt. A peasant with gold is still a peasant. They want to guzzle devil-water and disgrace themselves in the fields of our ancestors. Steal our women. Enslave our children. Wrestle our drunkards. Shit on our country. Piss on our history—and laugh about it.




  The morons are here.




  PART ONE
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  ON THE MISSION




  2000–10: GETTING MY SHIT TOGETHER
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  In July 2010, me and my best mate Tama Pugsley cycled 1487 kilometres across northern Mongolia from a small town called Mörön to a smaller town also called Mörön. Our motivation was brutally simple: there were two towns called Mörön, and we were two morons. It had to be done.




  Even if it didn’t, we were going to do it anyway.




  I first noticed this moronic coincidence back in the year 2000. At the time I was an unemployed 21-year-old English Lit graduate, surprised and disappointed that Y2K had failed to cause the world’s financial markets to collapse like everyone had predicted. I was living in Wellington with my parents and like most young Kiwis I spent a lot of time reading atlases and plotting my escape. One blustery winter’s day I was daydreaming somewhere north of Southeast Asia when I saw the two Möröns. They were pretty close together—it was a pretty small atlas—and suddenly everything came into focus.




  Some people went to Mongolia seeking the true resting place of Genghis Khan, or Chinggis Khaan, as we would come to know him. Some went to help the thousands of nomads displaced by the killer dzuds—literally ‘white death’, a winter thaw followed by a cold snap and snowfall, where the ground refreezes and prevents animals from feeding, or living. Some went to expose the awful secrets of Mongolia’s commie-era purges under the dread Choibalsan. Some went to discover the truth, or lack thereof, about the fabled Mongolian death worm. But I wasn’t really interested in Mongolian culture or history or geography or politics. If both Möröns had been in Kazakhstan, I would’ve wanted to go to Kazakhstan. If one Mörön was in Uruguay and the other in Paraguay, so be it. Like Sir Edmund Hillary’s ambition to conquer Mount Everest, like Chinggis Khaan’s desire to conquer the entire globe, like the guy in the song who walked 500 miles and then walked 500 more, I wanted to travel from Mörön to Mörön . . . because they were there.




  It would be wrong to call it a dream, but it definitely became an obsession. The next time me and Tama went mountain-biking together I told him about the Möröns and it became an obsession of his too. Most people we mentioned it to thought it was a joke, a pretty dumb one, but we didn’t care because it was our dumb joke. Even after I moved to Melbourne to pursue the romantic life of a struggling arts administrator and tried to forget about those Möröns, Tama kept hassling me about it.




  Tama bloody Pugsley. ‘Tama’ means ‘boy’ in Maori, and he was definitely one of those, but Tama was also as pakeha (white, foreign) as they come. With his frosty blue eyes, blond curls and six-feet-something of tanned muscle, plus a bit of protective burger layer, he was an amiable Aryan wet dream. A mutual female friend once described Tama as a ‘big, horny teddy bear’ and meant it as a compliment.




  In December 2005 Tama came over to Melbourne and we caught a bus to Adelaide with three of my shonky Melbourne mates, then a train across the Nullarbor to Perth, then we cycled 800-odd kilometres around the southwest tip of Western Australia to Albany. Apart from the night I got really drunk and cycled into a fence, buckling my back tyre and nearly breaking my hand, it was a bracing, picturesque and healthful fortnight. When we finished the ride I felt better than I had in years. Then me and Tama undid all that good work on New Year’s Eve by taking ecstasy and going out dancing at Albany’s Insomniaxx nightclub. Insomniaxx favoured reflective metal walls, flatulent smoke machines and a variety of techno remixes of ‘Smells Like Teen Spirit’. We rocked out, hard. The bouncers kept telling us to put our shirts back on. Tama met some saucy blonde jailbait and pashed on in an alley. I spent a couple of hours trying to chat up a 21-year-old trainee teacher from Perth who told me I looked ‘like a skinny David Hasselhoff ’. When the lights came on she let me have a bit of a kiss then laughed in my face and left.




  On our way back to the campsite Tama and I went skinny-dipping in Albany Harbour while unappreciative men in utes beeped and screamed abuse; we met a drunk girl in a carpark who told us Insomniaxx had been voted ‘Worst Nightclub in Australia’ on Triple J the year before and wouldn’t take either of us home with her; and we promised each other, just before we passed out in the tent, that yes, we would mission from Mörön to Mörön—soon.




  Four and a half years later, it was finally happening. I was camped out in my bombsite of a Brunswick share house bedroom with the heater cranked, surrounded by bike gear, video equipment and thermal underwear, cramming way too many books into a couple of Ortlieb panniers while Tama fed me duty-free whisky and tried not to stand on things. I was freshly unemployed, again, only this time I had a couple of thousand dollars saved. Tama had just flown into town and he regaled me with tales of his new life in New York, his recent documentary-making trip to the bat caves of Borneo, his hot new Kiwi-in-Vancouver girlfriend Ami, and his latest drinking-and-jumping accident—a broken collarbone sustained a couple of months ago on his thirtieth birthday and ‘pretty much healed’ except for a prominent alien-head lump of extra bone near his neck, which threatened to burst through his T-shirt.




  ‘The doctor said not to do any heavy lifting for three months, and no cycling for, like, six months,’ Tama said, knocking back his whisky and pouring another. ‘I told him I was going to mountain-bike across Mongolia, and he said it was the worst idea he’d ever heard—but I reckon I’ll be sweet.’




  Four hours before our plane left, my new girlfriend Laura cycled over to my place through some particularly miserable Melbourne rain with a spandex leopard-print unitard for Tama (I’d already packed my skeleton suit). In true straight-to-DVD romantic-comedy style, Laura and I had denied our true feelings for each other for close to a decade until things came to a head on New Year’s 2009/10. We were performing at the Falls Festival, on the tiniest stage there, playing a pair of incestuous hermaphroditic twins in spandex onesies. The increasingly grotesque ritual climaxed with Laura squatting over my head and spraying explosive diarrhoea—600 millilitres of chocolate milk—into my open mouth while a couple of dozen big-eyed teens gazed on, tripping balls, horrified by our overacting. After our final show Laura and I got munted and made sweet, sticky, mutant-clown love in my tent until the sun came up. Tama let us tell him the whole shonky story, laughing and cringing in the right places even though he’d heard it all before.




  ‘So I washed the leopard suit,’ Laura told Tama. ‘It was pretty filthy—’ ‘But bro, you should’ve seen the tent!’ I interrupted.




  Tama stopped sniggering and looked at me.




  ‘Doig! Did you . . . you didn’t, did you?’




  ‘Did I what?’




  ‘Did you clean the tent out after you filled it with chocolate milk and jizz?’




  ‘Good question. I did . . .’ I rustled through the scraps of paper on my desk, looking for my To-Do List. ‘. . . not. Yet.




  But it is on the list?’ I grinned as innocently as possible.




  ‘You’re such a scabdog!’ Tama punched me in the shoulder. I punched him back. We started play-fighting on my bed.




  ‘Uh, boys,’ Laura said, ‘do you want me to leave you to it?’ She dropped the unitard on the floor.




  We needed the ’tards for Naadam, Mongolia’s two-day national holiday of ‘the three manly sports’: archery, horseriding and bökh. Bökh was traditional Mongolian wrestling, a cross between between sumo and prison sex. The plan was to make it to the photogenic lakeside town of Khatgal, about 100 kilometres north of Mörön, by 11 July, where we would compete in the Khatgal Naadam bökh dressed up WWF style. We figured we could just rock up on the day and try our luck—it seemed like that kind of country. I was actually more excited about wrestling Mongols in spandex than riding 1500 kilometres across a blasted heath on bikes we were yet to purchase, but with a bit of luck we could have our cake and stomp on it too.




  I said goodbye to Laura, then looked hopelessly around the chaos of my room until I found it: the list.




  Third and final rabies vaccination—that was worth remembering. I needed to sort that out in Beijing, or Ulaanbaatar at a pinch.




  Length of hose pipe filled with ball bearings—for beating off wild dogs. Laura’s stepdad’s suggestion from his time in the Rhodesian armed forces. Sort out in Beijing?




  Other than setting fire to a forest, flying is the worst single thing an ordinary individual can do to cause climate change—no, wait, that was just a disturbing quote I copied out from The Age of Stupid, a doco I watched the other night. Um, cross out?




  Tama threw a mini-soccer ball at my head. ‘Get your shit together, bro—taxi’s here in five minutes.’




  We finished our whiskies. I stopped trying to jam more stuff into my panniers and stowed my rusty old single-speed racer and my conscience away in the back shed. Then a taxi arrived and took us to the airport.
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  Before we made it anywhere near Mongolia, Tama and I crammed in a ten-day debauch with our girlfriends in Cambodia—or Rambodia, as Tama was calling it, since he hadn’t seen Ami for a month. Laura flew to Phnom Penh a couple of days after us, Ami came over from Vancouver the day after that, and we all went on a mini-mission. Strapped for time, we had to choose between Angkor Wat or some obscure tropical island in the south. The consensus was that Angkor Wat would still be there in a decade, but how often did we get to go swimming and eat coconuts? So we spent five days on Koh Tonsay (Rabbit Island), where we ‘trained’ by watching the 2010 World Cup soccer quarterfinals, choking back Mekong ‘whisky’ and fucking like rabbits in adjacent hutches. I sort of started smoking again. I was ready for Mörön.




  On our last day in Cambodia Laura and I went to the Killing Fields while Tama and Ami stayed in their private pool, then we all got pissy on pina coladas at the Foreign Correspondents’ Club. Five hours later we staggered back to the Pavilion Hotel and decided to go for a skinny-dip in the pool. This quickly degenerated into me and Laura having a surreptitious bang in the darkened deep end. After a minute or so we got self-conscious and decoupled, but when I turned around I could see our friends conjoined in the far corner of the pool, Tama’s buttocks clenched and humping doggedly away.




  Tama and I flew out early the next morning. Laura was too sad for morning sex.




  ‘Goodbye babetown, I’ll see you in month,’ I said, trying not to sound too sad—or excited.
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  MONGOLIA (1) In stark geographic terms, northern Mongolia overlaps with Siberia’s conifer forests, while southern Mongolia is a snaggle-toothed bite taken out of China. But in the brainpans of restless antipodeans like me and Tama, Mongolia (2) is off the charts. The precise location of Mongolia is notoriously difficult to pin down (eastern Central Asia? Northwestern East Asia? Southern North Asia?). Instead, ‘Mongolia’ is exotic polysyllabic gibberish for ‘middle of nowhere’, to be filed next to Galápagos, Patagonia, Madagascar. Mongolia: equidistant from Coventry and Purgatory; past Timbuktu but before Moo-Moo Land. Mongolia is the Wild West of the East, a no-man’s-land of throat-singing, stallions and ruined empires, where your heart is as free as the open steppe and your mind is just as empty.




  MöRöN (1) Mörön is a place on Earth. But Mörön is also much more than that: it is a state of mind. Floating somewhere in the ill-defined semiotic wonderland of Mongolia, the Möröns aren’t tarnished by ideology or burdened by backstory the way places like Tiananmen Square, Berlin or Pearl Harbor are.




  MORON (2) So, moron is a state of mind. But which state? In 1910 (save the date), psychologist and racist Henry H Goddard coined the term ‘moron’ from the Ancient Greek word moros, meaning ‘dull’, unlike oxy, which means ‘sharp’—hence oxymoron. According to Goddard, if an adult had a mental age of between eight and twelve on something called the Binet scale, this made them a moron. In intelligence quotient terms, moron represented ‘definite feeble-mindedness’, later rebranded ‘mild retardation’, and covered numbers 51 through 70 on the IQ charts. ‘Imbecile’ accounted for 26 to 50, and ‘idiot’ mopped up the remaining 25 points. Goddard believed that on no account should two morons be allowed to interbreed, so institutionalisation was best accompanied by sterilisation to prevent the outbreak of moronic orgies and subsequent infestations of imbecile devil-children.




  In theory, if someone had called Goddard a stupid moron for coming up with such theories, he could respond with scientific accuracy: ‘Well, you’re a retarded idiot—and that makes me two intelligence categories more, uh, cleverer than you!’




  Years passed. People called each other morons. The scientists decided in their hipsterish way that the word wasn’t cool any more, but it was too late.




  And now, on the centenary of the birth of one of the English language’s all-time favourite insults, two morons were poised to cycle from Mörön to Mörön.




  MöRöN (2b) In Mongolian, mörön—pronounced ‘muh-run’—means ‘river’. Wide, flowing river.




  DAY MINUS 4: BEIJING, BICYCLES, TRANS-MONGOLIAN
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  Ten thousand yuan, please.’


  Tama gave Heaven a thick red bundle of 100-yuan ‘ notes. It took her nearly a minute to count it. Sweat ran down my forehead into my eyes. It was just after 10 pm on 5 July 2010, six days before Naadam, a stinking hot night after an even stinkier day. Ten thousand yuan was about A$2000—one grand per bike, not much of a bargain, but it was too late to worry about that now. My credit card had glitched out when I tried to withdraw so much money so Tama spotted me 5000 yuan. We were leaning on the counter of UCC Bikes on Jiaodaokuo Dong Street, or ‘Bicycle Street’ as we called it. There were two bike shops to our left and seven to the right, including one that sold rickshaws and another that sold Hummer brand folding army bicycles with full camo paint jobs. We had decided to buy bikes in Beijing rather than Melbourne partly because we hoped they would be heaps cheaper, and also because the prospect of buying shonky Chinese bikes that fell apart on the third day would make for a hilarious Facebook status update: ‘Failed 2 ride from moron 2 moron due 2 stinginess & idiocy LULZ.’




  Heaven and Rhino, the UCC store clerks, had just finished disassembling and packing two brand-new mountain bikes into cardboard boxes for us to take on the Trans-Mongolian the next morning. Neither of us had ever heard of UCC but they were the only steel frames we could find in Beijing. Rhino couldn’t speak a word of English, although he seemed to know what he was gesticulating about when he muttered ‘Mongol’ and pointed to the aluminium bike frames and flopped his wrist camply, then pointed to our bikes and flexed his arm with a fierce grin. More importantly, they looked flash as: mine was painted white with black writing (ucc mtb system—rolling steel 1.0—double butted); Tama’s was black with white. Our off-road tyres were chunky, gargantuan, ribbed for her pleasure; our handlebar pegs looked ready to impale a yak. On our test ride up and down Bicycle Street, my seat and its extra cushioning gel pack felt as soft as I could hope for.




  Heaven rang for a taxi. Rhino helped us lug the boxes out onto the pavement. Then Heaven wished us good luck, Rhino grunted, and they both walked off into the sticky night.




  It took ages for a taxi to show up. It was white and battered and not very big. The driver rolled down his window and looked suspiciously at the boxes, which were nearly as long as a person, then looked at his back seat, which was not quite as long as one. He hoicked onto the pavement and drove off. We looked around for other taxis but the street was dead. Tama got that look in his eye.




  ‘Hey Doiggus, I reckon we should carry the boxes back to the hutongs. It’ll be a great warm-up for Naadam!’




  Tama had no shortage of ‘great’ ideas—like going on a three-day hike in Wilsons Promontory with one bottle of scotch, four rockmelons, twelve cans of baked beans and no cooker. Or scaling a thirty-storey building site at 2 am during a howling Wellington gale and dropping bricks over the edge ‘to see what happens’.




  ‘Aren’t you warm enough already?’ I said. ‘You’re sweating like a dog.’




  ‘Yeah, but—go on, it’ll be an unnecessary feat of strength!




  Besides, what are our options?’




  I imagined cramming both boxes into a rickshaw and us running alongside the poor driver, clapping and yelling at him for encouragement—all good, except no rickshaws.




  ‘How much do you reckon each box weighs?’ I asked.




  ‘Dunno—maybe sixteen kilos? Actually, with those ridiculous pannier racks they munted together, more like twenty?’ Tama grinned. ‘C’mon bro, I’m the one with the broken collarbone and I’m not fussed.’




  I sighed. ‘It’s the shonky thing to do, huh? Okay—but I go in front.’




  But Tama was already lining up the boxes either side of us, in the lead, as usual.




  Following Tama’s bobbing head and mutant shoulder through the muggy alleys, flanked on both sides by massive cardboard boxes, we must have looked like Fred Flintstone and Barney Rubble in a pathetic underpowered jalopy, late for some tragic cameo appearance at a theatre restaurant. The locals stared at us with a mixture of incredulity and glee as we stumbled and tripped over our jandals. Dudes eating noodles at street canteens put down their chopsticks and flexed their arms in friendly mockery. Women clapped and laughed and called out [image: 2]—Sturdy!—or maybe [image: 1]—Paraplegic! We stopped to rest our arms every hundred metres or so, then every fifty metres. No one offered to help. We were perspiring through the tail end of a day that had peaked at 40.3 degrees Celsius, the hottest temperature ever recorded in Beijing. But we couldn’t recognise freak Chinese weather, just that it was freakin’ hot. And freakin’ awesome.
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  At 5.45 the next morning we found ourselves bleary-eyed and sweaty on the side of Zhangwang Street, waiting for a taxi to take us to the Beijing train station. We were standing next to a small mountain of hard rubbish: two already-haggard bike boxes, plus three extra-large red, white and blue-striped plastic smuggler bags. Each bag weighed over thirty kilograms, one had a busted zip that I had wrapped up with sellotape, and all had crappy handles that broke instantly. The smuggler bags were my idea. They allowed us to aggregate all our stuff—six Ortlieb panniers, two backpacks, one tent, and half a dozen plastic bags of random bullshit, including:


  





  • two one-metre lengths of chain, with padlocks, for securing our bikes from marauding horsemen and/or defending ourselves against rabid dogs by swinging and whacking




  • two cartons of Marlboro cigarettes as payment for Mongol families who would hopefully let us stay in their gers (the round white tent of the nomads, called a yurt in Russia) and as bribes for whoever might need bribing




  • two dozen plastic koalas, made in China and exported to Australia, purchased on Brunswick’s Sydney Road and flown back to China, gifts for kids we expected to meet along the way




  • two psychedelic visors and two pairs of Star Trek: The Next Generation sunglasses I’d bought at the Beijing Alien’s Street Markets to accessorise the unitards.


  





  All this and more was crammed into the three smuggler bags, which made it much easier to keep track of and much harder to lift. Also, the ostentatiously scabby bags enabled our expensive, conspicuous and eminently stealable adventure tourism equipment to pass for worthless trash, the worldly belongings of two demented albino peasants, dissolute, down on their luck, relocating to the shantytowns of Ulaanbaatar with the rest of the unfortunates. Tama thought this second angle was a bit far-fetched, but it made me feel less paranoid about lugging 6000 bucks’ worth of gear around the capital of China and the capital of Mongolia and the 1500-kilometre train ride. Six grand was a year’s wages for the average Chinese worker, and nearly two years for the average Mongol, give or take.




  Taxi after taxi stopped, considered our trash heap and sped off. I started to wonder if my cunning ruse was a little too cunning. After fifteen minutes of rejections Tama said ‘Fuck this’ and pushed the bike boxes behind a wall.




  ‘You wave down a taxi, geezer, I’ll do the rest.’




  When the next taxi stopped I thrust a tourist map in the driver’s face, bellowing ‘Ni hao! Beijing train station! Traaain staaation!




  ’ Meanwhile Tama opened the back door and rammed a bike box into the back seat before the driver could stop him. The box was too long—just. Tama slammed the door into the box again and again until finally it closed with a dull crunch.




  ‘Ai ya!’ the driver yelled.




  ‘Sweet dog,’ Tama called to me, jumping into the front seat. ‘You do the same—I’ll see you at the station!’




  ‘What about all the bags?’ I yelled, but he was gone.




  A couple of dishevelled minutes later I was weaving through traffic in my own taxi, smuggler bag on my lap, two more in the boot, looking out for the back of Tama’s head.




  I always found myself trying to keep up with the back of that head. Tama 2000: web developer, photographer, possible CIA agent. Born in the Chinese Year of the Metal Monkey, Tama was half-cyborg, half-chimp and 110 per cent sturdy ego. Tama’s mum taught him to walk by dragging him by the arm through the Ontario snow, and after five years of keeping up with his parents’ crazy caving, hiking, nature-loving ways, young Pugs had already developed a little sixpack. The doctors were worried, but the five-year-old girls loved it . . . There was nothing Tama couldn’t do, and if there was, you’d better not tell him.




  He was my yuppy Dean Moriarty, the Thelma to my Louise. When we hung out together something amoebic happened to our personalities: they started to converge, to merge. It was like we knew what each other was thinking, like we shared half a brain. If we were a Flight of the Conchords covers band—Flight of the Shonkchords—Tama would be a sexually prolific Jemaine, I’d be a tone-deaf Bret, and no one would come to our gigs, not even a fake Mel. We had a pretty much perfect symbiotic relationship, like a hippo with a bird in its mouth. Tama took care of the practical, masochistic elements—the organising and financing, the unnecessary feats of strength. I took care of the frivolous, pointless and otherwise conceptual side of things. Together, we were unstoppable.
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  The suburbs of Beijing flickered by, not beautiful but impressively rectangular. We were in a stuffy sleeper cabin of the Trans-Mongolian with a quiet middle-aged French couple also on their way to Naadam. They seemed a bit overwhelmed by all our luggage, not to mention the professional T-shirts that Ami had designed and printed for us and which I felt gave the trip a much-needed veneer of respectability, even when drenched with sweat. The T-shirts said moron in big letters and had authoritative arrows that pointed—if I remembered to sit to Tama’s left—at each other.




  Tama had his Leatherman out and was trying to unscrew the cabin window to let in some air. The window was jammed ‘forever’, the conductor said. Tama had been at it for over ten minutes; most people would have stopped by now, but not Tama 2000. It was a thirty-hour train ride to Ulaanbaatar, so I was glad he was trying to sort it out. Meanwhile I gave myself a crash course in Mongolian, courtesy of our Lonely Planet phrasebook.




  ‘Sain bainuu!’ I said. ‘Angilar yaridag, xun bainuu? Uh, jorlon khaana, baidiin be? That’s “Hello! Does anyone speak English? Where is the toilet?”’




  ‘Two carriages down, bro. There’s binoo all over the seat.’




  ‘Doofus. Zogs!’




  ‘Zogs?’ Tama turned around and grinned. ‘That sounds like “titties”!’




  ‘True, but it means “stop”. Like, “Zogs staring at my zogs, you dirty westerner!”’




  ‘So what is the word for “titties”?’




  ‘Hang on . . .’ I scanned the vocabulary section. There was nothing for ‘breasts’, ‘bosom’ or ‘boobs’. ‘Damn, they’ve got “rape” but not “rack”. What’s wrong with the world?’




  ‘If I made a phrasebook app,’ Tama said, ‘it’d have a whole section on shonkiness.’




  ‘Tama Pugsley, that’s not such a dumb idea. That could be your killer app!’




  ‘Ha ha, true—zang!’




  Feeling confident about my new proficiency in Mongolian, I moved on to Jasper Becker’s book Mongolia: Travels in the Untamed Land. When the Soviet Union finally de-unioned in 1991, Becker was one of the first westerners to cross the Mongolian border and write about it. For most of the twentieth century it had been impossible enough to visit red Russia or commie China, let alone a poor little dusty paddock of a Socialist state literally sandwiched between them. Travels in the Untamed Land had the potential to be the Great Mongolian Travel Book. There was just one problem—Becker’s writing style:




  A land of bloody conquerors, of wandering tribes, of prophets, shamans and mystic kings. A country as immense as North America where the wolf still stalks the wild horse across a treeless plain and where the eagle hangs in a blue sky searching the bare mountains for the shy argali sheep that no shepherd has ever tamed ...




  WTF? Becker: Jasper and the Untamed Adjectives! I ploughed on through the ultraviolet prose, determined to learn more about the ‘untamed land’ before we crossed the border. Twenty-odd years ago, Becker had been on the same train line, travelling the same direction. I discovered a second major problem with the book—Jasper’s personality:




  The train itself was dirty and uncomfortable. I had not been able to get a first class ticket, a soft seat as it is called, and sat grumpily by the aisle straining to catch a glimpse of the countryside through the window. The train was unheated and crowded ... Soon the cigarette smoke and the body heat created a dense atmosphere thickened by the loud staccato chatter of my Chinese companions. After answering the usual questions about my origin, I lapsed into silence. The more I travelled in China, the more it irritated me ...




  The more I read of Mongolia, the more it irritated me, and I was only up to page nine. To moan about a Third World train being ‘dirty’ and ‘crowded’ is like saying the tropics are ‘too hot’, or Finland in the winter is ‘too dark’. And to complain about Chinese people talking to you in their ‘loud staccato chatter’, well—that’s why some people pay the big yuan for the soft seats, I thought, stretching out on my soft seat.




  Mr Becker reminded me of a British backpacker—let’s call him Dick—I met during my first trip to China four years earlier. I was in Yangshuo, a few hours up from the Vietnamese border. Yangshuo was a mecca for domestic and foreign tourists alike, who all came to gawp at the spectacular pointy fingernail mountains that feature on the Chinese twenty-yuan note and in nature docos galore. In 2006, Yangshuo’s Xi Jie (Foreigner Street) was the only place in China where you could find shops with signs in English but not Chinese, that’s how touristy it was. And then there was Dick.




  Dick had accidentally checked into a fake YHA (‘I knew something was funny about that place, mate—they’d spelt “YHA” wrong’). He worked this out when he saw me sitting in the real Foreigner Street YHA, eating dumpling soup. (‘What you eating that shit for, mate? Planet sez they got steaks here.’) Dick ran back to his YAH, threatened the manager with grievous bodily harm unless he gave Dick a refund, boasted about this behaviour to me, then launched into a tirade against China. (‘You have to be a total arsehole to every one of ’em, mate, or they’ll take you for all you’re fucken worth. They’re worse than the Indians—you’ve gotta haggle till they’re fucken crying . . .’) In a few action-packed minutes, Dick moaned about his boring friends and crap family back in his miserable British hometown (I think it was Dickton). Against my better judgement, I told him where I was from.




  ‘Wellington? What a shithole, mate! Windy and rainy all the time, dark as shit too! Mate, I fucken hated Wellington.’




  ‘Really? How long were you there for, Dick?’




  ‘Overnight. What a shit night, mate. Sleeping at the airport. Shit airport. What fucken awful carpet, mate, hard as a rock . . .’




  I gulped down my soup and excused myself as fast as I could, but Dick has lingered with me as a presence, a crude archetype of the Bad Tourist. Dick created his own foul weather systems everywhere he went, little self-fulfilling cyclones of antagonism and distrust. Dick could circumnavigate the world five times over and not learn a fucken thing, mate, other than to confirm what he knew all along: people are fucked.




  Tama gave a grunt and fell back from the window. The windowpane plunged down and the whole thing almost fell out of the frame onto our French cabin-mates.




  ‘Tama 2000!’ I yelled. ‘He’s Bear Grylls—on crack!’




  ‘Zang! You want a beer?’




  ‘Always!’




  I put Becker away and pulled out Wild East by Jill Lawless. She was heaps better than Becker, which wasn’t hard. Skipping the history section, I flipped to a chapter called ‘The Adventurers’. That sounded like me.




  A certain kind of city dweller dreams of Mongolia. Land of the harshest climate. The worst roads ... The toughest country on Earth ... They came by the dozens. Tourists. No: travellers. The kind with serious boots ... You’d stumble across them in summertime. Fuelling up on beer and camaraderie in the city before the arduous journey ahead: eager, confident, primed ... They wanted to test themselves against the greatest Outward Bound course on Earth ... Their stories always began the same way. ‘I’ve dreamed of Mongolia,’ they’d say, ‘since ....’.’


  ... ‘Why on Earth are you doing it?’ I asked.


  ‘When I get there, I will be a man.’


  Oh. It was often something like that ...




  I was a city dweller, last time I checked. I had serious boots; I was going to bring them with me, for kicking rabid dogs, but Tama reckoned they’d be too hard to cycle in. And ‘Becoming a Man’, well, sure—but the less said about that, the better.




  I heard twin giggles and looked up to see Tama and my beer dawdling in the corridor, striking up a conversation with a couple of dopey young backpacker girls who oohed and aahed and stared dreamily into his cleft chin.




  ‘You’re so adventurous, like,’ one of them said. ‘We thought we was brave, just comin’ on this train!’




  I reached my hand out into the corridor. A beer landed in it. More giggles. I tried to look up ‘big horny teddy bear’ in the phrasebook—tom something teddy baavgai?—then gave up.




  Tama’s parents separated when he was in early high school. Sometimes he stayed with his mum, Pam, and sometimes he stayed with his dad, Chris, and Chris’s new partner, Kris, and later their extra partner, Andy. Chris, Kris and Andy would go on to run a thriving pink-dollar homestay and a not-so-thriving gay adventure tourism business, and Koromiko Road became the preferred venue for ‘Sun Boys’, the Wellington Nude Sunbathers Club’s monthly all-male get-together.




  But while Tama was still at school, Chris Pugsley made sure to balance out all the middle-aged gayness by stocking the house with a plentiful supply of straight young female housemates. A couple of weeks after they moved in, these women would invariably be chilling out on the balcony when they would see a boy—a young man, really—walking up the path after hockey practice, sweat and mud still gleaming on his pliant flesh . . . and let’s just say, young Pugs didn’t have a lock on his door. So it was that, from some rather incongruous soil, Tama grew up to become the Most Heterosexual Man on Earth.




  As we headed north, the concrete towers and overpasses were replaced by steep hills and dammed river valleys, then small mountains with gouged-out rockfaces, decapitated peaks. We passed trains that stretched out of sight, carriage after endless carriages stuffed with Mongolian coal and timber headed south to the sweatshops of Beijing. There were bridges and tunnels, more tunnels, blackness.




  When I woke up, Tama was deep in the Ronery Pranet.




  ‘Man, there are all these rules for staying in a ger. You should never lean on the support beam, it’s bad luck.’




  ‘What, cos the tent will fall over?’




  ‘Probably. If you kick someone’s feet, you have to shake their hand straightaway. And you have to sleep with your feet facing the door.’




  ‘True, especially my feet.’




  ‘This is a good one: you should never touch another man’s hat.’




  ‘I wish someone had told me that before I moved to Australia!’




  Tama threw his hat at me. I sat up and checked out the view. Apart from the odd industrial nightmare smoking away on the horizon, Chinese Inner Mongolia was mostly flat plains, gritty terracotta villages, plantations of wind turbines. It finally clicked that this part of Mongolia was only ‘inner’ in relation to Beijing and the Han Chinese empire. From Ulaanbaatar’s perspective, we were in deep southeast Mongolia, and ‘outer’ Mongolia didn’t exist—it was just Mongolia, straight, no chaser.




  But ‘Inner’ Mongolia has been out of Mongol hands for hundreds of years now. Since the late 1600s, a whole baffling clusterfuck of imperialism and mismanagement has gone down. These days Inner and Outer Mongolians couldn’t read each other’s writing, and unification was little more than a neo-fascist pipedream. Meanwhile, unregulated mining, deforestation and desertification were spawning dust storms, carcinogenic ones, that made for refugees in China, health scares in Korea and marvellous sunsets over the hazy golden steppes.




  [image: 97817434_0039_001]




  Hours passed. The dining car ran out of water, then food. We didn’t know it at the time but nearly two-fifths of Inner Mongolia—about 400,000 square kilometres, half the size of New South Wales—was in a state of severe drought. Funny that a bunch of westerners on a tourist train should briefly suffer the fate awaiting all of northern China in a few decades—that is, unless China decides to make a grab for the melting permafrost and invade Siberia. Via Mongolia. By the time things get that dire, there probably won’t be much room on the Trans-Mongolian for a couple of Kiwi adventurers and their stripy smuggler bags.




  We were nearly in Mongolia.




  DAY 0: THE WORST BUS RIDE OF MY LIFE
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  It was the middle of the night, or maybe 5 am. The scenery was still amazing, no doubt, but there wasn’t a shred of moon to see it by. We’d been rattling northwest-ish out of Ulaanbaatar since the previous afternoon in a big old bus with about forty stoic locals and four tourists: Tama, me and Maya and Sharon, a couple of Israeli girls from the LG Guesthouse. We were up the very back of the bus on the right, directly above the wheel—the worst seats in the house. Our heads were about thirty centimetres below the bus’s curved ceiling. As the shorter moron, I sat in the corner.




  The road was bumpy, ludicrously bumpy. Theme-park bumpy. A small bump would propel us out of our seats by about ten centimetres; a medium bump, twenty to thirty centimetres. The large bumps attempted to launch us between fifty and seventy centimetres into the air. The roof prevented this.




  For the first couple of hours the road was sealed and the bumps small to medium, occurring about once a minute.




  A few kilometres past a town called Hadasan the highway became a mess of roadworks. The driver veered sharply left, lurching us into a series of puddles, potholes and rocks that generated small, medium and large bumps, at a rate of All. The. Time. At first we thought this was a diversion around the roadworks, but after half an hour it became clear that this sodden minefield was the main road. The manager at the guesthouse in Ulaanbaatar had told us the bus would drive ‘like a crazy mouse’—we were starting to understand what she meant.




  We made the most of it, popping a couple of ‘Relaxnol’—the not-quite-Valium I’d picked up in Phnom Penh—and washing it down with slugs of Chinggis Khaan brand vodka, which was smoother than any vodka I’d had in my life and, at five dollars a bottle, infinitely cheaper. Sharing a single pair of headphones, we rocked out to Tama’s ‘Big Apple Mix’: Daft Punk live in New York; Notorious B.I.G.’s ‘Juicy’ mashed with Frank Sinatra’s ‘New York, New York’; Jay-Z’s ‘Empire State of Mind’. I told Tama he was a teneg—moron—for making himself a New York playlist. He nodded his head in time with the music.




  For the first couple of hours we admired the jolting view, and the whole thing was amusing, even mash sain (very good). Having grown up in New Zealand I wasn’t easily impressed by scenery, but Mongolia was like New Zealand on steroids, like someone had stretched the South Island out and shaken all the people off. Half a sleepless night later, my head was sore. My neck was sore. Hips, sore. Bum, sore. I was in a state of dazed, glazed disbelief.




  This is the closest we could get to sleep: 1) use both arms as braces against the ceiling, to stop your head from pile-driving the vinyl; then 2) pass out as quickly as possible without your brace-arms slipping down. This was easier said than done. The Relaxnol and Chinggis helped with the passing out part but made the bracing much harder. I tried wrapping my thermal top around my head in a degenerate turban, but after fifty or sixty roof-kisses it would invariably fall apart. I considered getting my bike helmet out of my bag, but by the time we made it to Mörön it would be reduced to polystyrene confetti, no good for the ride. I considered getting out and walking. I considered flying there next time. When I looked over at Tama he was miraculously asleep, arms still pressed into the roof, like a somnambulist bank teller being held up at gunpoint. Then we went over a monster bump, his elbows buckled and he headbutted the ceiling. I couldn’t help laughing.




  ‘Damn,’ he said, ‘I was dreaming that I was back in New York at this crazy Manhattan penthouse party with Flight of the Conchords . . . Bret and Jemaine were getting mobbed by all these screaming girls with titties for Africa, they were fending them off like judo masters and I was catching all the rebounds and pashing them and ramming them into my pannier bags for later . . .’




  ‘That was no dream,’ I said.




  As we high-fived, the bus plunged into a pothole. Our heads pashed the roof.
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  Ulaanbaatar had been all right, for a post-Soviet urban hellhole with the second-worst air pollution of any capital city in the world. After eighteen hours on the Trans-Mongolian staring at blank Gobi Desert, the outskirts of Ulaanbaatar—UB to locals and wannabe locals—were a sensory overload: a demented patchwork of shabby wooden fences, technicolour log cabins and gers, thousands of gers, round white mushroomy things that made me think of corrupt hippies selling watery chai. One third of Mongolia’s three million citizens were crowded into and around the capital, and the overall impression was of arriving at a monster music festival held in a refugee camp. As we got closer to town, the nine-and twelve-storey apartment towers and potholed basketball courts with uprooted hoops reminded me of the concrete wastelands of America’s less glamorous cities, as seen in The Wire: Ulaanbaltimore.




  Then the billboards started. After decades of Soviet influence, Ulaanbaatar’s signs were all in Cyrillic, which I couldn’t read except by transliterating it—incorrectly—into English. Some words I could decode—xaan bahk was Khan Bank; cynep mapket was Super Market—but overall I had the giddy sensation that a dyslexic megalomaniac sign-writer had painted the town weird.




  Getting off at the train station, I didn’t feel like I was in Asia anymore. There was none of Cambodia’s tropical mugginess and little of Beijing’s bustle. It was probably like Russia, although I hadn’t been there so I couldn’t be sure, but the Soviets had definitely left the ugly stamp of their architecture everywhere. Mongolian men, I thought, generalising grossly, looked kind of like the Maori and Pacific Islander dudes I went to school with: tall, stocky, round-faced, bad haircuts.




  After struggling our stuff to the nearest backpackers, me and Tama skipped the sightseeing and caught a taxi straight to the Dragon Centre bus station in the west of UB, hoping to buy tickets to mopoh (Mörön) for the following day from the xobcron (Khövsgöl) counter. But that bus was full; the best they could do was the day after. This was pretty tight—after twenty or thirty hours the bus would arrive in Mörön in the morning or maybe night of 10 July, and there was still 100 kilometres of cycling before we made it to Khatgal for Naadam, which began on the 11th and finished on the 12th. But we didn’t have a choice. We bought a couple of tickets and hopped a taxi back to LG Guesthouse. On the way, we freaked out about getting all our luggage onto the bus, so we told our driver to go back to Dragon Centre. He cackled and pulled a wild U-turn into oncoming traffic. Back at the bus station we bought the last two tickets for Mörön. They were only 25,000 tugrugs—about A$25—and we figured that this way, if our voluminous cargo became an issue, we could brandish the extra tickets and demand that our bikes sit next to us on their own paid-for seats.




  Which is pretty much what happened two days later. The bus driver, Bat, blocked our way, gesturing that it was impossible to take the boxes onboard. When Tama pointed to the bottom of the bus, the luggage packer, Batbold (pronounced ‘Batbot’), shook his head vigorously: too long, his hands told us, much too long.




  ‘Ugui, ugui,’ he said, then in English, ‘No.’




  I flicked through the phrasebook for ‘please’ but I couldn’t find it. The bus driver raised an eyebrow and rubbed his thumb and forefingers together.




  I looked at Tama; he nodded. I took the third and fourth bus tickets out of my wallet and Bat and Batbold both smiled wide. Then Tama gave Bat a packet of Marlboros and he was our dear friend.




  ‘Za, za, za (Yeah, yeah, yeah), sain, sain,’ he said. ‘We find way!’




  Their way differed slightly from our way. Our bike boxes, half-dissolved by UB acid rain and gaffer taped up with scraps of whiffy cardboard scavenged from the local markets, were crammed into an already full baggage compartment with brute force, the kicks of army boots and repeated slammings of baggage compartment door onto box end. Tama couldn’t bear to watch, since he wasn’t the one doing the kicking. I couldn’t tear my eyes away. Those double-butted steel frames were already paying for themselves—aluminium wouldn’t have stood a chance.




  Just before the bus was scheduled to leave, the Israeli girls turned up. We had met Maya and Sharon at our guesthouse the day before. Both in their early twenties, Maya was cute and elfin and took an instant interest in Tama; Sharon was sullen and vaguely anaemic. The girls were hoping to make it to Khatgal for Naadam as well, and the only way there was via Mörön. They were running out of days. Tama had told Maya that our bus was sold out but suggested they come down on the day and try their luck. The driver sold them our bribe-tickets for the quite reasonable price of 30,000 tugrugs. Maya and Sharon hadn’t packed, so they caught a taxi back to LG to sort their shit out while the whole bus, by now full, waited. I felt generally disgruntled. I started on the Chinggis vodka and stomped on and off the bus to piss in a ditch in full view of dozens of bemused locals, some who took photos.




  ‘Tama, dude, those girls are pretty lame,’ I said.




  ‘I know,’ he replied, ‘but the cute one’s pretty cute.’




  An hour and a half later, Maya squeezed herself into the middle of the back seat next to Tama. Sharon ended up wedged between Maya’s knees, sitting in the aisle on a sack of coal.




  When the bus stopped for dinner at Hadasan, we headed into a diner with Sharon, Maya and a studious, bespectacled young man called Jamsuren who was trying to practise his English on Sharon. Jamsuren ordered us something that sounded like ‘hodamic horik’, a thick, muttony soup with wheat noodles that looked wrong but tasted right. I tried to memorise the name so we could order it in future, and got Jamsuren to write it in my notebook; it came out as auttau xommor xyypra.




  I asked Jamsuren to help me with my pronunciation in general since I was finding it harder than playing Scrabble without any vowels. Even basic phrases like ‘Sorry, I don’t understand’—‘Uuchlaarai, bi oilgokhgui bain’—made me feel like I was a sedated dental patient coughing up half-chewed camel tongue. At least ‘New Zealand’ was easier: Shin Zeland. It would be hard even for us to stuff that up.




  The girls picked at their soups, looking stricken. Sharon was a strict vegetarian. Being vegetarian in Mongolia was almost as much fun as being diabetic at Disneyland. We were all given complimentary cups of süütei tsai, the traditional, salty Mongol tea, but the girls refused to try it.
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