December 15-18th Bastimentos and Bocas


The morning after my musical experience with Ruben, Erich and I hiked across the island along a slippery mud trail that required both hands to pull ourselves through the knee-deep pools of slop.   The trail opened up into a beautiful empty beach where we had the whole place to ourselves all day.  

I did some bodysurfing until I was too waterlogged, then built the obligatory sand castle that is required every time you go to the beach.   Wrote quite a bit in my journal, then went beach-combing.   I found a couple hollowed-out coconuts and set them up on a log so I could get an acceptable tone.   While listening to Bob Marley I jammed on my makeshift bongos watching the waves crash against my surprisingly durable sand castle.  It was  a perfect day.

Getting back to Bocas required the assistance of my Rastafarian friend Ruben who secured us a spot on a 20x3 foot dugout.   A bit uncomfortable and more than a little sketchy riding the waves in a top-heavy canoe from the used coke bottles stacked three high.   

Shortly after getting back to Bocas we walked by an small opening in a bamboo fence that had a poorly advertised “cuartos” sign covered by banana leaves that we decided to pursue.  Inside the bamboo was a beautiful courtyard, a few small huts, a larger building, and a bar built over the water (of course).   


I asked the bartender about the room, then he showed us the large wooden building.   Downstairs was the bathroom and upstairs was the rest of our $12 apartment.  A large room and a nice-sized deck that had a view of the water, the bar scene, courtyard, and the boat wreck just off the end of the bar (the place is called the Wreck Deck).   Look at the pictures and imagine the perfect hotel at the most laid back place ever, that’s where we were.   


The owner was awesome and told his friends about us.   People we didn’t know would say “Oh…you’re the guys I heard about…”    When three girls from California came into the bar, the owner came to our room to let me know.   I will be back here sometime.   Hopefully to live for a bit.   
December 19th  David – Tole  63.1 miles  Day  188


I felt well rested (obviously) and was ready to get on the road again.   The heat was terrible and I was soggy with sweat within three miles of leaving.   Oh well, we still busted off a lot of miles with the quickness.


We ran into Walkingman Hause again.   I couldn’t help but think that since we saw him the first time just inside Honduras, he had walked just as far as Erich and I had rode in the last month.   Walkingman covers mega miles on foot, but we’re on bikes and he passed us…it shows how much we’ve been No hurryin’ No worryin’.


Around the time I was ready to quit, we got to the turnoff to Tole, or intended place to stop.  We climbed up a nice hill to get to the town that looked like the block where Kevin lives on the Wonder Years.   Quaint houses lining the wide street on both sides and people casually walking down the middle of the only road in town.  We had misjudged the size of our destination.


It didn’t take long before we concluded that we’d be lucky to find a hotel, so we asked an older couple who had been watching us ride by.   The grocery store just ahead rents rooms.   Ten bucks, two beds, shower and toilet across the private sidewalk.   “Perfecto,” I say, relieved just to have a place to sleep.  The toilet was a pit toilet and the shower was cold, but we were glad to be there.  

December 20th  Tole – Santiago  57 miles  Day 189 


I hate roosters.  I was kept up much of the night from the little bastard outside our rented room at the back of the grocery store.   The typical cock-a-doodle-doo you like to associate with a rooster is off.  This one, as with most of the other ones I’ve heard, sound more like a city bus slowly coming to a stop.  The creeping fingernails-on-a-chalkboard crescendoing as the hand approaches the bottom of the board.   Just as you think it’s over, there is one final “raaaaque,” that led me to visions of me leaving the room to go brake the cock’s little neck.   


The disgusting slimy feeling of sweating profusely, as is inevitable in humidity, makes me hope for a shower as soon as possible.   The heat and the hills that we dealt with today probably gave me heat stroke and I was unable to drink enough water.  What water I drank went right out my pores as my body desperately tried to cool itself off.   My hands slipped off the handlebars since a steady stream flowed off my arms and covered the grips.   My temples pounded and seemed to force the pools that formed above my eyebrows and sunglasses to release down my face.  I could taste the salty beads on my lips until they got too heavy and splattered onto the road moving slowly below.   


The hill wasn’t unusually steep (9-10%), but the !@#$%&* heat was immense.   It forced me stop a few times in the matter of a few miles just to try to lower my body temperature.   It seemed impossible to continue.


Finally the hills stopped, the clouds formed, and the road flattened a bit.   The heat didn’t give me much of an appetite, so we pushed on without stopping too much except for an occasional Pepsi.   After our last stop, the rain kicked in and felt fantastic.   Hard drenching rain that soaked me through before I would’ve had a chance to put on my rain gear.  The thunderheads rolled in and produced an impressive show with lightning and deafening thunder.   The old boy scout trick of counting the seconds between thunder and lightning to find where the storm is was useless since they were usually simultaneous.   It actually kind of freaked me out riding with all the lightning surrounding us, but I just hoped that my tires would act as insulators.

December 21st  Santiago – Penonome  63 miles Day 190


Boring day.  Flat road, which is good, but nothing exciting whatsoever.   We thought about pushing on after Penonome, but we got worked from the final ten miles with a head wind.


The cheapest hotel was too much for our daily budget, but we splurged anyway since it had a TV.  Unfortunately, the TV ended up having only eight channels, the one in English wasn’t worth watching (nor worth describing on a free website…I’ll leave it at that).


I need to eat more rice.  I had some excellent fried rice the other day and want to be able to cook up some of that goodness.  It’s cool being able to cook.   Especially when it’s easy but tastes good.  I love my family size George Foreman lean, mean, fat-reducing grilling machine with variable temperature control for just that reason...I can’t wait to get back so I can cook up some marvelous stuff to make yo’ mouth water.

December 22nd  Penonome – La Chorrera  About 73 miles probably


Our GPS died in the rain storm the other day, so our mileage estimates are only guesses from the kilometer markers.   Another fairly uneventful day.   Maybe I am just ready to finish up with Central America and get to a new hemisphere, new continent, new country, etc.   


It’s technically Christmas season but I just can’t get the feel for it without snow.  I’m an Alaskan and need a white Christmas for it to be the real deal.   Oh well, at least we have a reservation for luxury room near the canal for the big day.   One more riding day left on North America.   

December 24th  Panama City


Christmas eve.   I sweated walking down the street.   We had met a guy in Santiago who invited us over to his place to eat with his family.   Enoc Velazquez picked us up from McDonald’s and took us to his place where his wife, Jessica, kids, and some friends were waiting for us.  It was one of the best meals in ages, and the first home-cooked meal in even longer.   Erich’s journal elaborates.    


Christmas eve dinner traditionally is made up of a nice dinner, etcetera etcetera.  Erich and I enjoyed burgers at Fridays then watched Edward Scissorhands and old Seinfeld episodes.  
December 25th 


We went to the store yesterday to gear up for our Merry Christmas, since our hotel is away from town.   For dinner we are going out for a nice meal, but the rest of our meals will be in the room since everything is closed up near us.   A bottle of wine, a bottle of champagne (a gift from the store where Erich bought the new GPS), two cans of sardines, bag of chips, can of Pringles, loaf of egg bread, 6 bananas, 4 oranges, 2 apples, two packets of crackers, and a can of Eazy Cheese.   Not exactly slow-cooked turkey and eggnog, but we are looking out on the Panama Canal and watch huge ships go from one ocean to another.   Merry Christmas from the canal zone.
December  27th    Ciudad Panama – Quito, Ecuador  


This was our first leg of the trip where we had to cheat, due to the danger of the Darien Gap (the highest concentrated region of guerillas and kidnappings in the world I think), no road from Panama to Colombia, and a press on time to finish by winter in Tierra del Fuego.  


We spent the morning packing and saying goodbye to our luxurious room that had been our Christmas present from my folks.   Our cab driver, who Erich had met the other day, drove us up to Miraflores Lochs, the closest lochs to the Pacific.   Truly an engineering feat to watch a colossal freighter be lowered, then pulled through the narrow passage to finish its Atlantic-Pacific journey.   


From the lochs, we went to pick up the bikes, which was an immediate problem since the four bike boxes (2 bikes, 2 BOBs) were obviously too big for our small four door.   After spending an hour in the drenching heat, another cab was called into action and we played around with the safety possibilities for our bikes’ transport.  Finally we were on our way.


The airport was kind of silly since it was my first time being anywhere near an airport since September 11th.   Checking in the attendant asked us the usual safety questions, but mentioned that batteries were not allowed in the carry-ons.  I told him casually that I had some AA batteries for my walkman, and he made it seem like I’d be lucky to get them past the gate.   Inside the terminal I wandered through the duty-free shops and found that I could buy a straight-razor, a Swiss army knife, or a Zippo with no problem (but a small Bic lighter is out of the question).  

No worries, we were on our way to a new hemisphere.   In mid flight we began filling out or entry cards for customs and Erich realized that his passport was not amongst our things.   Umm…


We worried for a while, then I came to the conclusion that we had been circling Quito for about an hour.  I had seen the same stretch of road four times.   Then the pilot came on to tell us what the problem was, but I was only able to extract a few things from the speech:  Problem with Quito, going to Guayaquil.   It turned out all right since we had a room in a 5-star rated hotel courtesy of Copa Airlines.   Too bad we only got three and a half hours of sleep before being shuttled back to the airport.  

December 28th  Quito


Erich was stuck with customs since he had to wait for his passport, but I was met by Rosario and Esteban, some contacts that my parents had got through an exchange student, Fer, who is currently in Alaska.   They didn’t speak English, and my Spanish was worse than usual since I was exhausted from lack of sleep, and arriving at 9300’ didn’t help any either.  


Even still, I managed to converse poorly enough to only have to have things repeated twice usually.   After they made me breakfast and I showered, we went to pick up Paola, a cousin of Esteban and Fer, who spoke better English than I speak Spanish, which helped a lot.   


Quito is a cool town where the modern society of fast food and malls meet the old buildings and cobblestone streets.   I could definitely hang out here for a long time…add it to the list, I suppose, but this place just has mad flavor.   The mountains tower over the already high-altitude city, some reaching over 18,500 feet.   Impressive to say the least.  

We drove way up a hill and I caught a full view of the city from the feet of the guardian of the city.   Esteban pointed out the hotel where Erich was staying so far below us.   Of all the times I’ve looked down from a hill top or mountain peak, I have never seen such a sight.   Everything is so compacted and forms a big moving amoeba amidst the mountains I had waited so long to see.   

At 9:30 we met Erich at the airport who was meeting the evening flight in from Panama that was bringing his passport.   Reunited, we went back to the casa and were fed a nice meal and then Esteban and Sebastion (the third sibling) took us out on the town.  We went to a club where there was a lot of Salsa and many beautiful women, but dancing is not my forte.   I hadn’t danced since high school by choice, but Esteban was insistent that I dance with one of his friends, who I embarrassed for a few songs, then went back to soaking in the culture.   I love this place.  


All the people I met that night made it seem like I was just another one of the crew, and even with the language barrier, we still all had a blast.   People went there for a good time, not to look good, as is so common when going out in the States.   


The hospitality received here was so incredible that I don’t know how to begin.   What do you want?  Ok, let me go out and buy some.   Rosario wouldn’t sit down at the table until everything was perfect, and even then, she’d get up to fill up a half-full glass or dish out more salad.   Patricio, the husband/father, drove us to the market so we could cruise the artisan booths and find some hand made Alpaca sweaters ($8 each) for our journey.  He also showed us, in great detail, the best route for us, then got on the phone to line up more contacts for us.   

I’d try to take my dishes to the kitchen, but usually would have them taken from me and be told to sit down.   It was too bad to be leaving such a setup: I will probably never receive such a deal again, at least without paying for it (I know that’s out of the question when I get home).   Muchas Gracias, much grass, many blades, etc.
December 30th  Quito – Latacunga  63 miles   Day 199


It was nice getting on the road again, although the elevation and climbing made for a difficult start.   We meandered through the city streets of Quito almost lost, but going the right direction.   At one point we found ourselves in the bus terminal and had to navigate a small problem up a flight of stairs while some women blocked the entryways so no one could get through.

It was a climb leaving Quito, as was expected, which took us to a new high of 10,100.    We then dropped fast into a valley that was sketchy since the road was bumpy concrete with potholes and the grades were steep.  Trying to keep the breaks cool on a hill that pulls you into the 40 mph range with a trailer pushing you even faster…white knuckle riding.   Flying down a hill without gear is easy: you break to slow down.  When there is an extra 100 pounds or so pushing…then the adventure begins.  I have actually used the heel of my shoes a few times since I was on the verge of losing control.

The sites where incredible, working our way through the Avenue of the Volcanoes, some taller than Mt McKinley.   Chimbarazo is over 20,700 feet.   Riding through the mountains obviously make for a road with hills, and so we climbed.   Fortunately, it was a wide road that worked its way up to 11,500, not the narrow little mountain road I was expecting.  This shoulders made a good spot for the hundreds of beggars that repeated “Navidad, Navidad” until they got money.   Literally hundreds of indigenous kids and their mothers hung by the side of the road harassing all who went by.  This made it fairly difficult on a bicycle since sometimes they would grab onto the trailers or handlebars.   My novia, a blue-eyed blond-haired Barbie-imitation that I have taped to my handlebars, thought it would be a good idea to drop her legs off right by a large group of these people.  I had to stop for the lower limbs of my girlfriend, and when I did, I was instantly mobbed by at least 20 women and children with hands out.  I lied by saying I didn’t have any money, but thanked the red-faced four-year-old by giving her a piece of candy, that led to me completely depleting my supply.   A women then held up her baby daughter wrapped in a blanket and told me that she was unable to give the child Christmas and needed a dollar for a present.   Even though it was a routine, it still made me feel guilty for saying “No tengo” and pushing on.   It’s not like the usual bums in the States that want spare change for some liquor or whatever, these people are genuinely impoverished beyond all recognition in the U.S.   It’s not food stamps, welfare, or project housing…it is more like cooking the chicken you raised from a 10 cent egg over the garbage-fed fire inside a rock and scrap-metal shack.

Atop the pass, we had an amazing view of Chimbarazo (see pictures) and had a nice long downhill until we stopped at a gas station to have some coffee.   The Café was out of gas (at the gas station) and had no way to heat the water, so we had warm sodas instead.   It was freezing.  My hands were numb and it was a huge change from pouring sweat in the shade of a refrescoria. 


It wasn’t long before we got to Latacunga and found the house of Sr. Enrique Naranjo, a contact from Patricio and Rosario.   Enrique drove us around Latacunga and showed us the sites while his wife, Monica, cooked us up a nice meal.   Later that evening we showed them pictures of our trip, but not before getting their kids, Gabriela and David, hooked on Snood.


It had been a long day and I was whipped, but the hospitality continues…

December 31st  Day 200  Latacunga – Riobamba  61 miles


New Year’s Eve, and any other year I would be preparing for the parties that would be in action until the wee hours of the next year.   This year I was cycling through the Avenue of the Volcanoes in South America.


It was a nice ride to Ambato, where we stopped at a bakery and a kid made us sandwiches for 75 cents a piece that were quite filling.  He had spent some time in the States and was excited to share his English.   He also told us that it was New Year’s Eve and people often set up roadblocks and dress up.

Simple enough, it sounded, but we soon found ourselves pedaling through varying degrees of roadblocks manned by completely decked-out guys in drag.    Some of the roadblocks were nothing more than a rope and two men in dresses, but others had pulley-systems worked out that lowered a gate and was almost impossible to get through.   I had a supply of small change that I donated to the cause that I oddly wanted to be a part of.   They would come up and kiss the windows of cars, dance in the street, shake their booties, and occasionally pull down their blouses to reveal cardboard breasts.   

There is no way to describe the excitement that poured out of these roadblocks and sheer fun that was present in the masked faces of the Queens.   This is one cultural difference that I will definitely not forget.   This is the Pan-American highway and there are lines of traffic trying to get through these civilian toll booths that were set up just for kicks to bring in the new year.  I love it.


We climbed and climbed and reached a new high of 11,900 feet then dropped into Riobamba tediously maneuvering the wet pavement to keep the trailer from hydroplaning as it has on me a few times.  


Finally we worked our way down the heavily-trafficked streets of Riobamba and found that it was due, of course, to a major road block.   “These guys are more hardcore than the ones on the highway,” was my first thought.   Looking at the traffic backing up about ¼ mile.    We found a room then went out to experience some more culture.


It turns out that the main focus was these roadblocks.   Spectators stood in the lanes and made congestion worst, but most of the cars were full of people ready to party and were well aware that getting anywhere soon was out of the question.  It was humorous seeing a few people honking and screaming at the cars ahead, as if the other thousand cars cared.  


As the night went on, the men in dresses got more and more aggressive.   Jumping on the hood of a car and licking the windshield was not uncommon, nor was pulling up the skirt to reveal a thong.    The road blockers would pull people off the back of trucks (not hurtfully) in order to grind with them.   There are no laws against open-containers, so people hand bottles to the dancers instead of change.   


Most of the roadblocks set up huge displays by their gates, the most common being a model of the WTC (some 20’ tall).    Many have music systems, complete with DJs, that blast dance sounds for the girls.   The lines I was amazed at earlier were nothing: I couldn’t see the end of the traffic.  I knew that I was in the middle of a 2-3 mile street and I could see cars to the end in either direction.

Once again, I have a reason to come back.  Maybe next time I won’t have to get on the bike the next day.

January 1st, 2002   Riobamba – Wet Camp near Palmira  40 miles or so  Day 201


I didn’t get crazy last night and was in bed by 11:15, something that I already regret, so don’t give me any crap.   We were on the road at about 10 (we slept in since it was, afterall, New Year’s Day), but nothing was open for us to grab any food.  I had a lime and a mandarin orange for breakfast that was not sufficient for climbing.   

It was a brutal morning, but we stopped in a little town that was having a parade (which I later realized was a funeral procession, but not until I had been videoing for a bit).   There was, though, some sort of a cheerful thing going down, since the street was full of brightly decorated women dancing and guys wearing llama chaps spinning around the girls.   It was awesome.   They were happy to have their pictures taken.


There was a bit of a climb coming out of the town, but then it was a nice 12 miles of gradual downhill.    We went through farmland with hand-ploughs and cow-assisted farming.   Homemade hoes turned the soil on some of the steeper hills, some being probably 45 degrees.   A beautiful valley that was like going through a time-warp.


The down eventually turned to up and the wind was in our face, so we returned to our snail pace, but were still hopeful to get to Alausi.   In Palmira, we stopped for some supplies just in case we didn’t make it to the next town: anchovies, crackers, and bread.    The stop was a good idea since it was apparently still 16 miles with a lot of hills.   At the bottom of the next hill, although we were already soaked, we decided to stop to make camp so we didn’t have to continue in the rain.


It was obviously someone’s land, but we felt good about the people we had run in to, so didn’t sweat it.  Finding a flat spot was hard and a dry spot was impossible.   It was cold and wet, which made setting up camp more than a chore, but warmth would be excellent.   We were at 10,400 feet, which is always a bit chilly, let alone in the rain.   


I managed to get my tent up without getting the inside too wet, and quickly pulled on my sweater and long underwear.   We sat under some trees watching the light slowly go away as the storm continued to work its cold under my skin.   


Dinner was rice with anchovies that tasted surprisingly good.  We also had a little rum to mix with our coffee which helped warm the stomach a little bit, but didn’t do much for the hardening finger tips.   As soon as we finished eating, I dove into my tent and pulled on the rest of my warm clothes then crawled into my sleeping bag.   I remembered when I had decided to bring a cold-weather bag.  After writing briefly in my journal, I situated myself on the dry spot and fell asleep inside my toasty bag listening to the water bounce of my rain fly.
January 2nd Camp 10-4 to Alausi  20 miles   day 202


I slept solid.   I stayed dry all night and kept incredibly comfortable inside my bag…the first time I used it since Mexico (other than the few times I used it on top of beds in the grubby hotels).   We hung our stuff to dry in the warm morning sun and talked briefly with the farmers on their way to the bus stop, which was just down the hill from where we camped.  


The stuff dried with the quickness, and we were soon packed and ready to go.   A bit of a climb, a drop, a climb, and a steep drop into Alausi where we stopped at the gas station at the side of the valley (as to prevent dropping further into town).   Lunch was okay, but the lady obviously ripped us off since we paid more than double the price of the same things we had bought yesterday.   


A little angry, but determined to conquer the upcoming 2000’ climb with a clear head, we set off with full water and stocked supplies of food.   Less than a quarter mile up the hill I hear a *snap* then a *pizzzop!* and I felt my seat drop from its resting place to an eschew angle.   I jumped off knowing that the screw that holds my seat on broke.   We tried a few different screws that we have in our arsenal of parts, but soon realized it meant backtracking into town.


Down into Alausi we went in search of a ferreteria (hardware store).   We found one that was closed, but the owner was across the street taking siesta and promptly came over to let us in.   After trying multiple combinations and some bad suggestions of an on-looker, we found something that would probably hold.   Having lost some time, we bought more groceries to camp, grabbed lunch, then hit the road again.


I cheered for myself as I passed the spot where my seat had failed: the farthest south I’ve ever been.   Shortly after that it occurred to me that my seat was gradually getting lower.  I stopped to tighten it, and when I did: another *snap!*.   This time the bolt that holds the seatpost in place busted off inside the guide.   No way to undo it, we have to go back to town.


The hardware guy was surprised to see us, but was pleased with our business and I actually started a tab for my bolts.   He pointed me to the chop shop where a guy bored out my broken part for nothing, even though it took him two bits (drill bits; not short moments of time).    After getting frustrated with the setup, I finally found a compromise that would get me to the next town with a bike shop.


The day was now fried, and we decided that we might as well get a room.   A decent place where Erich took all the hot water in the whole building during his five minute shower, but it still had soft beds.   Not a lot to see, but we managed to run into the town drunk and get harassed for being German by him.  Telling him we were Americanos didn’t seem to matter…we were still bad words to him.

January 3rd   Alausi – El Tambo    58 miles   Day 103

It would’ve been a perfect day had it not been for my poorly rigged bike seat.   I ended up having bruises on my butt cheeks and quads.   It felt like sitting on the rung of a ladder…you know, the ladder is upright and you sit to rest a little bit, but can’t quite get all the way on since the rung above is pushing you forward.   You end up with about ¼ cheek on.   Do that for 9 hours in a day.   


Other than the discomfort, the sights were completely unbelievable.   We crossed the Nariz del Diablo (Nose of the Devil…just goes to show how much cooler names in other languages sound) and saw dozens of side-valleys flowing into a couple different main river valleys.   Totally incredible.   


The day came with immense amounts of climbing (6000 feet or so, 12000 total el. Change), but didn’t bother me since I just threw it in granny gear and looked at the sights.   The town of Zhud was farther away than expected, but we were told it was only 20 kms to our established goal of Chunchi.    Thinking we couldn’t get much higher, we figured it would be an hour to get there and we’d be set.   An hour and a half later, after stopping to eat the last of my staples, we battled thick fog limiting visibility to about 30 feet.   Just as the last of the light was burning out, we came across a little junction that had a hotel.


$7 for the deuce of us, no shower, bathroom down the hall.   The room was okay, but the bathroom was filthy.  There was a muddy barrel where the shower should be in order to dunk the bucket to flush the toilet.   The water was sticky and the toilet water was brown, even after flushing a few times.   There was no toilet seat.    I was grateful that I only had to urinate in it….even that didn’t seem like a good idea (like the serpent in the trash chute on the Star Destroyer in Star Wars).

January 4th  El Tambo – Cuenca   47 miles   Day 204


My butt had incredible pain today from the eschew bike seat, but it didn’t take long to move some parts around and find a position that took the pressure off the problem areas.   


The morning started with a  climb to a 11,667’ pass, but it was a snap since I latched on to a truck and was towed up for about half of it.   The view from the top was straight out of Sound of Music: rolling hills below craggy peaks.   Beautiful.


From the pass we had twelve miles of downhill and dropped 3000 feet.    It was a blast not having to pedal for thirty minutes.   Even at the bottom of the main drop, we continued on a gradual downhill to Cuenca.   

January 5th  Cuenca – Cloud Camp 10-50   44.9 miles


Our dropping from yesterday left us with climbing today, but it was easy until we began the climb over another pass: this one being about 11,300.    2600’ gross climb, just on the steep part.  We’re getting pretty hardcore with our climbs and not complaining about it that much.   Back on the haul road Attigun pass was only about 2000’ gross climb which we talked about for months.


At the top climb, we found ourselves on the backbone of a big ridge separating two valleys.   After doing some up and down following the ridge, we  came down and dropped into a foggy stretch with minimal visibility.   Camping was obvious, so we took the first place we found in order to get off the sketchy highway.   We went crazy with pictures, so check them out, but they don’t do much justice for how intense it really was.   The hill dropped steeply into the valley, but all we could see was the tops of the clouds.   
January 6th   Cloud Camp 10-50  -  Saragura Camp  About 50 miles


The morning started by dropping 4000’ into the deep valley we had followed yesterday atop the ridge.   The second we hit the 6200’ floor, we climbed right back up and made up all the elevation we dropped.   It took us all day, but after a few more hours in the saddle we were back at over 10,000 feet.   

The next drop shattered everything.   We had hoped to make it to Loja, but we would be lucky to make it five more miles once we hit bottom.   We were back near 7000 feet and had a huge climb in front of us.   There is no way to express the failing feeling that you experience when bombing down a hillside examining the road winding up the opposite valley wall.   I desperately  wanted a tunnel to pop up.


To top it all off, we didn’t know where the next town was and my food stash was non existent.   We were mentally preparing ourselves to camp, but all I had to eat today was some stale bread and sardines, one piece of chicken, and a bowl of rice.   The few snacks I had did nothing but make me feel sick from eating too much junk food.

I was ready to hitch a ride to town since it was becoming difficult to maintain balance, just as a parade of people came walking towards us.   Some sort of festival with masks, full-body suits of llama skin, stilts, the whole ordeal.  It was actually kind of scary since it felt like we rode into something not meant for Gringos.   We were instantly surrounded by these scary looking characters with outstretched hands.   It seemed like a dream, or nightmare, maybe.   I don’t know what stemmed the fear, but it was a sinking feeling being around them.

There was restaurant that popped up out of nowhere, and the guy there toild us that the town was just around the corner and they had a hotel there.   The best news I had heard in ages.    After eating, we went into town and found the place, but they lady wouldn’t allow us to stay there since we had bikes.  There was plenty of room in the hallway, but she just obviously didn’t want us there.  I have no doubt in my mind that we are the only customers she will have in the next month, but she turned us away for reasons we can only speculate.   


A mile out of town, all up hill, we found a small trail that led to some power lines that served as our camp for the night.  My anger grew as I thought about the lady at the hotel…I wished I could have spoken to her in English to express my true feelings of what kind of person she was.  Instead, we just shook our heads and rode off up the hill.  Not a bad camp site, but still…a shower could have been nice.

January 7th  Saragura Camp – Loja  45 miles  Day 207


The morning started with an immediate climb out of our power line camp up 800 feet, which we had assumed was the first of the two passes we would be climbing before getting to Loja.  The book (I refer to Erich’s book as the book even though I have my own.   He has a Lonely Planet and I have Fodor’s.   The Fodor’s is completely USELESS in almost everything I’ve tried to use it for.  It is the worst travel book I’ve ever looked at.   It has three hotels in a town where Erich’s has 30.   No road information, no bus information, no history, no stories, just pages and pages of useless information.) said that there were two big passes between Saragura and Loja, but we didn’t take note that it really said two big passes after the first two small.   At the top of the first we figured it would be a snap of a day.   


We dropped, then climbed quickly and easily, thinking we were home free.  On a long hill we ran into Stanley from New York who was working north from Tierra del Fuego.   The three of us swapped stories, then Erich and I headed off.   Stanley said there were some hills coming up, but I blew them off as nothing much.   I was feeling a bit off and wanted to get to town and find a place to relax.  


After a quick stop at a little store, where I doubled my food intake for the day with two pieces of small bread, the climbing restarted.   The climb was not that bad, but the heat was coming in and I was exhausted.  I kicked on the afterburners to try to get to the top, but that proved to only drain the last bits of energy I had.   The top finally came and I could see Loja in the valley below, but it still seemed too far away.   I had some sugar wafers that worked okay at first, but worked its way into my stomach and made me feel like throwing up.   


I probably wouldn’t have made it to town if it wasn’t all down hill, but even that was tedious.   Finally we got there and went into a fried chicken place at the bus station and waited for Jose Peña and his wife, the parents of Patricio, to meet us.   They led the way back to their house and fed us again.   I was exhausted and struggled to keep my head up as I ate.  The meal at the bus stop had not settled well and I was wiped out, so I excused myself to go take a nap.


It felt good to lie down at first, but the room started spinning and I became highly feverish, if I were to guess probably 102.   I was restless and was seeing movement in the chipped paint on the ceiling as my vision blurred and danced.    Misery is all I can say.   I have not felt so terrible since I had mono in high school, and that is a close comparison.


I was up most of the night and what little sleep I had was full of weird dreams that woke me up.   Our hosts brought me drinks made from herbs and other things from the garden that helped, but the lemon juice made me run to the bathroom and puke while everyone crowded around my bed laughing and carrying on trying to cheer me up.   I tried to be in good humor, but the juice was just like…BLAHW!   


The next morning when I still didn’t feel better, Jose took me to the doctor where I was diagnosed with a stomach infection and given 5 prescriptions, all for about $15.   It’s always hard to convey what ails you to a doctor, but try it in Spanish.   Uhh…I have stomach problems, my head hurts, I have fever.   The doc knew what was up though, because the drugs he prescribed did the trick in about 18 hours.  

Our hosts wouldn’t let me leave until they felt I was healed, so they continued to try to feed me and force Ochata (the garden juice) on me for another day.   After boring Erich almost to tears since he didn’t have much to do, I felt better and we were ready to get back on the bikes.  

January 11th  Loja – Cochabamba  63 miles   Day 211  


We have learned to blow off the advice that people give us since it is rarely true.   “All down hill for the first 35 kilometers,” but in reality turned out to be 20 kilometers of climbing before our 15 clicks of dropping.    We dropped into a dusty town where the heat was much more present than in Loja, and began another big climb.   After a couple hours of working our way up the mountain, we began another big drop and would have large rolling hills for the rest of the day.


I have decided that Ecuadorians are not happy with their roads until they reach the top of every mountain en route.   We would be following a valley that the road could easily go up the floor, but instead we climb to the top of a hill and drop in order to climb more.  Most frustrating.


We pulled into Cochabamba just as the day had expired its fun.  This area is made up of a series of knobby hills, and Cochabamba sits on top of the tallest in the vicinity.   It was a short climb getting to El Centro, but once we were there, we found it to be a very cool little place.   A hostel opened its door basically for us, and the cafeteria downstairs did the same which made us feel like celebrities.   People have continued to wear huge genuine smiles as they wave to us and make chit chat about our trip.   Very cool.   This country has maintained its status as one of my favorites.

January 12th   Cochabamba – Macara   60 miles   Day 212


The day started off with a huge drop that took us 45 minutes to get to the bottom.   That is the coolest thing about riding in high mountains: the sick drops that take forever.   At the bottom the road had leveled out as we were told, and it was nice being able to cruise along without having a bunch to climb for a while.

Being at a lower elevation than we had been since Panama, the weather was hot and we had to find a place with shade in order to have our lunch.  The only place was under a bridge.   Our company included pigs, goats, and ducks.  


After we ate, we began a climb that would turn out to be longer than either of us wanted, but the scenery was, as always, most impressive.   It’s hard to estimate a time of arrival in the mountains.   Ten miles could take half an hour or it could take four hours.    Here again, most frustrating when you get excited to learn that it is only a few miles away to the destination, but ends up taking ages.   Our climb was rewarded with a long steep drop into Macara, the border town where we would be crossing into Peru tomorrow.


The signage is all ridiculous since there were three directional arrows, but only two directions to go.   We rode by the main turn off to el centro, but a lady told us that there was a nice hotel right on the border that we should check out instead of going into town.    Two miles to the border and we find out there is absolutely nothing there, and we get to head back into town.   We were both tired and need less to say, the woman’s advise did not settle well with us.


We found El Centro and got a fairly nice hotel, although we were on the fifth floor.  “Oh, I see you have a lot of stuff…we’ll put you on the very top floor.”   We had roof access, so I hung out my biking shirt to air it out a bit, but when we got back from dinner, it had fallen down to the roof four stories and it would be impossible for me to retrieve it.  Oh well, it was dirty and now I don’t have to worry about washing it.
January 13th  Macara, Ecuador – Tambogrande, Peru   About 60 miles


The border crossing could not have been easier as we were in and out in less than 10 minutes.  Much different from some of the Central American countries where we had to run all over the place getting stamps, visas, bike papers, etc.


Peru was flat as promised and we had no hill that took more than five minutes to climb…a truly excellent break from the three hour climbs of the previous week.   With the flat came the desert and the heat.  It was in the 90s or so and lacked any excitement, so it wasn’t a tremendously fun day.  


Lunch was at a dusty little town where we had some pollo mayonessa or something like that which was a chicken filet breaded with what we assume is mayonnaise.    They had cold drinks, which we would soon learn is a novelty, even in the desert when one would think cold beverage would have a high appeal rate (although many places have no means of refrigeration due to lack of electricity).  


We continued on and arrived in our proposed destination of Tambogrande, a dusty, dirty, smelly, truck stop barter town.   We disliked this place the moment we rode in, and the only hotel was a dump right on the highway which proved to be noisy.   Not a good impression for the first night in Peru.   When I first got on my bed, the mattress support gave out and I sank to the floor.   It was hot and my bed was uncomfortable enough that even using my thermarest on top of the mattress didn’t make it okay (I’ve slept on rocks, roots, and thorns and been comfortable…not tonight.)


Dinner was a couple of chicken sandwiches on the median of the PanAmerican.   I had to scoot my chair in while I ate in order to not get clipped by the motorcycle-taxis.   The food actually wasn’t all that bad, but being surrounded by all the noisy taxis and trucks screaming through town made it for an unhappy meal.
January 14th   Tambogrande – KM 130 Camp 80 miles


I can’t say I was sorry to get going early since I was sweating profusely in the room and the cool desert morning felt great compared to the sauna where we slept.   I don’t think I’ll ever be to complain about sleeping arrangements when I get back to the States…even the worst hotels would beat most of these places out for comfort.


We found a shortcut that would save us a day of riding, but it was 25 miles of dirt.  I’d call it a road, but many sections were literally nothing more than a dried creek bed and we had a few places where river crossings were compulsory.   We hadn’t eaten much other than some snacks to help us to the town on the other side of the shortcut, but it turned out to be farther than we expected.   We pulled into the first decent place we saw and had the decreasingly appetizing rice and chicken.   


I worked on my seat a little bit since the bumps had caused it to lower enough to be uncomfortable,  which apparently is quite a site to the locals.   I had probably a dozen people around me while I tightened the bolt.   From all the commotion, Erich forgot his camelback on the table but didn’t realize it until a few miles from town.

The heat was settling in and we found ourselves stopping at every shady spot we found, mainly because they were about 20 miles apart.   As the heat was getting to us, we found a little truck stop run by a couple of girls that were most entertaining.   Happy as could be, although they slept on a mattress in the back room and had no electricity.   The did have “cold” drinks, though which were in the shade instead of the sun.   We ate a little something, fried meat and rice, that resembled beef jerky.  


After waiting the heat out for about an hour, we got back on the bikes and headed to the next town to pick up some camp food, but found that the town was much less than we expected.   There was a restaurant, so we ate again, and then bought some things for the morning.


On our way out of town, we cycled through a funeral procession, but most people seemed much more interested in us than the event at hand.    Once we felt safe about being away from the masses and were sure that no one was watching, we ducked off into the trees and found an open spot to set camp.  Other than a few visits from a family of pigs and some other animal noises, we were uninterrupted.
