ErichJournal09
Saturday, November 03, 2001 (San Rafael de Pie de la Cuesta, SM)

The differences that we see between Guatemala and Mexico are about as extreme as the differences between Mexico and the United States.  It was a slow going day for two reasons… one was because of the incredibly steep grade – the other was because we had to stop and check out all of the little things that we’ve seen along the way.

Today I woke up earlier than Brian and left to get some errands done before we took off.  In the past, whenever we have tried to exchange money, the exchange houses (Casa de Cambio) would seldom take coins – only cash.  So I left to buy some things such as sun block, Pepto-Bismol, snacks, chain cleaner, etc. at a nearby supermarket.  So after depleting myself of coins, I discovered that the cash only policy was not the case at all.  They preferred enough pesos so that they didn’t need to give coins in the Guatemalan currency (Quetzales) (pronounced ket-SALL-es).  So I could have used my change in Pesos to obtain a round even number of Quetzales.  Oh well.  I ended up with some pesos in the end anyway.

We took off after a great breakfast and the money exchange house, heading for the Guatemala Border, which was about 10 miles away.  That’s when the adventure began.

There are these “tourist guides” at the border, who, for a tip, will assist you in the nightmare of getting into the next country without any hassle.  This is especially true if your Spanish language skills are not up to par – such is the case with Brian and me.  I had gone this route the last time I traveled Central America, so I knew that this was the way to go. (See pic 941-943)

Several of these guides hung out around our bikes.  We still were not sure of the procedure, but left it in the hands of two particular guides.  The first thing we discovered is that Mexico has a fee of 185 pesos per person that must be paid for at a bank during your stay in Mexico.  We did not know this, but after we read our visas, we saw that it was true.  The problem with this was that the closest bank was back in Tapachula and it was also a Saturday.  The Guatemalan officials would not let us in to Guatemala without the stamp in the passport from Mexico.

“No problem,” the guide said.  “You pay me.  I’ll pay it to the Mexican border official as sort of a soborno.” (bribe or tip)  Reluctantly, we did this.  The two young men disappeared with our passports and returned with the proper stamps in them.  

The next thing we needed to do was pay a 10 quetzales fee each to get in to Guatemala.  We walked our bikes through the Mexico entry port and walked across the bridge to the Guatemalan port of entry.  There we paid the 20 quetzales to our guides.  Again they disappeared for a while.  They returned this time and said the border official wanted $100 quetzales each for our bikes.  

It was then that Brian said not to pay this one.  I guess we were a little overwhelmed and needed time to think.  We did not want to be taken advantage of, but on the other hand, we needed to get in to Guatemala.  We told the guides that we wanted to see the border official.  We started to walk ahead with the bikes.  At the gate, the young guides walked to the official and talked to him.  He returned and said that he wanted $50 quetzales each.  This time we paid.

We were escorted through the people and in to the town of El Carmen, Guatemala.  (see pics 944-945)  Our passports were stamped with both Guatemala and Mexico stamps.  I tipped the guides a total of $3.  Brian was going to as well, but they were a little angry at the small amount and walked off.

We still were wondering if we had done the right thing with the various fees.  We were convinced that the $100 extra quetzals probably went in the pockets of the guides, but we could not be sure.  Oh well.  It was only $12.00 US.

We cycled slowly for most of the day.  There are so many differences between Mexico and Guatemala.  We saw Texaco and Esso stations.  (Mexico has one government monopolized gas station – Pemex.)  Many of the structures were made of wood rather than adobe or concrete.  There also seemed to be so many more people walking the streets – waving, cheering us on.  At our first police check point, the officer kept shaking our hands.  I guess he was pretty impressed with us.

We cycled through the small towns of Malacatan and San Pablo.  We were also climbing.  In Tapachula, we were at about 500 feet elevation.  By the time we stopped we were at 3300 feet.  It was slow going.  There were lots of ups and downs.  The humidity was killing me.  Many of the local men were wearing no shirts.  The women, light dresses.  Many did not wear shoes.

There were many people hauling wood, bananas, coconuts on their backs.  We passed by people out working on their cars.  We passed by many kids swimming naked in the rivers.  We passed by many women doing their laundry in the river and drying it on the rocks on shore.  We passed by two different outdoor wedding receptions.  Although the highway we were on was rural, it was hardly void of people. (see pics – 946 – 952)

A van from Canada stopped because they had seen my Canadian flag waving behind the bike.  A man and his wife, Larry & Elaine Parker, were driving from Canada to Argentina in a van.  They gave us a card and their website…  (see pics 953-954)  www.parkersgreatadventure.com  

We stopped for a bit at the top of one steep climb, when a woman came out from her comedida and gave us some water.  (She said it was purified.  So far, no repercussions)  I decided to grab a bite to eat at that point -- some steak, rice, beans, incredible thick corn tortillas and a coke for $15 quetzales (about $2.00 US).

The price difference between here and Mexico was a big shocker.  Things seemed to be so ridiculously inexpensive here in comparison.

At the comedida, we noticed two raccoon animals tied up on a perch (see pics 955- 957).  Can anyone tell us the name of this creature?

We took rooms at a pension up the road in a small town of San Rafael.  One room had two beds, no bathroom.  Another room had one bed and a bathroom.  Each was $15 quetzales.  There was no question about it with prices this low.  We took both rooms so we could secure our things as well.

We walked downtown in the evening to get something to eat.  There was a big music show happening in the town community center—most likely a school music concert.  There were hundreds of people in the street.  We had some chicken tacos at a small counter comedida on the street  -- 8 tacos and two Pepsis for $25 quetzales.  What a deal!

Sunday, November 04, 2001 (Quezaltenango, QZ)

Our most challenging climbs yet had happened today.  Yesterday we were at 500 feet elevation.  Today we reached 9850 feet elevation.  It took us three hours to climb a 5000 foot single climb in 11 miles. ( I would compare this to trying to cycle up the Bright Angel Trail at the Grand Canyon)  It was a slow going day.  We passed by the highest volcano in Central America, Volcán Tajumulco (4220 m – 13845 ft). (see pic 959)   We passed by many coffee plants growing along the roadside.  (see pics 960-961)

In the morning it was hot and muggy.  Our clothes were drenched with sweat.  By the time we neared the top, we were up in the clouds.  It was cool in the 50’s and raining a misty rain on us. (see pics 962-966)

I believe we have a larger fan club here in Guatemala than in Mexico.  There are so many people that are waving to us, giving us a thumbs up, or pulling us over to visit for a while.  It is incredibly flattering to say the least.  Many would also shake and wave their hands as though they had touched the stove when it was hot.  I wonder if they think we are too hot to handle.

We stopped for lunch in the city of San Marcos.  We had left at about 8:00 a.m.  By 1:30 we had only gone 13 miles.  We were doubtful about making 50 miles today.  After we left San Marcos, we continued to climb to the 9800 feet at the small town of Buena Vista.  During the ride up, Brian and I were discovering the art of “hootching a ride.”  Occasionally we could get away with grabbing on to the back of large slow moving vehicle and letting them pull us up the steep parts.  Most of the locals that were doing it.  Pedestrians would jump on.  Cyclists would grab on and be pulled.  Brian did it a couple of times.  I did it once and the truck pulled me up about a kilometer of road.  When in Rome…

At 4:30 p.m. we had gone 30 miles.  Darkness would come by 6:00 p.m.  We were at the top of the pass at Buena Vista.  After seeing the huge downhill ahead of us, we realized we could probably make it to Quezaltanango (Xela) before dark.  We completed the next 17 miles in about an hour.  Pretty amazing since it took us several hours to complete the first 13 miles of the day’s ride.

It’s the first hot shower that we had in 6 days.  We have really come to appreciate these simple things in life.

Wednesday, November 07, 2001

The pace has slowed.  We fell in love with this incredible country.  We took a day off in Xela to relax and get laundry done.  We spent the day mainly sitting in coffee houses, roaming around El Centro, and just basically hanging out. (See pic 969-974) We found that Xela (Xela is what Quezaltanango is known in Mayan) is more of a local city than a tourist city, so prices were fair.  We stayed at a guest house near the center named Casa Kaehler (See pics 975 and 968)

We left the next day (Tuesday) and began toward Lago de Atitlán.  Two significant events occurred which made our riding day an enjoyable one.  They both eased the pain of a long cycle ride.

The first one had to do with a supposed 12,000 foot pass we were to climb.  On the map that I bought, there is a marker on the map that stated that this was the highest point on the Pan American highway ( 3670 m – 12000 ft)).  Since Xela was at 7700 feet, we were anticipating another slow going day where we would get in late.

It turned out that the 12000 foot pass was a typographical error on the map.  Before we realized it, we were on the top.  We hardly noticed the climb which was to 9900 feet.

The other had to do with a shortcut that we were considering which would have cut off about 10 miles, but we later dropped the idea.  We arrived at the junction for the turnoff.  We decided to add the adventure of the shortcut, even though many of the shortcuts we have taken have been long and painful.  The shortcut turned off the Pan-American highway and routed us through the small villages of Santa Lucía and Chacayá, meeting the NC-1 at Sololá.

As we cycled a few downhill miles through Sta. Lucía a teenaged boy rode by us on his bicycle and stopped us.  He told us that we were taking the wrong road if we were going to San Pedro on the lake.  We told him we were not going to San Pedro, but were trying to get to Sololá on this road.  He told us then that this road did not go all the way through.  I showed him our map and he insisted over and over that it was impossible.

We weren’t sure what to do here.  In the back of my mind, I remember a passage that I read in the guidebook about Latin American men, when asked for directions.  It basically stated that a male would lie rather than admit he doesn’t know.  We had found this the case often when asking for cheap hotels and asking for directions to a Laundromat.  It is actually amazing how many wrong false directions we had been given over the past 43 days.

So I thought about this information.  We had corrected this young man when we told him that we were not going to San Pedro.  Does he actually not know if this road goes to Sololá, and he is just sticking to his guns?  If we were to backtrack and go around the main road, it would another 22 miles easy to Sololá.  The GPS stated that we were currently 6 miles as the crow files.  Brian wanted to go for it.  I did too.  We thanked the young man for his time and moved on.  I don’t know.  Maybe he wanted some quetzales for his information.  We’ll never know.  We cycled on.  The road then turned to dirt.

As it turned out, it was a very beautiful, mainly downhill route to Sololá.  It was worth the risk as we saw so many local people and houses off of the main road.  We were wondering if we were the first foreign cyclists to take this route.  One time we passed by some Mayan women, dressed in their native garb that were washing themselves in a creek.  They seemed very excited as we passed and wanted to flirt with us.  One woman though, of the four, told us to move on.  She did not want us around.  The other three however, were flirting like crazy.  We did move on.

From Sololá, we could see the drop into Lago de Atitlán.  The lago is actually a caldera “collapsed volcano” which is filled with water.  It is as deep as 320 meters.  The shore line is also 1600 feet down from the surrounding canyon walls.  It was an incredible descent.  The photo opportunities were great.  The lake is surrounded by four volcanoes – (San Pedro – 3020 m, Sta. Clara – 2450 m, Tolimán – 3158m, and Atitlán – 3547 m)

We spent the next few days in the coastal town of Panajachel, Pana for short.  (It is also called Gringotanango because the large quantity of foreigners there).  There are lots of cheap rooms, meals, and plenty of trinket and tourist shops.  Definitely we are having a few more relaxing days.  

I currently have a cold and sore throat that I am trying to nurse away.  Brian is catching up on his journal and is also doing some shopping.

Tomorrow we plan to cycle out of the caldera, arriving in Antigua by nightfall.  Perhaps we will take another day off there.

Thursday, November 08, 2001 (Antigua Guatemala, SA)

The countryside here will never cease to amaze me.  The topography is so unique.  The elevation change between the coastal areas which is just 100 miles from here at best is phenomenal.  The people here haul things on their backs and heads, where as the people in Mexico haul things by horse or burro.  I sometimes wonder if Guatemalans think that people with horses or burros are rich.  Seeing both young and old haul things up these steep grade roads on their backs makes me wonder what kind of awesome shape the people are here.  

Today we cycled out of the big bowl of Lago de Atitlán.  We took the old highway which was windier than but not as steep as the one we came down.  The climb out was not that bad.  It was about 1800 feet  spread out over 10 miles.  We reached the small village of Godinez at the top.  There was a narrow canyon that dropped 1000 feet that we were not expecting.  So down the 1000 foot canyon we went.  We crossed the tiny bridge at the bottom.  Up the 1000 foot canyon on the other side we climbed.  It was slow going.

Things in the smaller towns are considerably cheaper than the cities, however the services are not prepared for the people who may be passing through.  There are not many restaurants off the beaten path.  We have discovered that on many of our riding days we had to eat snacks and bread that we could buy in the tiendas along the way, which were not well stocked to say the least.

As we hit the junction with the Pan American Highway again at the city of Patzicía, we found a taco stand which the Mayan man running the place was cooking some very delicious steak meat while his wife and daughter were making some fresh corn tortillas inside the booth.  For about $1.30, (10 quetzales) I got three tortillas topped with three small steak pieces, fried onions and beans, with a bottle of coke.  What a deal!  In the cities I think we would have paid $4.00 or more.

Similar to our ride a few days ago, it had taken most of the day to ride the 25 miles to this point which was about 4 hours.  The last 25 miles we rode in 2 hours.  It was pretty much a downhill ride to Antigua, but the traffic was thick making it not as enjoyable.  We got into town early, found lodging, and went out to a chicken dinner.

Antigua to me is not as charming as Xela or Pana.  There is a definite European upper crust here that the town seems to cater too.  Things are expensive.  All the shops seem to have the same things in them.  All of the buildings along the cobblestone streets are painted soft earth-tone colors.  Not many taco stands along the streets.  It was tough finding a restaurant that was in our budget.  We did manage to find a bike shop that was rather well equipped.

Antigua, founded in 1543 was the colonial capital for 233 years.  After an earthquake in 1773, the capital was transferred to Guatemala City where it lies today.  The city was rebuilt in the 17th and 18th centuries becoming a rich Spanish outpost, giving it a rich colonial look to it.  It is situated between three volcanoes (Volcán de Agua, Volcán de Acatenango, and Volcán de Fuego)  Our map lists the last one as active but the guidebook lists it as inactive.  Huh!  Another close volcano which seems to be active is Pacaya.  I believe this is the volcano to where we plan to take a bus tour.

I was in Antigua 4 years ago when I was backpacking with my friends Scott Majetich and Ty Mase.  We had spent a day here as well.  Cycling in to this city is so different from flying in.  Flying in made this place seem so foreign and far away.  Cycling in makes it seem closer to home than it may actually be.   It may sound kind of crazy, but cycling the Americas is making me realize how small this world actually is.

Friday, November 09, 2001 (Antigua Guatemala, SA)

Today we took the tour of Pacaya as planned.  At first we thought that it was going to be a comfortable van ride to a national park.  We stop at a good close lookout.  We may hike a little and get a good view.”

This was not the case.  We actually climbed to the top of the active volcano which was 8373 feet tall.  It was about a 3 hour hike to the top and about an hour down.

After some kilometers through the jungle trail, we came up to the base of volcano, which had no vegetation growing at all.  The terrain was now just broken bits of old lava flow.  The climb was steep.  Sometimes you needed all fours to get going.  The winds were fierce above the trees.  

I didn’t have a jacket so I had to borrow one from a Dutch woman who brought an extra one.  It was nuts.  I don’t think anyone else in the group was quite expecting this as well.  Some were very out of breath because of the 1500 foot in elevation climb.  There were several other tours happening too, so the trail as we approached the top was pretty crowded.  The winds were about 50 mph toward the top, so it was hard to hike up the steep grade without getting blown off the trail.

Up top, though, the volcano was really smoking.  You really couldn’t see inside.  Occasionally you could smell the heat as the wind shifted.  The sun was hidden behind the smoke bellowing out the top.  The ground was kind of warm.  If you dug into the earth and held the rocks, they kept your hands quite toasty.  Some were too hot to handle.

This was not a wimpy little tour like we had thought.  I wonder if the scalper that sold us the tickets in the street were just looking for fit people to take this tour.  I can’t see this being for the typical tourist visiting Antigua.

Afterward, we climbed down the same trail. It was dark by the time we reached the trail through the jungle.  Brian and I each brought our headlamps, but no one else did.  So we ended up being trail guides for the other 9 members in our group.  Basically we all stumbled in the dark through the park back to the vans.

It was quite a combination.  There were 2 women and a man from Holland.  There were 2 German men.  There was one woman from Japan.  There were 3 from Whistler, British Columbia, Canada.  Then there was Brian and I from Alaska, USA.  We laughed and told jokes all the way down.  

Afterward we decided to meet up and have dinner at the Rainbow Bar and Restaurant.  The three Canadians and one Dutch woman met us.  The three Canadians (Andrew, Colby and Chris were pretty funny.  We never did really get the Dutch woman’s name.  She was pretty elusive.  The other 5 I think were too tired to meet us.

All and all, it was a great time in Antigua – one that we will remember for a long time. (See pics 1012-1017)

Saturday, November 10, 2001 (Esquintla, ES)

The day’s events could have been tragic.

Brian took a spill on his bicycle coming down off of the ridge from Antigua.  He was scraped up pretty good.  He also hit his head because his helmet was cracked some (he also cracked it when he took a spill in California) He broke his back wheel.  It was bent and cracked such that it was impossible to ride.

I had been breaking going down and didn’t arrive on the scene until a few minutes later.  The highway was new and smooth so I could see the temptation.  The new road however ended with a detour and some large rocks crossing the new road and a sign pointing to a dirt road to the left.  I estimate that he was doing about 50 mph by the time he had noticed for and began to break.  His speed, none the less, was too much for him and his bike to handle the edge of the road and he went flying.

When I arrived, we were standing in the road.  There were a few other car drivers there looking with curiousity.  I saw that his shirt was torn at his shoulder and sleeve scraped.  His arm and leg on the same side had scrapes that were bleeding.  I asked him if he was alright – not sure what had happened.  That’s when I noticed his bike.

I dug out the first aide kit.  Other than getting some cold medicine, it is the first it has been used in a long time.  I was getting ready to start cleaning his wounds with some antiseptic wipes and some Neosporin, when a vehicle pulled up with bright white letters painted on the side Bomberos Municipal.  It was the city fire department.  The basically asked me to step aside as they took over.  This was great.  I had such a sense of relief.

I then got out the video camera and still camera while this was going on.

After about 10 minutes or so, the Bomberos got back in their vehicle and left.  There we were sitting on the side of the road, scraped but clean Brian, myself, and the two bikes – one not being rideable.  I thought “Is that it?  No ride to the hospital?”

The next town, Esquintla, was about 6 miles away.  Brian then mentioned he didn’t remember what happened.  (He later mentioned he didn’t remember the Bomberas arriving).  We needed to get to town.  Brian was pretty insistent other than the scrapes and being a little shaken up that he was OK.

After about 10 more minutes a small pickup pulled up.  We asked if Brian could get a ride in to town with his bike.  We loaded his bike in.  Brian climbed in.  We said we would meet at a bike shop in town.  Some spectators stated there was one in town.

There wasn’t room for me, so I cycled in.

Along the way I had some mixed emotions – fear, frustration, anger.  I was wondering if Brian had a concussion.  He had been pretty sure of himself when he said he did not need a visit to a hospital.  The bomberas obviously didn’t think it was serious due to their abrupt departure.  I’ve always been pretty good about considering our goal and considering us as a team.  I get a little frustrated when these goals aren’t considered when these daredevil stunts are attempted.  This event could have easily ended our trip with an end that I don’t think I could easily live with the rest of my life.

I am, however, 36 years old –not 21.  Brian seems to enjoy high speed runs down these highways.  I’ve stressed a few times to slow it down.  Perhaps this one will help him see it.

After I arrived in the town, I realized it was a city of about 100,000.  Finding Brian was not going to be easy.  After some riding around in the center of the city and asking around, I discovered two bike shops.  I located one and asked for el otro gringo.  ¡No hay!  I cycled to the other.  He was not there as well.  I decided to wait a while.  I was wondering what could have happened to Brian.  He may have decided after all to get checked out by a doctor.  After about 30 minutes, I left to find a clinic or hospital.  I rode around asking.  What if they didn’t take Brian here at all?  My mind was starting to discover all sorts of possibilities.  It was then I decided to find a police officer.

The police were quite helpful and very friendly.  My Spanish seemed to be getting better such that there was not much of a problem communicating my dilemma.  They had radioed other police officers around the city.  I had ridden in the back of a patrol car as we looked for Brian.  He apparently was not at a clinic or hospital.  I did notice several other “hole in the wall” bike shops in town too.

Brian was found at a bike shop a few blocks away from the police station.  Someone had discovered him there and brought him over to the police station.  I arrived on the scene a little later.  After clearing up much of the confusion we thanked the police for their help and were on our way.

Brian’s hub and cassette were ok.  He had a new wheel and rim built within about 45 minutes.  The total cost was 120Q (about $15).  What a deal.

Needless to say we spent the night in a hotel in Esquintla.  It was quite a scare -- another adventure along the way – another event to write home about.  It helped me really appreciate the people, law enforcement, and fire department here in Guatemala.  I feel a little safer traveling.

Sunday, November 11, 2001 (Ciudad Pedro de Alvarado, JU)

It was the first day of a many mile ride we’ve had in over a week.  It was rather uneventful.  Services were few and far between.  We left town without eating today, which may have been a mistake.  We saw no restaurants for the next 37 miles.  Although there were a significant amount of tiendas, the stuff they had to offer was far from nourishing nor filling.

It is hot and muggy today.  A common sight was seeing the rivers along the road side filled with people swimming.  I think they have the right idea.  The bugs aren’t too bad.  Prices have dropped today.

Our destination today is a border town called Ciudad Pedro de Alvarado.  Not much here but a main street with little restaurants and bars.  There were two hotels.  We picked the cheaper looking one of the two.  We were running out of Quetzales, so it was the right option.  We did save enough for a wonderful bistec dinner.  It was cooked in a little garlic with onions and tomatoes.  Of course it came with the typical veggies, rice, and lots of those thick tortillas.

Tomorrow we leave Guatemala for good and enter El Salvador.  According to The Lonely Planet, El Salvador is noted to be the smallest of the Central American countries – about the size of Massachusetts.  Its population is just over 6,000,000.  The country is considered an ecological mess compared to the other Central American countries.  They were also at civil war, which recently ended in 1992.  During this 12 year war an estimated 75,000 people were killed.

Brian and I realize that we will need to keep on our toes to make sure we remain safe and not get robbed.

