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Monday, November 12, 2001 (Zunzal, LL)

The border crossing was pretty smooth and uneventful.  At least it was not as exciting as crossing from Mexico into Guatemala.  Perhaps our anticipation and expectations had dulled this experience.  I don’t know.  We had no little kids our guides hounding us to show us the procedures.  It was rather nice.

Like the Mexico-Guatemala crossing, the Guatemala-El Salvador crossing was a bridge over a river—Paz River.  On the Guatemala side, we had to be checked out.  There was a $1.50 fee each and a new stamp in our passports.  We then had to go through a closed gate.  Rather unusual I thought.  Apparently this crossing didn’t have a lot of cars crossing.  The vehicles, mainly semi-trucks were parked in line on the bridge as though they were waiting for some kind of inspection.  We then headed over to migration.  We then crossed the bridge and then went through another closed gate.  From there we walked over to migration with our passports.  We had to pay $10 each for a tourist card.  It was pretty easy.  We left after taking a total of about 30 minutes for this procedure.

We did stop in La Hachadura (The El Salvador border town) to grab a bite to eat.  We were very hungry and it didn’t look like much else around.  The food was sketchy but we ate it anyway.  Nothing was fresh.  The food you picked from was mainly on a buffet table under a florescent lamp.  We stuck to the fried chicken and rice.   (It seemed to have sat well with us but we mainly picked at it

As Guatemala was different than Mexico, we have noticed a significant difference with El Salvador and Guatemala.  The people here seem to be taller and more European looking.  The people here do not seem to be as excited about gringo cyclists passing by, but I would like to comment that the women here are more talkative than the women in Guatemala.  They at least will acknowledge us and say hello back.  But for the most part, people are not coming out of their way to talk to us to figure us out.

Services are a little harder to come by.  There is not much catering to tourists.  Throughout most of the day, we have not seen any hotels and few restaurants.  We primarily stopped and ate groceries and snacks.

The riding day was a long one, although most of it was smooth.  The last 25 miles which was right on the Pacific coast, was windy with lots of hairpin turns with several hundred feet elevation differences.  Whereas we thought we could get a place to stay on the beach, early so we could swim and kick back on the beach for the afternoon, we barely found a place by dark.  We were both pretty grumpy and irritable too.

Dinner consisted of fried chicken and rice.  It seems to be the only option these days.  We stayed at a Hospedaje in the town of Zunzal, a small beach community about 10 kilometers west of La Libertad.  The accommodations are as typical as they have been.  A room with a shower and toilet down the hall.  There are a lot of big bugs and frogs here.  We paid about $4.50 for the room.  Although the Colon is the traditional currency for El Salvador, they recently switched over to the dollar.  They take both, apparently.  Many places don’t have enough change to break a $5.00 so we usually get change in both dollars and colones.  $1.00 is equal to €8.75 – a little tough to do in your head quickly, but so far we don’t think we’ve been taken advantage of.  It is rather nice to use dollars, though.  We don’t need to worry about getting rid of your local currency before leaving the country.

This area is popular with American surfers.  Apparently it is some of the best in the world.  The spot is kind of perfect too for surfer bums-- cheap accommodations, cheap food, and good waves.  Surfers come down and stay for months and live and breathe surfing. 

I would also like to add that this is the first time that we’ve been on the Pacific coast since we left San Diego in early September.  Looking at the map, we will be leaving it again tomorrow.

Tuesday, November 13, 2001 (Zacatecoluca, LP)

One of the big differences that I see between El Salvador and Mexico is that in El Salvador very few people are Catholic whereas in Mexico, 97% of the population is Catholic.  Here I’ve noticed Assembly of God, Baptist, Evangelical, Seventh Day Adventists, and Pentecostal Churches.  But it’s not the names that I find interesting is what I can hear as I cycle by -- the singing.

Back in an earlier life, when I was married, I attended church with my wife who was Catholic.  There was never any singing going on.  It was one of the biggest differences I noticed between the Lutheran Church which I was raised and the Catholic Church.  There were quite a few similarities, but the singing was one of the most apparent.  In the protestant and other churches that I’ve been seeing in Guatemala and El Salvador, I’ve heard organ music, guitar music, and congregational singing.  This is one of those subtle things that reminds me that the Latin American cultures are just as different from each other as they are from Alaska or the Lower 48.

Today’s ride was short.  We slept in some and left late.  We cycled as far as Zacatecaluca today, which was about 40 miles.  We are finding tourist services such as hotels, restaurants, etc are few and far between.  We took a room with AC, the first in about 2 weeks.  (TV with HBO was also a plus)  We also found a Dominos Pizza, which was needed.  It seems the past few days we’ve been finding it difficult to find a meal that was filling.  Needless to say, we slept well and ate well.  Tomorrow we plan to cycle 50 miles to the larger city of San Miguel, where depending upon the internet situation, we may take a day off.  Departing El Salvador will happen the day after.

Wednesday, November 14, 2001

According to “The Lonely Planet” many Salvadorans have been scattered around the globe.  It is estimated that as many as one-fourth of the population live outside the country, sending as much as $1.5 billion in earnings back home.  We have used US dollars for most of our transactions here in El Salvador.  We have also talked to many people who speak English well, told us that they worked in the US for various periods of time.

We rode today in to San Miguel.  It was a relatively easy ride, but longer than expected.  We decided not to take the day off -- the reason being that the city of San Miguel is not necessarily what we had anticipated.  Perhaps wartime habits still hold strong in El Salvador.  We read that “When the center shuts down, make sure that you are somewhere you want to be…”  In other words, at night, get indoors and stay there.  We did go out to a restaurant down the street to get some pop.  Things are quiet and shut down.

San Miguel, the third largest city in El Salvador, just seems to be another big city.  But this one has virtually nothing that we want to take a day off.

We plan to take off to the Honduras border in the morning after we do some emailing and sending in some data to the web master.

Friday, November 16, 2001 (Jicaro Galán, VA)

Yesterday we took a day off in San Miguel.  At first, we were thinking of pushing on – partly because it wasn’t a very appealing place, but then decided, it would be nice to have a break from the riding.  It had been 6 days since our last break so why not.  Besides, the hotel room had cable with all sorts of US television stations.  We also had air conditioning.  Both were good enough reasons to take a break.

The city was nice actually during the day.  At night, however, things shut down.  Our guidebook seemed to suggest it was not safe in the streets after dark.  Last night was somewhat spooky looking for a place to buy some drinks to go with our leftover Dominos pizza.  We couldn’t wait to get out of this town.  Now that we see it during the day, it’s not so bad.

Why isn’t safe after dark?  Some of the students may not realize that El Salvador was at civil war from 1980 until 1992.  Also since the war, poverty and crime has increased immensely.  So getting off the streets when the sun goes down is probably a smart idea.

I spent a good part of my day figuring out how to get on line.  We managed to talk an internet café into letting us hook up our laptop directly with their internet wiring.  If you remember, our floppy drive was shot and no computers in this town had a CD drive.  Earlier in the trip, I didn’t think it would be that easy to hook our laptop up directly, but one can just plug it in and the computer can figure everything else out – the type of connection, the IP address, etc.  The café people didn’t seem to mind that I was using my equipment rather than theirs because they were being paid by the hour.  Although the laptop has a faster process time than the other computers, the internet connection is still slow.  Sending the webmaster our latest data took over 3 hours.  Oh well at least this place is air-conditioned.

This morning we prepared ourselves to leave for the border.  Before we actually left, we hit the bank to cash some traveler’s checks, grabbed some snacks for the road, and filled up some water.  The ride was good, but we always seem to feel a little sluggish after taking a day off.  We left on highway CA-7 to Santa Rosa de Lima.  We then headed over to the border town of El Amatillo.

Crossing the border was relatively easy, but the process was a little hard to understand.  We first had to turn in our Tourist Cards on the El Salvadoran side of the bridge.  We then rode over to the Honduran side where we had to fill out a form, with name, occupation, citizenship, destination, passport number, etc.  Then the border official took that information and copied the information onto another form.  He then handed that form to me and told me to go across the street to another office.  Upon reaching that office, the man behind the counter there, took that form and typed up another form that had four carbon copies attached to it.  He then handed me that set of forms and told to go to the bank next door.  After reaching the bank next door, the man behind the counter there, typed some more on it, then tore them apart, placing two ink stamps on each.  He kept four of the copies and handed me the fifth.  After paying 20 lempira, I then had to take that form over to the original border official, who then handed me back my passport.  Attached to my passport is another piece of paper that needs to remain there until I leave Honduras.  So for me to cross the border, eight pieces of paper with the same info on it was used between three different agencies.  Can you imagine this process being used at the US border, where thousands of people cross daily?

There are some subtle differences between Honduras and El Salvador that I can see so far.  The kids here are little more assertive.  We’ve heard many cries of “Hey Gringo!”  (Each syllable pronounced as though it were two words)  This is a poorer country, but it seems to be cleaner (less trash) than El Salvador.  It is also less populated.  There is more open countryside here.

After crossing into Honduras, we ran across a man who was walking the highway, pushing a cart with some gear in it.  He had a rather large US flag attached and flying proudly over his gear.  Gary House was his name.  You can learn a little about him at www.walkingman.org.  He is walking around the world.  Currently he is working on his Guatemala City to Panama City route.  I guess he walks for 6 months, then flies home to work as a US park ranger in Arizona.  He is the first American that we met in Latin America that was doing a similar trip to ours.  Check out his site.

Dark happens much earlier than you would think here.  We’ve been traveling due east for some time now.  We’ve hardly been going south anymore.  Since Oaxaca, we’ve come close to 10 longitude degrees east, bringing us to W87°.  We’ve only gone 4 degrees south since then, bringing us to about N13°.  I mention this move eastward, because we haven’t changed any time zones since entering Mexico and it is getting lighter and darker much earlier.  We are on Central time.  Sun rises at 5:00 a.m.  Sun sets at 5:00 p.m.

I mention this because the last 45 minutes of riding today, we did in the dark.  It wasn’t fun because the traffic was thick.  It was a little frustrating because Brian and I didn’t necessarily agree as to which direction we should go to find town because we had each interpreted something different when we asked directions from a hotel owner that really didn’t want to rent us a room.  (He wanted to charge $25 US dollars for a room with one bed -- the place was a dump)  We found the junction town of Jicaro Galán about five miles down the road where they had a relatively cheap hospedaje.  They had a bucket shower and you had to flush the toilet with a shower.

If you look at our route, you may discover that our visit to Honduras will be a short one.  We should be reaching the Nicaragua border by the end of the next ride.

Saturday, November 17, 2001 (Somotillo, CH)

An interesting tidbit found in The Lonely Planet…

In 1969, Honduras and El Salvador had a brief war known as “The Football War.”  In the 50’s and 60’s, El Salvador’s severe overpopulation and economic crisis led to 300,000 Salvadorans illegally crossing the border into Honduras.  In 1969, 500 Salvadorans were sent back to El Salvador followed by 15,000 refugees claiming mistreatment at the hands of the Hondurans.

While this was going on, the two countries were competing in World Cup qualifying soccer matches.  At a game in San Salvador, visiting Honduran fans were attacked by home fans.  Retaliation occurred when Honduras evicted thousands more Salvadoran immigrants.  El Salvador closed its borders.  El Salvador invaded Honduran territory on July 14 and bombed Honduran Airports.

The war lasted only 100 hours, but the two countries were at odds for over a decade until a peace treaty was signed in 1980 when El Salvador erupted into civil war, sending fresh waves of refugees across the border into Honduras.

Every single bridge that we have crossed today was a temporary one because the original was washed out.  I wonder if this was due to the big hurricane back in the fall of 1998.  Brian and I cycled about 64 miles today across our remaining stretch of Honduras.  It was refreshing to see open-non developed countryside here in Honduras.  El Salvador was so crowded that it seemed as though every bit of land had been developed.  Honduras, though poorer, seemed prettier and less trashy.

We stopped for lunch at the city of Choluteca, the largest city that we had passed through in Honduras.  We reached the border town of Guausaule at about 4:30 expecting to find a room there so that we could cross into Nicaragua early in the morning.

Unfortunately, there were absolutely no accommodations there whatsoever.  We then had to cross the border.  We were quite lucky because the border closed at 5:00 p.m. so if we were much later, we would have had to back track some to find a place to camp.

Thanks to some mailing list emails we received from some other cyclists on www.bicycletheamericas.com, we knew the crossing was not going to be easy so we sought out a tourist guide to help us cross.  Sure enough, we had to purchase a visa, which cost each of us $7 US.  We also had to obtain a bond for our bicycles.  We were under the impression that it was going to cost us some too, but it was free.  Perhaps our guide talked him into letting us through with the bikes free.  We’re not sure why we didn’t have to pay, but we obviously didn’t want to question it at the time.  (For those of you reading this and cycling through, you may want to bring the receipt for your bike with you as we did.  It helped things go very smoothly.  If not, know where the serial number of your bike is located.  You can probably get by.)  I also want to add that as we cycled out of town, we were checked to make sure we were carrying a copy of the bicycle bond with us.

We cycled a few miles away from the border to a small town called Somotillo.  We took the first accommodations that we ran across.  Although things had gotten pricier when we entered Honduras, they seemed to have gotten cheap again as we cross into Nicaragua.  Our room cost us 80 Cordovas ($6.00 US).  We had a great chicken dinner for 35 Cordovas ($2.80 US).  What a deal!

Sunday, November 18, 2001 (Leon, LE)

Our first day in Nicaragua had been a little different from usual.  For starters, the quality of the road was unlike any that we’ve encountered for some time.  It was bad.  The traffic was light enough that we could ride side by side for most of the morning.  However, we also were dodging potholes.

The second difference was the fact that we would run across an occasional roadblock set up by kids who tried to extort money from us.  We had read about this on a past website that another cyclist had set up.  The idea is this…  The would-be thief has a rope lying across the road.  When the cyclist approaches, the rope is pulled tight so you can’t pass.  The thief tries to beg for or grab for whatever he or she can get.  The good thing about our experiences today, was that we were just little kids we were passing.  They always moved out of our way.

We did have one instance though where a little girl had grabbed Brian’s flags and ran off with them.  She and her sister had been working the roadblock.  Her father was off to the side of the road.  We noticed Brian’s flags were gone 50 yards or so down the road.  We turned back to retrieve them.  I think it frightened the little girl to see us come back.  She began to run as I sternly told her to give back our banderas.  She threw them down.  I didn’t feel much like getting off the bike.  Therefore, I told her to put it in my hand.  It was then her father told her to get the flag and put it in my hand.  He then looked at me and asked for forgiveness.  I told him that there wasn’t a problem.

Our next strategy was to ride side by side through these with one foot up as though we were going to kick the thief.  We did not run across anymore so we could not try our plan.

It was a hot one today.  The sun seemed so direct and intense.  Our nights have been hot and muggy too.  Air-conditioned rooms are quite expensive for our budget so we’ve been suffering through the evenings.  Mornings are quite nice though until about 9:00 am.

Other than the roadblock incidents, Nicaragua has been quite a good experience.  The area we are traveling in is referred to as “the Pacific Lowlands.”  It is a very pretty, but not jungle like the one we have been traveling through previously.

Tonight we are in the old city of Leon.  It is one of the first cities settled by the Spanish (1529) shortly after Columbus’ arrival.

Monday, November 19, 2001 (Managua, MA)

Although it was a bit cooler today, I didn’t have a good day.  I overslept some.  I also had some stomach problems, I’m sure stemmed from the burger that I had the night before.  We had a hell of a headwind, which had blown against us all afternoon.

We stopped often today.  I think Brian was feeling a little sluggish as well.  It was as though we couldn’t wait to see the next gas station where we could sit down to a nice cold bottle of pop.  In both Nicaragua and Honduras, we have discovered the new Texaco stations with the Food Mart with all sorts of fast food available.  Two reasons we look forward to them is that they are air-conditioned and have tables inside to sit, but the food is a little pricier than the pulperias with the outdoor seating.  We did not find any Food Marts today, so we ended up eating some old bistec (beef) with gallo pinto (a Nicaraguan combination of rice and beans).

We were chased by some kids again at a little road block again.  I actually enjoy these.  It makes for good fun.  At a few intersections in the cities sometimes kids climb on our trailers as though they would like a ride, which is kind of a pain, but a stern voice does wonders.  I’m sure it doesn’t do our hidden laptop any good either when the extra 50 lbs is piled on.

Our route took us south on highway 12, then through the city of La Paz Centro on highway 28.  We hugged the shore of Lago de Managua, and then climbed over a small pass where we dropped into the city of Managua, Nicaragua’s capital of 1 million + people.  It is about 20% of the country’s population.  Originally I was hoping to avoid Managua, because I hate cycling through large cities, but we wanted to go to Granada and by heading this way will save us about 25 miles of cycling.

Looking for a hotel can be frustrating too, when you are cranky and daylight is burning.  We cycled on the main road into town thinking we would take the first hotel that we would run across.  We cycled almost through the whole city and didn’t see a thing.  We ended up in a bad part of town as well.  We ended up getting out the guidebook, asking directions and discovered we had cycled just a few blocks from the touristy area where all the backpackers stay.  We backtracked and made it into that area of Managua with the backpacker hotels.  It’s rather strange that we have seen more Americans in Nicaragua than in all of the other Latin American countries that we have visited.

An interesting fact about Nicaragua is that over half the population is under the age of 25 years old.  Forty-one percent is under the age of 15.  Our guidebook didn’t elaborate as to why, but I suspect that the recent civil war may have had some impact here.  In addition, we’ve been told that there is no such thing as a Nicaraguan who has no interest in politics.  We have seen so many political posters and banners in this country – more so than any other we’ve been in.

Tuesday, November 20, 2001(Granada, GR)

Although our pace is not as extreme as it was during our first part of the trip, I think we are in need of another long break soon.  When we took our first major break in southern California, I remember having quite a few aches and pains.  We had completed about 4400 miles in 2 months and 10 days.  Now after completing an additional 3600 miles in about the same amount of time, I feel just fatigued rather than achy.  

I’ve been noticing a change in physique as I am losing upper body mass considerably.  We still have the problem of not getting enough to eat it seems.  Unlike America, most countries don’t embrace the all-you-can-eat café.  We have discovered the occasional pizza place, which seems to help our plight dilemma but of course, there is the added cost.

We are looking forward to taking some time off of the bikes in Costa Rica, basing ourselves in San Jose, the capital, while we bus around hit various places around the country.  We have been set up with a friend of a friend of Brian’s mother who works at the American Embassy in San Jose.

Today we reached one of the oldest European settlements in the New World.  What a refreshing breath of fresh air.  Granada is a beautiful city that was needed in our itinerary.  It is the nicest place that we have come across since Antigua, Guatemala.  We have decided to take a few days to relax here.  We have checked into a guesthouse called “The Bearded Monkey” near the city center.  It seems to be a happening spot with lots of backpackers from all over the world.

The accommodations are dormitory style, which doesn’t give much privacy, but with our cycling schedule, I can sleep pretty much through anything.  Tonight I hung out with some Dutch people who were traveling by car.  They had purchased it in Alaska and have been doing the same trip we are, but by car.  They left Anchorage around the same time we started the trip and drove up to Prudhoe Bay.  I’m not sure when they plan on ending their trip, but they are having car problems right now and plan on selling their vehicle and continuing by bus.  In addition, I guess it costs several hundred dollars to take a vehicle into Costa Rica, so I think they want to save a little money.

I was in Granada 4 years ago and it has really changed.  It is so much livelier now.  I remember not seeing too many people around.  At night things just closed up.  No one was out after dark.  Now, there are so many new restaurants, internet cafes, street vendors, nightclubs.  It’s quite different.

Tomorrow we will take a day off.  The next day we will take a short ride to Rivas, where we will catch a boat over to Isla de Ometepe in Lago de Nicaragua.  We plan to take a day there relaxing as well.  After that, we will spend about 3 to 4 days on route to San Jose.

Thursday, November 22, 2001 (Moyagalpa, Isla Ometepe, RV)

I find Nicaraguan history a little intriguing, the United States has had such an impact on the development of this country in its history, both is recent times and in the not so recent times.  Nicaragua was a place where many countries were interested in building a canal connecting the Pacific and the Atlantic.

Politics and choosing sides seems to be a way of life here in Nicaragua.  There is no such thing as a Nicaraguan without a viewpoint of their politics.  There are two main groups struggling for power – the liberals that are based in Leon, who historically wanted independence from Spain and the church, and the conservatives, based in Granada who still wanted the ties to Spain and Catholicism.  The strive for power was so intense at one time that a compromise was to move the capitol to a sleepy little village of Managua where it had been bouncing between Leon and Granada prior to that.

One particular interesting event occurred back in the early 1850’s when an American from Tennessee named William Walker and his 56 followers attempted to take over Central America.  Invited by the Liberals of Leon, he prevailed and declared himself President.  He introduced slavery, declared English as the official language, and took out a large loan using the territory as collateral.

After Nicaragua, he attempted to take over the rest of Central America.  The remaining countries, backed by some American companies that were ousted out of Nicaragua, united to drive Walker out, which they did.  After a few more attempts to take over in the next decade, he was captured by the British Navy, who turned him over to the Honduran authorities.  He was executed by firing squad.

Today we arrive at the largest town, Moyagalpa, on the Island Ometepe.  Ometepe is located on Lago de Nicaragua on the western side of the lake.  The island is actually two volcanoes.  The word Ometepe is a native word in the Nahuatl language that means “between two hills.”  These volcanoes are two perfect cones that rise out of the water and the cooled lava that flowed from them connect them making an isthmus.  The larger and still active volcano is called Concepcíon (1610 meters – 5282 feet).  The smaller one is called Madera (1354 meters – 4442 feet) is located just south of Concepcíon.  The road around these islands is about 40 miles long.

Tourism really has not hit here like most of Nicaragua.  Mainly we’ve seen European backpackers but not a lot of them.  There are only two other foreigners that we can see in town and there are several cheap hotels.  Tomorrow we plan to leave our bikes here at the hotel and take a bus around the island to check things out.

A little boy met us at the port when we got off the boat and had hung out with us for the afternoon.  He was about 8 years old and very ambitious.  He watched our bikes; he unloaded our gear and brought them into our room.  He was very curious about our cameras, GPS and other gadgets.  When he finally left, he was tipped with a little money and my old banana to wear as a hat.  He seemed very hardworking and earnest.

Tonight I plan to get a lot of sleep.  Even though we took a day in Granada, it was a happening spot and left very little room for a good nights sleep.  This island seems to be a sleepy one with lots of room for relaxation.

