Brian’s Journal October 16th-November 15th
10/16 Day off in San Miguel de Allende
10/17 San Miguel de Allende- Sam Juan del Rio  66 miles  


The morning was cold enough to make me wish I had my jacket when we ate breakfast.  I shivered as I drank my coffee…real stuff, not Nescafe.   


There was an American lady in out hotel who promised she would get us on “Rosie,” so I spent part of the day thinking of what I would say to some of her questions.   How funny it would be to appear on a show geared solely for middle-aged woman…the opportunities are endless…

Getting out of town was a challenge with the narrow, incredibly steep cobble-stone streets.   I had to stop to push the bike for the first time since the haul road.    I figured that some of the hills were over 20% grades.


Not a great day between head winds, heavy traffic, and climbing.  We spent the miles on the toll road, which we’re not supposed to be on, but we walked across the toll booth and the armed guards paid little attention.  Six-lanes, 18-wheelers, no scenery, nothing but concrete; but it was direct, cutting off a few miles from our expected total.


We got into San Juan where we got a room for 140 pesos, but blew our budget on a dinner that was 220 pesos.   It was tasty and we got full, but it was still steep considering our usual 3 peso tacos.  

10/18   San Juan del Rio – Tula  62 miles  (total of 6490)

Today we established a new record for elevation, riding up to over 8200’.   The heart feels it more than anything, but everything seems to get tired more quickly, too.   Keeping hydrated is hard when it isn’t so hot, since it doesn’t cross your mind, but I definitely felt it at the end of the day.


The main excitement of today, though, was the dogs.   Most of the time, the dogs run next to you barking, and nothing comes of it.  It is actually amusing to have them chase me, since I am used to it now.  I let them get close but don’t break stride and try to get them to follow as long as possible, occasionally barking back.


Today was the first sketchy incident with a dog.  A big, frothy-mouthed, solid-skulled gargantuan-of-a-pit-bull.   His little amigo, the lab, was just like the others, so I laughed as I saw this beast run out from the field, assuming he would be like the others.    When Kujo was about eight feet away and hadn’t slowed from ramming speed, I got a little worried.   He half crashed into the trailer, half hurdled it; but nailed my flags and sent them springing back and forth as the dog returned for a second attack.   It went for my ankles at first, and I wanted to give him an SPD (my shoes are the clip-in type, with my style called SPD) in the face, but felt that this was not a dog that needed intimidation.   He fortunately missed, then went for my BOB bag and managed to get a piece of it, although it didn’t get a hole or anything…just a big amount of slobber.


I had a  few other attacks on me later in the day, but nothing as exciting as the earlier episode.  One little joke-of-a-dog came at me with it’s yippeeness which required me to bark back, and with one masculine guttural Bark, the little mutt literally tucked its tail and skimpered off.  

Our hotel was fairly nice, although the shower water was just warm enough to stay in for a complete job.   Not so cold that I had to pre-shower (using the sink to lather up), but not one that you stayed in to enjoy.  


We hit up a chicken place where we got the whole chicken for 23 pesos, including two necks.   Not a lot of meat on them, had to pick a lot, but I had never previously eaten the neck of a chicken.

10/19  Tula -Teotihuacan 53 miles Day 127


We saw a good variety of friendly people today, pretty much wherever we went.   One guy offered us some food, some kids rode with us for a bit and gave us advice on where to stay, another guy bought us a slushy.   Good people.


 Where we had originally planned to stay, was a bus ride away from the world-famous pyramids and ruins, so we went a little further and found a nice room about two miles from the entrance.   Our plan to take a day off tomorrow was changed, since we figured we would only need half the day.

For lunch we had some “saduero” (I think) tacos, but we’re not sure what it was.  Tasted pretty good, and we knew it wasn’t tongue or brains, since we crossed those off the menu in out minds.  There was a big cow skull that the cook would occasionally pull stuff out of and throw on the grill.  Erich saw the eye get pulled out of the socket, but I missed it.

10/20   Day 128  Teotihuacan – Calpulalpan  36 miles


Woke up and went to the Pyramids at Teotihuacan first thing.   Impressive to see what was accomplished almost 2000 years ago, although much of it was obviously reconstructed using concrete.    We climbed the Pyramid of the Sun (245 steps) and caught an amazing view of the surrounding area.   The immediate ruins contrasting the civilization that sprung up exactly where the preserved area ended.    The Pyramid of the Moon on the outskirts, where right across the street, houses sat; almost dried-up river beds full of dirty water draining out from the city; and where Mexico City should be was a big reddish haze of smog.   Ahhhh, the contrast.   


Erich and I got interviewed briefly by some high school kids doing an English project (Erich did most of the talking).   Then as we browsed the shops at the entrance, one of the merchants asked me to buy something for my girlfriend, who was apparently standing next to me.   


It was a rough day after we left the ruins, just having an overwhelming dragging feeling.   We climbed again, to a new high of about 8500’, which probably had a lot to do with our laziness.  We did get to see the two tallest mountains in Mexico, although I won’t try to write their names.   They are both over 5000 meters.  

10/21 Day 129   Calpulalpan – Puebla   63 miles or so.


One of the most scenic days since we’re been in Mexico.   More views of the volcanoes, a few new high-peakers showed up.  We climbed to almost 9000’ and then had a nice drop into Puebla.   


We stopped at a place along the road where we wondered how they could make money.   For 25 pesos each, we got a huge plate of rice, beans, and prickly pear (yes, cactus…a slight pickled taste, but a bit like green beans as well), plus half  a chicken (not the KFC rations…literally half a chicken).   


Going through Puebla was a rush: dodging traffic, hopping curbs, avoiding broken glass, ignoring calls of Gringos.   It took us a little while to find our road, but we eventually got there and found a hotel right on the road in our budget.  The TV had some movie channels in English, although they were pretty poor movies.   We did watch  True Lies in Spanish, which I translated for Erich (the important lines are memorized).

Going to sleep we heard some things that sounded like gunshots, but we soon decided that a truck was getting unloaded instead (although gunshots were not completely out of the question for our neighborhood).    Trucks and buses passing all night made sleeping on the barely-better-than-a-therma-rest mattress.

10/22  Day 130  Puebla – Tehuacan  69.1 miles

It wasn’t hard to get going off that damn hard bed being awakened by traffic noise intermittently all night.   One of our earliest starts in a while, and we managed to do 35 miles by noon.   At a stop for breakfast (or lunch) we hit a nice looking little place where we experienced bad food, bad service, and bad prices.   Something that resembled cartilage was put on a smashed avocado and jammed between a broken roll.  There wasn’t much of a taste to the Rubbermaid sandwich, but it still took me two Pepsis to force the material down my throat.   No other customers came in while we were there, this time knowing it wasn’t us keeping them away.


The traffic was a bit ridiculous on the narrow road, but it was more direct than the pay road.   More than a couple close calls concerning me and oncoming impatient traffic, but we still made good time.   It was good to be getting into Tehuacan early since we had to call Erich’s friend who would be putting us up for the night.

Or not.  The number we had for him didn’t work, and when we called his boss we found that he was out of the country for a couple weeks.  Just our luck.  We found a hotel in the hoppin’ part of town, but decided to not take the day off since we have nothing to do here.  Internet in the morning (in which this will be emailed to our webmaster), then we’ll kick off some miles and take a day in Oaxaca instead (a bigger, more historic place with some ruins).    

10/23  Day 131  Tehuacan – KM 100 Highway 135D (toll road)  40 miles


We didn’t get going early since we had it kind of programmed in to take the day off, so we took a leisurely breakfast and an internet stop.   People have been getting better at emailing me, which is much appreciated, due largely, I think, to the fact that they are realizing finally that we are serious about this project.   Keep the emails coming, guys, we’re not quite half way there…


Got going around noon but it took us about 15 minutes to get going in the right direction towards the pay highway.  We had received a tip that the pay road was direct and in great shape where the free road had heavy traffic, lots of dangerous curves, and tons of climbing.   Although we knew that the toll road didn’t allow bicyclists, we jumped on it even still, not having had any problems in the past.


A huge drop down to 3500’, our lowest point in Mexico, within about 20 miles after leaving Tehuacan, didn’t do much for our spirits knowing that we had to go over a fairly high pass.   At the toll booth, where we were flagged through without hesitation from the attendant, we met some guys who were raising a glass to our adventure.  Sitting at a little stop having these 5 Mexicans saying, “Salud!” every minute and cheering for us.   It’s weird having beers available at the toll booths.   “Well I gotta get my wallet out for the toll anyways…ya want a beer?”


Our new amigos warned us of a climb that we took lightly, which turned out to be our largest of the whole trip.    We climbed 2400’ in 12 miles but had to stop for a campsite since it was getting late (do the math…that’s about nine or ten percent grade the whole way).   


As gruesome as the climb was, we were climbing through an incredible river valley that is useless to describe here: Having that much of a climb but ignoring it the whole way because I’m too zoned out on the scenery.   


Our campsite was down an old goat path or something, but we were sitting right on a ledge overlooking the valley with mountain after mountain as far as we could see.   The pictures help, but still don’t do it justice.   

10/24 Day 132  KM 100-KM 201 HWY 135D  66 miles

I awoke to the sun lighting up the hills across the valley that I could see out the window of my tent.   It is impossible to get away from the noise of the semis engine-breaking as they go down the steep grades, but other than the traffic noise, this was an amazing spot to camp.


My water supply was gone and Erich had about two cups worth for him, so we made it our priority to find some.   We continued to climb, even though we had thought we were near the top where we had camped.   For another four miles we continued or ascent and ended at a little oasis at about 7900’…a climb of 3400 feet on one hill.   My hallucinations (heat exhaustion with severe dehydration) were kicking in as we pulled into the parking area of the little open-air tiki hut.   


I chugged about a liter of water but had to prevent myself from drinking any more before I absorbed some of what I had just taken in.   A good breakfast of some ham and eggs (huevos con jamon)  then got going with a new found energy.   It’s always good to start off the day with refilling your body’s essentials.   


I had also started taking my malaria medication in the morning, so I was worried that my starry vision and exhaustion had come from the pills.   It turned out I was just ridiculous with malnourishment.


The next grip of miles were rolling hills, but big ones with steep grades.   Up 200 feet, down 300, etc.    We were gradually going down, but nothing to big.  We were losing the hope of getting to Oaxaca, still about 60 miles away.    The scenery continued to be amazing, but now the focus was not to the left or right of the road, but directly ahead of me: what was the next hill like?  Are we dropping?   Is this road ever going to be flat?


We finally came across a little town, the first place since we left Tehuacan that was more than a place to get a drink.   We grabbed a much needed lunch and some groceries since we had decided it almost impossible to make it to Oaxaca today, still 45 miles away and it was after three.  Even if we had the energy we would be getting in after dark.  

The next 15 miles went quickly, but we had a climb ahead of us again, so we found a little spot with a broken barbed-wire fence and made camp.  Another impressive spot, but with a lot of cactus and other “armed vegetation.”    I was getting into my tent when I felt a sting in my leg that I instinctively swatted at, but ended up with a hand full of barbs.   I spent 30 minutes with tweezers picking them out, all the while listening to Erich talk about how “when you grow up in Arizona you learn when you’re about six to not smack a cactus…”   


Well we in Alaska learn how to kill a bear with our hands and survive 150 below weather….we don’t have to deal with wimpy little cactus.

10/25 Day 133 Camp 200 – Oaxaca, Oaxaca   32.6 miles


We leisurely got going as we enjoyed the spot for a bit and psyched ourselves up for the quick ride into town and a day off.   The time went pretty quick, and we were in El Centro (the center of town, that is) by noon.    We found a cool hotel with an awesome courtyard in our price range, although we do have to use a bathroom across the way.   No big deal, the hot showers were the most important thing on my mind.   After the days of climbing and camping, my body was wonderful conglomeration of sun block, sweat, more sweat, dust, and a basic stickiness that comes with being dirty after a period of no showers.


We found out that Oaxaca is quite the tourist spot and found that we blended in a lot better than some of the others around.   Most are European, but there are a few Americans in our hotel.   


We walked around town for a little while, saw some street musicians playing pan pipes, kids do somersaults for change, and a ridiculous looking scrawny gay guy wearing Mexi-Pants as I dubbed him.    His linen Capri pants were red, green, and yellow and somewhat designed to resemble a Mexican flag on each leg.   This guy walked fast, but as though he had sat on a rake, with his hand flaying around uncontrolled, perhaps from the weight of his purse.   His narrow face was mostly covered by a horrendous tourist-trap style sombrero that flopped around as loosely as his arm movements.

10/26  Day 134  Day off in Oaxaca


The big news for today was visiting the ruins of Monte Alban.   We actually took a tour this time, which included picking us up at the front of the hotel.   The guide spoke good English and gave us plenty of information that I won’t remember.   It was interesting, but I was more in to going off and checking things out for myself.  


I walked off one time and left the tour because the guide told us to look around for a little bit.  I interpreted this as free time, but I later found the small group still walking together, some time later.  My bad.


This place was not as impressive to look at as Teotihuacan since the buildings were smaller, but it had more of a magic to it.   Maybe since it wasn’t as crowded, but I could catch a better glimpse of the lifestyle of the long since gone inhabitants.

Also met some Swiss girls that are on a three month paid vacation.   The picture of Erich and I at the ruins was taken by them.   They were incredibly good looking by the way.    

In the evening we went out on the town for a bit and happened to run into a couple girls that had just graduated from CSU.  How crazy is that to run into some kids that I went to school with a couple thousand miles away?

10/27 Day 135  Oaxaca- Highway 190 KM 114 Hotel  70 miles


One of our earlier departures in quite some time: having had breakfast and bought groceries by 9.   The café we had breakfast at was one of the first with coffee cups on the table and the real thing.   Free refills and cheap breakfast made it one of our best restaurant stops.


Our first twenty miles were a piece of cake, going through the world capital of Mezcal.  Street-side samples as we went through a row of distilleries and agave farms.  Pretty cool even though I don’t like the taste.   


Our instincts told us that we would be dropping in elevation since we were headed towards the coast.   A nice 3300’ drop over 15 miles or so into an amazing valley for a nice sense of what Central America will be like.    The heat jumped as we dropped, but still nothing compared to what I predict the near future will bring.

The descent didn’t come without its own price as we began climbing and ended the day with an overall elevation change of somewhere around 9000 feet (just a guess).   As we began to wear out, the opportunities to camp were scarce, but just as we began practicing out begging in Spanish, a hotel popped up out of nowhere.   Cheap room with two good beds.   It always seems to work out.

10/28  Hotel 114- KM 200 Camp  53 miles or so


Good night’s sleep.  I still felt a bit off, probably from dehydration, as is usually the case.   An expensive breakfast because we thought the “seconds” were included, but it  gave me enough energy to make it the top of a 2000’ climb where I ate my mantecadas (little muffins…a staple I couldn’t live without…quite seriously two packages a day (8).


The wind was pretty uncool forcing me back around some of the corners as it whipped through the valley we crawled out of.   The other side was rewarding with an equal drop where I set a new personal speed record and out ran a bus coming down the hill.   It’s always a feeling of hardcoreness when the cars don’t pass you because they’re moving at the same pace as you.  


We finished the day by pulling into a ranch on the side of the road and worked our way through the trees and thorn bushes until we got to an opening big enough to make camp.  It was away from the road, but the resident horses were not happy we were there but the bugs and biting insects loved the opportunity.   Our ankles got pretty bit up, but I fortunately have been remembering my Malaria pills.
10/29  KM 200- Santa Domingo  71 miles   Day 137


Made good time out of camp because of a nice little tail wind.    We then stopped in Tehuantepec for lunch and ordered the meal of the day, since everything else on the menu was unavailable.   I was not a happy camper to be presented a 25 peso bowl of menudo.   


What the hell…I was hungry and I wasn’t going to order something else that was just as questionable.   I dumped a huge portion of onions, cilantro, and lime into the mix and held my breath as I ate.   Large chunks of unknown cow parts floated in the bowl, but I did manage to get the majority down the hatch.  On a second analysis I have determined that it smells like roadkill and tastes like licking the stagnant smell off an old couch. 


From there the day got worse…


We battled a cross wind for miles that was probably around 45 mph with 60 mph gusts.  When you stand on the side of the road and a semi drives by: the draft that comes with the truck is what it felt like most of the way.   This was a tail wind that would push and shove us all over the road.  Our speed was not terrible, but it was hard to stay out of the way of traffic since we had to lean into the wind, which would force us into traffic as soon as there was a slight break in the gusts.  


A short break, where we paid double the price for drinks as usual, was welcome from my frustration and anger that had developed through the stupid time in the wind tunnel.   The road was turning and our hopes were rising since we were about 12 miles from the town we were shooting for. 


As we headed in our new direction the cross wind was now slightly pushing us, which was good, but the velocity was getting higher.   We went up a little hill and came into what we can only guess was a tropical storm.   Dangerously high winds that would have closed many highways in the states, rain, and water hitting us from the ponds a quarter mile away.  


It was literally a struggle to stay upright and many times we were pushed unavoidably into the ditch.   Our only hope was to stay in the center of the road, but even then we still weren’t safe from the gusts that would push us over or throw us into the gutter.  Next time you’re on a bike, tie a rope to each side of the front wheel and as you ride have someone yank the rope as hard as possible.  That’s what it was like getting through this.


At a brief stop to ask for a hotel, a guy told us that the winds were around 150 km/ph, or 95 miles per hour.   This seemed high, even to us, but the gusts made it almost impossible to keep on your feet.


At the junction to the Santo Domingo, we learned that the nearest hotel was 20 miles away, so we took a gamble and went into town hoping to find an opportunity.  The town came out as we rolled in: an alcoholic couple (borrachos) offered to rent a room, some kid wanted to show us a place, but we were rescued by a man and his family.   Erich hoped in the car with them to go ask some of their friends while I waited in the dark and wind at the end of a lonely street by the sugarcane plantation (I waited with the bikes so that we didn’t have to ride all over town).   Definitely creepy, but Erich and Alejandro returned and took us to the host family.   Alejandro bought us groceries, then took off to leave us with our ham sandwiches and yogurt.   It is obvious to say that we lucked out by meeting this man…beats the hell out of sleeping in a room next to the borrachos for 150 pesos.
10/30 Santo Domingo- Arriaga  73 miles  Day 138  


We started the day still having some of the ridiculous wind, but it eventually turned into a bit of a crosswind that helped us pack on some miles.   


At a short stop along the road some guys gave us water and talked to us about the trip, but were more interested in talking about women.   They told me about a girl they know in town who looks like Selma Hayek, and how Guatemalan girls are gorgeous.   It was fairly entertaining, although they did tell me to go chase after the junior high girls that were waving at me, which was when we took cue to leave.   


Just down the road we got screwed on a meal of tasteless fried chicken and paid double what we normally pay for twice the portion.  We thought it could be related to the fact that we are Gringos and it is not uncommon to hike the prices up for us folks.  


Getting to Arriaga was a little more a push than we expected since the last ten miles were into the wind, but we found a hotel that was pretty nice and near the center of town.   We ended up  buying groceries and eating in the room watching movies in English because the town people were not taking to kindly to us.   Kids came up and begged for pesos, although they wore Nike and clean clothes, as if just to make an extra buck.   There was a pre-Halloween festival going on which might have been why people didn’t want us there.    

Going back to the room two guys split up while eyeing us and tried to flank us, but we saw it coming and may have escaped a little mugging.   We could have just been paranoid, but something didn’t seem right.   Incredibly lame movies on TV was good for me.

10/31   Arriaga- Pijijiapan 63 miles   Day 139


The bed was perfect last night and I slept incredibly well, so getting out of bed was a slow process as I nursed the blankets as long as possible.   The wind was pretty lame for the first bit, but as we approached the mountains they died down.


An interesting situation with the roads today: the toll road is usually more direct and in excellent shape where the free road is narrow, windy, and a little more beat up.  Not the case today, though, since they paralleled each other and were only 20 feet apart in some places.   I think the reasoning is because they built the road at one time expecting it to be solely a toll road, but when people stopped using it so they didn’t have to pay, the government had to make two lanes free and the other two the toll.  The only difference is a less traffic. 

I had my first bout with sickness today, which was an adventure since the jungle started.    Thick vegetation lined the road and a lot of it seemed straight out of Swiss Family Robinson (without the tree house of course).   Little villages popped up in clearings, and workers with machetes lined the roads to cut the brush back.   


I think I took a double dose of my Malaria meds this morning because I didn’t eat anything that could have made me sick.   Erich was fine, and we ate the same thing.   Riding along in ridiculous humidity in the sun trying to find a place in the brush that looks safe to run in to was a 5 mile process and sometimes almost painful.   Trying to ignore the back-flips that my stomach is doing while pedaling is incredibly hard.   I found a place down a drainage chute that emptied into a little overgrown path that looked about as good as it was going to get.  I quite literally crashed my bike into the ditch and leaped into the unknown hole.  The mud was thick all around me; a small stream flowed by, full of rain water from the road; vines hung down; various bugs flew around me, some of which I think were dangerous; the canopy of the trees was low overhead, possibly containing snakes and other creatures that may take offense to my presence.   It was an experience, what can I say?

A couple Imodium and I seemed to get better and we made it to the town we were shooting for.   Along the way kids played in the river, women washed clothes on the banks, and men gathered rocks from the stream beds.    

Our hotel was less than excellent, but the cold was not necessary in the thick humidity and hot weather.   It was Halloween, so we hoped that something might be going on, although everyone seemed to be in Church.   It was All Saint’s Day Eve, a much more spiritual time here than kids running the streets asking for candy.


Oh, and the town plaza was the most amazing looking skateboarding area I’ve ever seen…

November 1st  Pijijiapan – Huixtla  64 miles  Day 140


Just walking to breakfast made me wish for the cooler days.  My clothes were sticking to me before we left town, which opened the opportunity for a miserable day if riding.    Once we got moving, however, the wind seemed to help a lot.   Every so often there would be a little cloud of moisture hanging in the air that would soak you when you rode through it.  There was a time that the heat was getting to us enough that we stopped at the river to dip our heads in…it felt incredible.  


We met our first cyclist in Mexico who was going the other way: Argentina to Alaska, although he is taking 3 years and will be traveling from Denver to D.C. to NYC to Montreal to Alaska.   He wanted to finish in Wales, AK which is out near Nome.   We told him there were no roads there which he was upset about, but insisted there was a route out there.  We assume he meant the Iditarod trail.   His name was Adrianne and he is trying to survive on $4 a day.    Good luck.


The three of us talked for quite a while and Erich and I realized that it was no use getting to Tapachula (which would have been a 92 mile day).   We started off to Huixtla, the next town on the road, just as the rains started.   I was drenched in a matter of about 30 seconds.   It was the hard pounding rain that is exciting to be in, and we only had a few miles to go, so it was actually really fun and was a great break from the heat.


The first hotel we came across I went in to ask for a room, leaving a nice water trail on their marble floor as I made my way to the desk.   They were out of economical rooms with two beds, but after bargaining for a bit (actually, just looking sad about going back into the rain) they gave us a private bathroom with only one bed (I took the floor) for 50 pesos less than usual.   
November 2nd  Huixtla-Tapachula  25 miles  Day 141

We had a short day, so weren’t in too much of a hurry to get going.   I ate some sweet bread (1000 calories/loaf…6 pesos) and then we got going.   The ride was lame since there was a lot of traffic and not much to see.  I did catch a ride on the back of a dumptruck up a hill, though, which was pretty sweet.  I had to let go since my arm was getting tired.


Arriving in town marked the beginning of the end in Mexico.  It isn’t exactly what I would call a beautiful city, but it had a cheap room and internet down the street.    We had debated about taking a day off here, but with the lack of enthusiasm from either one of us about this town, we figured half a day was plenty.  


I was incredibly excited to get into a new country and start a new phase of BikeAmericas.   Central America and Patagonia are the two places I was most excited for along the trip, and one of them was about to start…
November 3rd  Tapachula, CHIS, MEX -  San Raphael, district of San Marcos, Guatemala  33.3 miles  Day 142

We spent the morning exchanging money and spending the leftover pesos on a good breakfast.   In order to get quetzals, I had to cash my US dollar travelers checks at the bank into pesos, go down the street to the Casa de Cambio and turn peso to quetzals.  The ten miles to the border seemed to take a long time, but I think I was just excited.   


It didn’t take long for some kids to run up to us and offer their assistance across the border.   We accepted and for a small fee ($3 for both of us) they ran to the front of all the lines to get our stamps, walked us to the gate, bribed the guards so we wouldn’t have to buy a bond for our bikes, and shook our hands. It took about 45 minutes whereas it probably would have taken us 3 hours trying to figure out where to go. 

We climbed a little hill out of the river valley and were stopped by the police to check our passports quickly.  They laughed and applauded us as we told them our story.   Firm handshakes and a pat on the back, then they flagged us through.  


The people seem to be a little more shy, but twice as curious as we cycle through.  Kids hide behind their parents as they peer at us in awe.   Mexico is about the halfway point between the US and Guatemala as far as cultural differences go.   Little pickups crammed with 20 or so people in the bed act as shuttles for people up the long hills.   Many people are timid towards us, but those that aren’t talk up a storm and are incredibly friendly.   The Mayan heritage is present with the women wearing traditional traje and carry the babies on their backs.  

Other than the ridiculous climb we are in the midst of, I love this place.   At a lunch stop we were entertained by a man showing us elementary school-style magic tricks as his wife prepared some food for us.   Some monkey/raccoon creatures hung out in the back yard (one tried to bite me since I taunted it trying to get it to do something cool on camera).   Turkeys and chickens walked around the table.   When we left, the whole family stood at the side of the road as we pedaled off.

We were getting sore and it worked our perfectly that there was a place for us to rent a room just up the road.  We asked a man on the corner for the nearest hotel, but he ended up walking us up the street to his friend’s place that rents rooms.   For two bucks a piece we each got our own room.    The shower was frigid cold and was not more than a house sticking out of the ceiling, but it was cheap.

For 10 quetzals we each had 4 tacos and a Pepsi.   In the town gymnasium a music celebration was going on with a band and a choir going nuts.   The whole town was around that building.    And the two gringos stood on the street next to the locals…

November 4th San Rapheal – Quetzeltenango (Xela, pronounced Shay-la).   


I’m not sure exactly what it was that kept me from sleeping well: be it the humidity, mirror on the ceiling, total darkness in a musky room in a new country, or whatever.   I sweated up a storm last night, too, which made me shiver when it cooled off.  


We enjoyed some conversations with a few locals while we packed up, then headed up the hill that would prove to be the biggest climb, steepest grades, longest hill, and highest elevation.   The first 1000 feet were exhausting since there was very little shade and, of course, the humidity.   Within about 20 minutes all of my clothes were completely saturated from sweat.  I actually rang out my shirt at a stop for water around 1300’ into the climb.   


The road winded and climbed with grades up to 20% (average of 10%) and we eventually got out of the sun and had cover in the clouds forming around us.  We were in the cloud forests that so many people go to Central America to see.   WE BIKED THERE!   We got to 8300’, a climb of 5000’ in 11 miles, and dropped about 1000 feet into San Marcos.   We had been on the bikes for almost 5 hours.

A lunch stop in town and it was straight up cold.  The clothes I was wearing did not help the situation.  I actually changed my shirt since the other one was pretty disgusting.   


It was 40 miles on the road to Quezeltenango, but 20 as the crow flies.   We were fairly sure that we couldn’t climb much more, so pushed on enthusiastic that we would have few problems getting to town: a nice gradual drop through the mountains.


Yea right.  We dropped a bit more, then climbed and climbed and climbed.   My legs were numb before we stopped for lunch, so it was approaching painful around this time.  I wondered why I was enduring such physical pain.   Exhaustion is an understatement.  Fortunately, there were some trucks that were just about as slow as we are, so I was able to grab on to their bumper and catch a ride until my arm got tired.   


Finally we reached Buena Vista at 9850 feet.   We had reached the top.  As far as we could see the road went down.    Throughout the climb the idea of making it to town was a joke.   But as we looked over the valley and saw the lights of the city brighten the valley floor, I caught a new sense of hope.   I read in my book and had already found a hotel with hot water and a restaurant with inexpensive big portions.  All we had to do was get there.


40% of our miles were completed in the last hour of riding.   We averaged around 18 mph from the top to town.   Until that point we had a 3.7 mph average.   What a day: 3300-8300-7300-9850-7345.  10,500 feet of elevation change, 7500 feet of climbing.   
November 5 Day 144 Day off in Xela


Today was a lazy day.  Laundry was the only thing on the agenda.   Hit the internet, mailed some postcards, chilled at a few coffee houses for a bit.   We ate at McDonald’s for the first time since the States, I can’t say I missed it entirely, but it was kind of cool having a familiar food.


Much  of the day was spent looking for a flag for the BOB, but it wasn’t until after we stopped looking that I found one in a funky little Mayan shop (see picture) buying a ridiculous looking hat just for that reason.


Xela is well known for its Spanish immersion schools.   I’ve already put serious thought into coming back here after I graduate to live for a few months and sharpen my skills.  This country is too cool to not return.
November 6th  Day 145  Xela – Panajachel on Lago de Atitlan  48 miles

We started the day with expectations to reach new heights-11500 feet-and the highest point on the Pan-American Highway.   Much to our relief, the climb only turned out to be about 2000’, up to about 10000 feet.  The climb was fairly gradual and the road was in great shape.   Oh yea, the views were intense, too.


After our uneventful climb, we dropped a couple thousand feet and stopped at a little stand on the side of the road for some bread and a Pepsi.  I wanted a meal, but all the old postcard-perfect woman had to offer was some chunks of bread in a cardboard box.    Roosters and chickens strutted around us waiting for us to throw them little pieces…I did mainly because I was hoping to see a cock fight.  No such luck.


While I fed the chickens, the kids huddles behind the corner of the shack to watch us.   It almost seemed like they were daring each other to come near us.  They would get within a few feet then we’d say Hola and then they’d all laugh and run back around the corner.   The woman was happy to let us take pictures (it is disrespectful to take pictures without asking), even though the kids seemed to be even more shy when the camera came out.

After a little discussion, we decided to take the short cut that we were not sure about, but it would save us quite a few miles.  The road went through a few small villages and turned to dirt a couple kilometers from Solola, the junction town where we would head towards Panajachel.   


We turned off the Pan-American and decided to stay close to each since we were in rural areas entering areas where few, if any, Americans had been.   Cornfields lined the road and little foot paths led back through them to ramshackle houses barely visible from the road.   We dropped down a big hill and a kid raced along side of us to tell us that it was impossible to get to Solola on bicycle.   He was adamant that we not keep going because we would have to back track, but I was up for the adventure of pushing my bike through some brush in order to save time.   

We proceeded somewhat worried about what the near future would bring, but guys in a little village confirmed that it was not a problem on bike.   The road turned rough and the downhill was just as difficult as everything.   There were so many rocks that if you used too much break, you’d slide around and spill (it almost happened a few times).   Similar to going down long hills on a snow machine…if you break too much, the back end slides around and then you roll it…No good.

We dropped a long way down to a river and had to climb right back up, but some kids cheered us on.   The base of the hill was particularly steep (maybe 20%, but loose gravel), so I had to slide my butt off the back of the seat  to keep weight on the rear wheel and maintain traction.    We rounded the dump, not more than a pull-off where people throw their trash over the side of the hill, and some people dug through the piles pulling out things they could use.  Also passed a few Mayan women washing their hair in a small pool on the side of the road who flirted with us.

In Solola we could see the lake in all its glory with the volcanoes fringing the edges and a few small villages on the shores.   Incredible.  No wonder why it is one of the most highly regarded attractions in all of Central America.   From there it was 1500 feet down the 5 mile hill.   The road was so steep and windy that it was impossible to let loose of the break.  I tried to use my mad biking skills to corner he curves, but BOB was not happy with some of the angles.  I almost ate it a few times.   My break pads were heating up my rim good, and when I stopped to take some video, I got a flat from my rim tape heating up and dissolving part of my tube.  (My tires are OK, though).
November 7th  Day 146  Day off in Panajachel


We were checking into our hotel when we realized that we would be ridiculously stupid to not take a day off here.  Quite possibly one of the coolest places I’ve ever been, surrounded by some of the equally amazing scenery.    The lake is a collapsed volcano cone and is surrounded by mountains and three big volcanoes.    Look at the pictures, I won’t waste words trying to describe the views.


Plus the town, Panajachel (aka Gringotenango: Place of the Foreigners) is awesome in itself.   Going by the nickname and reputation, obviously it is full of tourists and many of the signs are in English.   The streets are full of little shops selling local artwork, Mayan clothes, fabrics, blankets,etc, and all sorts of other cool stuff.   I am already planning a trip back here to buy all the cool stuff I couldn’t afford and didn’t want to carry.   Bright colors line the main drag.   Little food vendors set up shop every 10 feet selling fried chicken, tacos, hot dogs, fries, drinks, etc.   Mayans in traditional garb walk the street trying to make you a deal.   This place is awesome.

At breakfast Erich and I got worked by a little girl who spoke English very well and would not leave us alone until we bought stuff.   I bought some things I don’t even know what they are, other than big bands of fabric because they were cheap and I thought they looked cool.  Then I bought 12 bracelets for no reason other than that she gave me a good price.  And here I was thinking about how good I was getting at avoiding these hagglers.   

November 8th  Day 147  Panajachel-Antigua  49 miles or so


It was kind of lame having to leave such an awesome kick-back spot, but it was easy knowing that we were only one day off riding from more time off in Antigua.   We had expected to be in Guatemala for five days, but as of now it looks more like ten day since it was too good to rush through.  No hurries, no worries.


The climb we were aware of turned out to not be so bad, only about 1800’, which we busted out with relative quickness.  According to our map, we would be getting into a river valley and would take it much of the way to Antigua.  However, the map did not indicate the 1000’ down, 1000’ climb, times two in order to get to that valley.  A lot of tedious climbing until we got to the town of Patzicia for a little lunch break.   I was a bit eschew from hunger, and the two donuts I ate did not prove to be the best of food for cycling.   


Fortunately, it was almost all down hill, minus a few short steep climbs thrown in for kicks.   We arrived in Antigua after a huge drop into the shadow of the volcanoes that surround Antigua (Volcan Agua, Fuego, and Acatenango).   I had high expectations of this town, and at first glance I was not impressed.   The colonial charm and the reasons it draws the bulk of Guatemalas tourists was not clear.   

After walking around a bit and getting acquainted with it a little more, I grew to like the town, although it was still behind in coolness compared to Xela.   We ran into a guy on the street who led us to a hotel that we definitely would not have found without him…a little 4-room place with a courtyard, good security benefits, and off a little alley.   It was good for our low-level needs and the water was SUPPOSEDLY hot, although it barely brushed luke warm.


We hit up a bike shop where I paid $8 for a pair of brake pads and met a photographer from Santa Cruz CA who might run a story on us in a little Zine he works for in Cruz.  Cool cool.

November 9th  Day off in Antigua


I will urge you to read Erich’s journal to read a complete story about the computer problems we had, but in short: our floppy drive is all screwed up.   We determined that it would be easiest to just go ahead and buy an external 3.5” drive and save a lot of trouble.  We walked around Antigua most of the morning looking for different computer shops that could help us out, but we failed to remedy them.   A major speed bump in terms of keeping our website up to date, so we were both bummed, since it seems like things are finally really starting to take off.


After lunch we took a tour to Volcan Pacaya, round trip transportation and guide for about $6.   The bus ride was kind of long, but I passed the time talking with some guys from Whistler BC, who are into the biking scene and were completely stoked about our trip.  The group as a whole was pretty tight, all conversing with one another and having a good time.  

The hike itself was pretty cake until we got to the final little summit push.   The winds picked up and it got straight cold.  The grade of the mountain was steep and was all loose rocks and volcanic sand.  Great to climb in, I jest.  


We could look right into the crater, although it was all full of smoke, and we were able to warm our hands from the rocks near some of the vents.  It was still cold and numbing, so we cut our summit fiesta short to get into some warmer levels.   Getting down some of us half-telemarked down taking huge strides and letting the gravel slow us down as we traversed back and forth across the trail.   


The hike back to the van was in the dark and somewhat of a challenge to navigate 12 people with 4 lights (E and I had two of them).    The van ride back to Antigua seemed like a mini-roadtrip as the Great White Northerners and Alaskans in the back tried to show each other up with the most offensive joke.  I think I won, but I’m not sure.   It’s always the guys in the back.


Later that evening the Canucks and Erich and I met up (although it was supposed to be everyone) at a little place for some post-hardcore celebration.   Our Dutch friend (Lorien) had proposed the rendezvous, although we didn’t know she was there until she was leaving and passed us on the way out.   Good times, good people, and we will probably be meeting up with two of the BC crew in Costa Rica somewhere.
November 10th  Antigua-Esquintla  22.8 miles (slightly less for me)


A day that wasn’t meant to get a lot of miles…


We got a late start since we were out past our bedtime (didn’t get back until almost 11:30!!!).  There was also the hope to give our updating one more try, so we spent a decent amount of time hooking up our computer to an open port at an internet place and emailing stuff directly.   


We were eating lunch in the Plaza and were about ready to go, minus the swarms of people that were talking to us as we chowed our Burger King.   We gave out a grip of business cards and told numerous people about our plans, then took off when there was a break between the questions.


It was all down hill to Esquintla.  Oh yea, didn’t have to pedal for about 15 miles except when I felt the urge.  Maxing out to new speeds, racing the traffic, and loving every minute of it.  We had expected the road to be gravel, so it was a major bonus to find out it has just recently been paved.   


Erich got a flat on his BOB which held us up for a bit, but we were still optimistic to get some good miles in.  As we were leaving a tour van drove by with some not-unattractive females in the back seat waving to us.  I took the cue and began trying to keep up as we flew down the hill.  


The corners were just right to make a solid lean on with confidence and there was a tail wind.   As the road began mellowing out a little bit, my friends were pulling away from me.  I did not give up hope, although it was mainly just for kicks.   Around a corner I see an 18-wheeler backing up in the middle of the road at the Y and blocking my view of the road behind it.  I wanted to go right, but it was under construction and there were rocks blocking my way.   

I don’t know how fast I was going, but Erich was topping 40 mph and I was way out of sight from him.   I could see an opening to get around and felt pretty good about pulling it off.   When I got about ten feet from the truck, I was leaning to hold my turn and noticed the pavement stopped.   I tried to brake, but the 10” drop from pavement to gravel had already begun and I was at an angle that was impossible to straighten up on as my back end began lifting off the ground.  My BOB jack-knifed and I began to flip.  The last thing I remember was seeing the tire to my trailer in front of me, then a moment of darkness before I picked myself off the ground, painfully straightening my leg.  


My first though was that I had made it.  Then I wondered if my leg was broken, but soon realized that it was all right.  My head was in severe pain and my helmet was cracked in multiple places.  No doubt in my mind that it would have killed me if I hadn’t been sporting the helmet.   My bike wheel was bent something ridiculous and people began showing up to check on me about the time Erich got there.  


I got assistance cleaning up from the Fire Department then got a ride in the back of a truck to Esquintla where they dropped me at a bike shop.    Not hardly a bike shop, but the guy who owned the nook-with-a-bunch-of-bike-wheels-and-tires-strewn-about, went to the more qualified bike store, bought a wheel with money I gave him, built it, and sent me on my way within about an hour.  He charged me 115 quetzales, about 14 bucks.  

Erich has his adventure in his journal concerning his search for me, La Policia Municipal de Esquintla, and his own take on the lucky bastard that walked away from the wreck of a lifetime.  

11/11  Esquintla – Ciudad Pedro de Alvarado  67 miles  Day 150


My head was sore, as were my joints, but not too bad all things considered.  I found after a little bit of riding that my neck was a bit erked, but I still felt pretty lucky.   


We stopped and helped some kids fix a flat tire for the day and ended up giving them a tube and did the repair work for them.  They didn’t say much, so it kind of seemed like we were roadside service or something.   Just a Gracias as we took off, but it was the good deed for the day.


Busted out 36 miles before stopping for any food, minus a couple bags of chips and some Pepsis.  The road was fairly flat, but it was much more humid, which is probably partly responsible for the lack of hunger.  


The old saying, “You get what you pay for” was quite apparent from my cheap wheel.   It is all out of “dish,” meaning that the wheel is centered on the axle.  He put a 8-speed cassette on a wheel meant for a 5 or 6-speed cassette.  No good, it throws off my shifting, braking, and just makes the bike ride a bit silly.

I spent the night retruing my wheel so that it is all ridiculous, but it seems to be a little better than before.  Adjusted the brakes so that they don’t rub, but also don’t work as good.  According to the topo maps, the roads will be flat until we get to Costa Rica, which by that time my wheel will be okay.


A nice cold shower which felt good, then a quality last meal in Guatemala.  

11/12  Ciudad Pedro de Alvarado –Zunzal  75 miles


I did not sleep much last between the ants, mosquitoes, and no-see-ums that were abundant in our cheap hotel.   We got going to the border and had no problems crossing, having only to fill out a short form and pay for a tourist card.  30 minutes, maybe.


Our breakfast was a cafeteria-style restaurant that paid more attention to keeping the jukebox clean than the tables or food.  It was hard to eat much since every bite was a question of sanitation.   It would be interesting to see a Health Department write up on some of these places.

The Mayan feel that gave so much character to Guatemala is gone.  No more brightly colored women offering beads and such along the road.


We finally made it to our long-awaited Pacific Coast again, but didn’t get to see much of it since we winded in and out through valleys with lots of climbing.   The beaches are mainly all privately owned, so there isn’t much for opportunity to stop and run to the water.   


Our book mentioned a few places to stay for the night, all surf shacks and such, but it wasn’t likely that we make it all the way to the next town.   We had high hopes of making it to a place in the early afternoon for a little beach time, but the road kept going and going.  


Finally just as it started to get dark, we pulled into a place that had rooms for cheap.  We got to see some impressively large beetles by our door and frogs in the shower.   This was now officially getting to be economical travel accommodations.
11/13  Zunzal – Zacotecoluca 39 miles  Day 151

A short day.


We had breakfast in La Libertad, the main hub for heading out to surf along Balsam Beach, a world-reknowned surf area.  The restaurant was right on the beach, of course, and it would have been easy to hop the railing and run into the nearby waters where kids played soccer.


I want to learn how to surf, but if my wave-riding skills are anything like my skateboarding skills, I wouldn’t get too far.  Just another thing I have to do, I suppose.  Put it on the list.


The road was the worst we’ve seen in a while, it was paved, but beat to hell, so it was actually worse than if it would have been gravel.   A bit of up and down, and finally we got to Zacotecaluca.   We found a room with A/C and cable, so we held up and watched HBO until we decided that we should go eat.


We wanted to go and come back before it got dark, something the book strongly advises since El Salvador is a country recovering from war and there are still a lot of dangers lurking.  It was the first time on this trip that I have really felt uneasy walking the street.  We found a Domino’s and grabbed two pizzas and a 2-liter and headed back to the room.   It felt good to get in from the sketchy streets and just relax in front of the TV for the first time in ages.

11/14  Zacotecoluca – San Miguel  67.4 miles  Day 152


Today was pretty boring: flat, not much for scenery, and a bit of a head wind part of the day.   We went to Domino’s again for lunch, but for some reason ended up getting two large pizzas when we ordered two mediums (we got charged for the larges), so we got dinner at the same time.  Strapped the box onto the bike and headed off towards San Miguel.


It was supposed to be a quick ride, but turned into a much longer day.    We missed the shortcut and the advice we got earlier was wrong.   Oh well, not too big, we still got here with time to kill, although that was a good thing.


Going down the busy streets of San Miguel made me very glad that we skipped San Salvador.   The traffic was bad, and it just seemed unsafe for us to be riding through.  Again, a first for feeling uncomfortable for riding.  Usually people are encouraging or whatever, but it felt like there was aggression in the air.  


Our hotel once again has cable, so we locked up in our room and followed the words of the book: “Once the sunset starts and turns to orange, make sure you’re somewhere you want to be…”   The US gang culture is popular here and we passed a few gang tags on buildings and signs.   

We did decide to go grab some drinks really quick and I hadn’t been more on edge walking down the street since walking the meat-packing district of NYC at 4 a.m.   In the two block walk to the restaurant I counted four people sleeping (and/or twitching) on the street, and one guy sleeping on the fire escape above the door to our hotel on a soggy mattress.   It felt good to have the night manager open the security door and close it behind us when we returned.

