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Thursday, December 27, 2001 (Quito, Pinchicha)

I stood some ground today.  At times recently, I have felt taken advantage of and I would let it slide because of the slight language barrier, not wanting to confront.

Today I decided not to take it anymore.  The cabby we had hired to take us and the bikes to the airport showed up without the van as he had originally agreed to, but had a bike rack instead.  We thought we would try it anyway.  The bikes were packed at a bike shop at the bus terminal so we could not say for sure whether it was going to fit or not.  Well it did not work.  There were four boxes for the cycles and gear instead of the three, which we originally thought.  Therefore, I guess it was partially our fault for underestimating our luggage amount and partially the cabby’s for not getting the van as he had said he was going to do.  We were paying him a fee of $10 per hour.  We struggled for about a half-hour trying to tie the four bike boxes to his Nissan Maxima.  The heat was sweltering and the humidity was drenching our clothes.  We finally concluded that we needed either to get another taxi or make two trips to the airport.  Our cabby called another cab to help.  We loaded the boxes up without negotiating a new deal.  After we got going, the other cabby wanted $20.00.  We already had our cab for about $20.00 with another $10 to go.  We should have negotiated a price first, but didn't.  I complained a bit to the first cabby.  He came down $10.00.

The other time we stood our ground was at the airport ticket counter.  We were informed by the airlines the night before that we would be charged extra for each kilogram over our maximum weight for luggage.  There was not flat fee for bikes.  Therefore, for convenience, we packed most of our gear with the bikes.  There were a total of four bike boxes, two BOB trailer bags, and two carryons.  Well when we got to the airport, the ticket agent told us it would be $50.00 for each bike box ($200.00 total).  I complained to a different agent.  I told him about our phone conversation with Copa Airlines the night before.  I also told him we would have packed our bags much differently if we had been given the correct information.  The result was a total of $80.00 for the two bikes.

Getting away from my complaining about money (which seems to be my main topic these days) our cab driver took us to see some of the canal locks operating in progress.  We saw the Miraflores Locks as two ships passed through the Canal.  The Miraflores Locks is one of three sets that ships pass through during their 8 to 10 hours process.  These locks help raise the ships up to about 26 meters above sea level, and then back down again to the opposite shore.  Miraflores Locks are the closest set to the Pacific side of the Canal.  (see pics 1432-1439)

Here are some interesting facts about the Canal.  During fiscal year 2000, 13,653 ships transited the waterway.  These vessels transported 193.7 million tons of cargo and paid $574,227,659 million in tolls.  The most expensive was paid by the cruise ship Radiance of the Seas, which paid $202,176.76 in 2001.  The lowest toll in Canal history was paid by Richard Halliburton, who paid 36¢ to swim across the Canal in 1928.  It took him 10 days to complete it.  For more info about the canal, the Panama Canal Authority has a website www.pancanal.com.  Check it out.

Last night we had discovered, (however earlier suspected) that we checked in to the wrong hotel.  There are two Country Inns in Panama City.  Our reservations were at the one down town, but they gave us directions to the other on our email reservation reply.  It worked out well because the hotel that we stayed in was considerably more expensive than the other was.  The difference was taken care of by the hotel management.  In addition, about 8 hours of internet use did not end up on the bill as well.  Merry Christmas to us.  A special thanks to Brian’s Parents, Don and Judy Dwiggins, for picking up the room tab.  What a relaxing 4 days / 4 nights there.

Now we sit at the airport ready to fly to Quito.  (see pics 1440-1441)  There was no hassle at the security checkpoint or about the items in our carry-ons as we were anticipating.  My bike shoes with the metal on the bottom did not set off the sensor as they did in Anchorage.  Our North America adventures are over.  We spent 196 days in North America.  We cycled 143 of those days.  We rode the trip so far entirely.  For safety reasons as well as time constraints, we are bypassing Columbia.  The Pan-American Highway ends about 100 miles from here.  Our course would have been to transport the bikes by canoe along rivers and pushed with gear on footpath over the mountains to Columbia through what is known as the Darién Gap.  The jungle there is thick.  The Malaria here is resistant to many of the current preventative medications.  There is much drug trafficking going on.  There are guerrillas from Columbia hiding in the jungle from the Columbian Government that are being financed by the Columbian drug lords.  Even though it sounds adventurous, traversing this route would not be wise.

Flying to Quito (635 miles strait south of here) will be the only leg of the trip not traveled by bicycle.  (My friend David Jasmer thinks we are cheating.  By the way David, I will give you $50.00 if you read this and reply to me).

We are currently at sea level.  Quito is at 9000 feet elevation.  It will be great not to have to climb that with a bicycle.  We have finally sat down and did some long term planning for traveling South America.  We will have approximately 6300 miles to go.  We will travel mainly a Pacific side route, through the mountains – a week in Ecuador, 6 weeks in Peru, a week in Bolivia, 6 weeks in Chile, and 3 weeks in Argentina.  We should be finishing around the 10th of May during the middle of Autumn at about S55 degrees.  We can expect freezing temperatures toward the end of the trip.

Happy New Year!

Friday, December 28, 2001 (Quito, Pinchicha)

When it rains, it pours!  The mistake of all mistakes, I made last night.  That coupled with other problems, made this day one of the most unusual.

At some point after I left the exit counter of Panama and got on the plane, my passport and health records disappeared.  Most likely, it fell out of my pocket or I left it at the exit counter.  Either way it was something I didn’t notice until I got on the plane and was filling out the Ecuadorian tourist card on the plane.  I reported it missing to the flight attendant and he informed me to check with the Copa Airlines supervisor once we reached Quito.

We were supposed to land at about 9:30 but we circled Quito for close to 2 hours.  The next thing you know we were rerouted to Guayaquil, a more populated city on the coast.  We weren’t sure what the problem was but found out the next day that the city was fogged in.

In Guayaquil, we were brought by bus to a rather luxurious hotel called the Oro Verde Hotel.  It was all paid for by the airline.  After waiting in line to get our room, we settled into rooms and got to sleep at about 1:15 a.m.

Our wakeup call came at 4:00 a.m.  By 5:00 a.m., we were on the way to the airport, where we waited another hour or so before we got on the plane to Quito.  The ride was short, but I realized the lost passport was going to cause a great deal of problems.  Although I did have photocopies of the passport and other forms of ID’s, our guide book suggests that South American Countries are very document crazy and that losing a passport could cause a lengthy delay.

As I was waiting in the migration line for Ecuador, I was wondering what I would say to the government official.  It was then I had heard a voice repeating “Pasajero Kuball”

There was much I was not being able to translate.  The Copa Supervisor was pleading with the migration agent about my missing passport.  I could not tell at first weather it was found or not.  Did the flight attendant explain my problem to the agent or had they found it in Panama and sent her the message.  I communicated that I had my copy of the passport to the government agent, who was not too impressed.  The Result – I was denied entrance to Ecuador.

After a while of trying to communicate with the Copa Supervisor, I found out my passport was found at the Panamanian airport.  What a relief!  Unfortunately, it would not arrive here at the airport until 9:30 tonight.  I was to be in custody until that time arrived.  Brian in the mean time had gathered all of our gear and met with Rosario and her family and were watching me from afar as I was still back in at immigration.

I am very thankful for the way Copa handled the situation.  I was put into custody of the airlines until the passport was delivered.  What a luxury that was.  I was assigned a Copa Airlines worker, Jason, to deliver me to the Hotel Hilton Colón Quito where I have been relaxing most of the day.  I’m not sure where Jason was at most of the day, but I think he was hanging out in the lobby for most of it.  I was allowed to go down to the restaurant for both breakfast and lunch.  Copa airlines picked up the whole thing.

Earlier today, Brian and our Quito hosts came by to visit for a while.  They went out and did some sight seeing and plan to pick me up at the airport this evening at about 10:00 p.m.  Now I know I was detained at the border, but what a way to be detained.

This will most likely delay us a day.  However, as Brian says…  No Hurries No Worries.

(see pics 1442-1446)

Sunday, December 30, 2001 (Latacunga, Cotopaxi)

We had a great stay with Sr. Patricio Peña and his wife Rosario.  (see pics 1460-1461)  They were most hospitable, fed us well.  We each had our own rooms.  There son’s Estaban and Sebastian took us out and showed us a great time as well.  They have a daughter, Fer, who is currently a Rotary Club exchange student in Alaska.  Brian’s parents are in the Rotary Club, so that is how we got the connection.  It was great experience, because they spoke no English whatsoever and it forced Brian and me to work on our Spanish.  I can honestly say it did wonders.  We are very grateful for their help during our first few days in Ecuador.  Yesterday marked our first day’s ride in Ecuador.

Other than a little sightseeing around the city, the only other thing that we did was go to the Municipal Artisan’s Market where Brian and I each bought a sweater.  Mine was made with fur from the Alpaca.  The temperatures here are considerably cool at the 9000 feet plus elevations.  (see pics 1454-1460)

We put the bikes together,   Brian pointed out to me that I had a broken spoke.  It is the first one that I had in some time.  While I was stuck at the Hilton Correction Facility, Brian had also put the handlebars and pedals on both bicycles.

That evening, we managed to get on line and send some pics to Ron, the webmaster.  Patricio had also set us up with a place to stay in Latacunga, where we would arrive the next day.  He also has places to stay in Loja (one week) and Lima, Peru and possibly Argentina also.  

After a great breakfast, we headed out.  Since the Peña residence was on the north side of town and we were heading south, we had to cycle through the city of Quito with 5,000,000 inhabitants.  This took us a few hours since we struggled between riding on the main street, which had many busses and little shoulder room, or side streets, which were hilly and not direct.  At one point, we ended up in a bus terminal and had to push our cycles up a few steps to get back on the main road.  It was at that point we decided to get on the main road south and stay there.  As we were nearing the edge of town, we stopped to fill our stove up with gas, realized we had already cycled 15 miles, and were still in town.  (see pics 1462-1464)

I suspect Brian thought we were on the wrong road for sometime as he had a sense of relief when we finally saw a sign that stated we were on the Pan-American Hwy heading south.  As I stated earlier, the weather was cool.  The high elevation also made our hearts workout a little harder than usual. 

We climbed out of town into a beautiful lush green valley.  The native people here wear heavy clothing, Alpaca sweaters, heavy pants, jackets, and felt hats.  The women wear felt hats too.  As we cycled, there were many people on the sides of the highway begging for money.  In fact throughout the day, we passed by about 400 total.  At first, I thought the people were trying to hitch rides in to town.  It wasn’t long though before I realized that they actually were squatted there in hopes that cars would stop and throw them loose change.  I thought their efforts were futile, since I saw no one stop at all to give them money.

I was ahead of Brian a little ways and stopped to wait.  A few kids came by and were pointing at some candy I had in my front pouch of my handlebar bag.  I opened them and started handing them out.  It was at that time the few kids grew to about 20.  Next thing I know, hands were on my bags and kids were trying to steal stuff out of my gear.  Luckily, I had nothing hanging on the outside of the bike and everything was stowed and fastened (with the exception of my handlebar bag).  Out of reflex, I smacked a kid who had his hands in my handlebar bag and he backed away.  A dozen or so more people were approaching.  I attempted to get out back on the road as quickly as I could.  One problem was that the grade was steep and the cycling slow.  People were running along side me holding out their hands for money.

All the people would say the same thing in Spanish to us.  I wasn’t sure exactly of the words, but the last one was Navidad (Christmas).  They apparently got my yellow rain suit mixed up with Santa’s red suit.  

I was a little nervous because to avoid the kids who would often go for the flags on the bike, I would ride closer to the opposite lane, which created a little danger in the ride.  One kids wearing a mask was holding on to a long 10-foot flagpole, which he tried to block my way.  I was inches away from a passing vehicle.

We cooked for a change instead of hitting a restaurant.  I can’t remember the last time we stopped and cooked.  Rosario gave us a box of chicken nuggets, which we needed to heat up.  Along with some fruit and bread, we had a filling lunch.  We no sooner finished eating when it began to rain hard.  The temperatures dropped in to the 40’s.

As we climbed up to an 11,500-foot pass, there were volcanoes on each side of the highway.  We must have passed five total, three on the east side and 2 on the west.  The tallest one was near the summit of the pass.  Vulcan Cotopaxi was 5897 m (19,347 feet).  There was thick deep snow covering it.  From then on, it was a cold ride until we dropped back down to 9100 feet at the end of the day.  (see pics 1465-1468)

Currently we are staying with Sr. Enrique Naranjo, his wife, Monica, his two children, Gabriela and Davíd -- friends of Patricio and Rosario.  We had another great stay with them.  We ate a nice spaghetti dinner with them and we showed them many pictures of our trip.  They were very interested in the Alaska and Canada pictures.  Again, I would like stress thanks for their hospitality.  (see pics 1470-1472)

Monday, December 31, 2001 (Riobamba, Chimborazo)

Today was one of our toughest rides in quite some time.  At one point, we had a 3700-foot climb in one stretch.  We maxed our elevation again beating yesterday’s.  Our new high was 11,900 feet, which was at a pass at the base of Vulcan Chimborazo, which has a height of 20,702 feet (taller than Mt. McKinley).  It was rather strange cycling at this high elevation.  It is definitely working my heart harder.  I would occasionally take my pulse after a long climb; it would pump at about 138 beats per minute, which is low.  I think I’m in good shape, but I would still feel as though it were pumping at 200 beats per minute.

Our unusual experience today was discovering a New Year’s Eve custom in Ecuador.  How it works is people dress themselves up as though their gender roles were the opposite of what they actually were.  Then they would stand along side the roads and streets and ask for pennies or candy from cars passing by.  They did this on the main highway and on the city streets in Riobamba where we stayed.  They would block the streets with a rope or a pole.  Cars typically didn’t try to run through because I they would realize that this was just fun.  It would be frustrating if one needed to get somewhere in a timely manner because these stops were very frequent.  Every few miles or so we would have to pass through some of these roadblocks.  We ran out of candy after the first seven or eight of these roadblocks, as these young guys who were dressed up as women would try to seduce you for money as you passed by.  Being on the bicycle made it difficult to ride without being touched or groped as you rode by.  (see pics 1476-1483)

We made it into town right at dark, exhausted from the difficult day.  We got a cheap hotel in the downtown colonial district.  Our room cost us a whopping $6.  Included hot water and clean beds.  We spent the evening walking the downtown streets watching these roadblocks in action.  Traffic was at a standstill.  The amount of people walking the streets was many. (see pics 1484 - 1491)

We were exhausted so we didn’t quite make it to midnight.  Happy New Year.

Tuesday, January 01, 2002 (Palmira, Chimborazo)

Quite the spectacular views, we had today.  It was spectacular, as the farms slowly faded into trees and undeveloped land.  The towns we went through seemed to have so much charm compared to the larger cities to the north.  This was the Ecuador I was expecting.

We left Riobamba a little later than usual, due to our late evening New Year’s activities.  We also climbed out of the valley, beginning with the first peddle of the day.  The city was quiet with the exceptions or a few drunks roaming the streets and some traditional dancers loading into vehicles for parades later in the day.  Nothing was open, so breakfast was leftover bread and crackers.  After nearly 3 hours and 1800 feet elevation later, we came to a village of Cajabamba.  This is when things began to get interesting.  There was a parade of traditional dancers in the streets.  We also found one of the finest restaurants that we have come across in Ecuador.  We spent an hour or so just hanging out – trying to keep warm with some coffee and chicken soup.  Brian’s had a neck in it – mine had a foot (not to be confused with a leg).  The dancers were very friendly to us and posed for pictures after it was over.  (see pics 1492-1498)

The road here forked – one went to the coastal city of Guayaquil, which took most of the traffic.  The other, the Pan-American, followed an old railroad to the south.  The former was the road we took.  After a short climb up to about 10,900 feet, we plateaued and followed some very scenic countryside.  Farms turned to woods.  Cities turned to small colonial villages.  It was seeing this kind of terrain that made us want to camp tonight.  (see pics 1501-1502)

The timing was right for camping anyway.  Besides it being 65 days since we pitched a tent, we did not quite make it to our destination due to the difficulties in the terrain today.  We pulled off the road into the sleepy little village of Palmira to buy some groceries for dinner.  The people here were very receptive to us, even though it was obvious that we were out of place and not too many gringos reach this area.  We bought some sardines, bread, and crackers – there was not too much left to get since most everything sold out for the New Year’s holiday.

The idea to camp was good intentioned, but as soon as we bought our groceries, it began to pour, hard.  We cycled out of town and came to a steep climb that we really did not wish to do today.  It would have been dark by the time we reached the top anyway.  Where there were considerable places to camp earlier in the day, there was not much around the bottom of the climb.  We managed to find a small bit of ground off the highway to put some tents.  There was some tree protection from the rain for the bikes and gear.  This was where we set up camp.  Of all the times it rained on us in Canada and Alaska, I never put a tent up in the hard pouring rain.  The inside of my tent was soaked by the time I put it up and placed the gear inside it.  Thank God for a thick thermarest pad.

Our Sardine and rice dinner was fast and furious as the outside was cold and wet.  We climbed in to the tents early. (see pic 1502)

The road tomorrow is supposed to be rough and remote.  I love this country.

Wednesday, January 02, 2002 (Alausi, Chimborazo)

We had some unusual delays today – ones that were not really ever rectified.

The morning was beautiful.  One really could not tell it had poured heavily the night before.  We spent the morning drying and packing the camping gear.  We worked on our chains and I worked on truing my back wheel some.  We soon realized this morning that our camp was next to a major footpath where many of the indigenous people in the area would come down from the highlands and catch the bus on the main highway.  A few had come up to check us out and ask us the typical questions.  They are such curious people.  Although we seem to be foreign and out of place, no one seems to mind that we are here and most are very friendly.

Our ride started with an 800-foot climb to 11, 200 feet.  Then the unexpected happened -- a drop of 3500 feet down into a deep canyon.  It was very steep.  It was so steep that you really could not go fast or you would get out of control fast.  It was a swift 15 miles or so to the town of Alausí, (see pic 1506) where we stopped for almuerso.  After a somewhat expensive meal, we began the steep ascent back up to the top of the canyon.  That was when IT happened.

Brian’s seat bolt broke again.  The first time was shortly after we entered Mexico.  We thought it would be no problem, because we had an extra, but the extra bolt had a head on it such that you could not tighten with wrench.  We decided to go back to Alausí and check the local hardware store.  The only one in town did not have one that we needed.  We managed to rig a large nut in to use as a washer, but it was only a temporary fix.  Then the other problem happened.  In order to fix the seat, we had to take the seat post off.  When we put the seat post back on, the bolt that holds the clamp on, which tightens the post in place, broke off.  There were not similar ones in town.  We found a shop in town that bored the broken piece out of the clamp.  Unfortunately, attempts to put a new bolt in did not work as easily as we had hoped…

Long story – short.  We have gotten things working temporarily as we try to get to Cuenca, which is two days’ ride away.  Brian may look into buying a new seat to rectify the situation.  (see pics 1507- 1509)

Since we have spent most of the day here, and too late to attempt a 3500-foot climb, we are staying the night in Alausí, a sleepy little colonial town with incredibly friendly people.  The town rests on a ledge of the canyon wall.  Incredible views were all the way around.  (1508 – 1510)

Tomorrow we plan to head out early.

Thursday, January 03, 2002

Eating out in Ecuador has been a humbling experience.  I cannot think of the last time we had something off a menu, such as hamburger or fried chicken.  Ecuadorian Restaurants do not believe in offering a choice.  We eat what is placed in front of us and pay what they tell us to pay when we are ready to leave.  Typically, it is meat with rice, potatoes and some kind of meat.  Soup is the first course.  Juice is included.  Once we attempted to alter the course by requesting a couple of cokes (which we could see on display).  We were delivered something called jugo verde (green juice).  These meals vary from $1.00 to $2.25.  The former is the local price.  The later we referred to as the gringo price.  Sometimes we get the local price.  A few days ago, I mentioned I had chicken foot soup.  Yesterday I had soup that I referred to as Knuckle Soup.  It had some kind of joints of some kind of animal.  The joints were about the size of a human finger knuckle.  I cannot say for sure what kind of animal it was, but I ate the meat from them, because it was the only choice.  I did leave the chicken foot at the bottom of the bowl, however.

The switchbacks today and elevation changes were very unbelievable today.  If I had to do these during the first few months of the trip, I would have quit.  Brian and I averaged about 7 miles per hour today.  We climbed and dropped steeply throughout the day.  We went east, then west, then east, then west, often.  Even though we traveled 58 miles today, we are only 25 miles as the crow flies from Aluasí where we started this morning...  Every muscle in my body is sore.  We were on the road for over 10 hours today.  We climbed a gross amount of over 5000 feet today.  We left earlier than we normally did.  We rolled into a village and got a cheap room as darkness rolled in.

This was one of the prettiest days that we have ever had.

Those cyclists reading this for route advisory, you may wish to take the coastal route instead, unless you like many 8% climbs.  Plan on no more than about 40 miles per day.  (see pics 1511-1525)

Friday, January 04, 2002 (Cuenca, Azuay)

Nothing compares to reaching the top of a mountain pass with your bicycle.  It gives me an incredible sense of accomplishment.  This is the fourth time in the past week we have reached the elevation.  Although we did most of the climbing yesterday, this morning we reached 11,800 feet within a couple of hours of the morning ride.  It was a gorgeous sunny morning.  It has been sunny, however, every morning so far.  The rains usually hit by early afternoon and by late afternoon, the fog is so thick, you can’t see in front of you.

We did hootch part of the ride up (for those of you that  don’t know what that means, it’s when you hang on to the back of a slow moving truck and let it pull you up steep grades).  Typically, we can only do that for about a quarter mile, as it is hard on the hands.  Sometimes they get close to the edge in an attempt to push you off the road.  This guy was pretty friendly though.

Typically climbing these hills, we average about a mile every 15 minutes.  It is what made yesterday so long and tiring.  As we dropped off the pass, we traveled 20 miles in 40 minutes, dropping from 11,800 feet to 7,300 feet.  That sense of accomplishment was flushed away with a thrilling ride.  The hard part to stomach is that tomorrow we climb back up to that same elevation.  Oh!  I cannot wait!  It should take about 7 hours.

We splurged tonight.  We spent a whopping $14.00 on a room.  We needed the hot shower.  Last night we paid $7.00, did not get a shower, and had to flush the toilet with a bucket.  Forget trying to wash your face and hands.  Tonight we might spend more than $2.00 on dinner too!  Life is good!

Sunday, January 06, 2002 (Saraguro, Loja)

From the view at today’s camp, I can see the tall mountain to the north where we camped last night.  (see pics 1526 – 1533)  It’s only about 25 miles away, but the windy road that we took today was 46 miles long.  The ups and downs were brutal, but the scenery was spectacular.  First, we dropped from 10,100 feet down to 6,200 feet.  Then we climbed slowly back up to 10,000 feet, only to drop to 7,500 feet.  As we set up camp, we have climbed back up to 9,000.  (see pics 1535 – 1540)

I remember in the early days of the trip, we complained about the three-day climb to the top of the Brooks Range.  This is like doing the climb twice a day.  It’s hard to get miles under our belt.

At the bottom of the first drop, we came across the town of Oña, a pleasant little village.  We stopped for lunch and picked up some groceries for the day.  Then we spent most of the morning and afternoon climbing the big climb.  We thought we were done climbing for the day, when we came across the second drop.  It was then we started to feel some despair.  Our hopes of making it to Loja (some 40 miles away) had fades fast.

The most unusual experience was entering the town of Saraguro, just north of here a few miles.  We went through a small village that we thought was Saraguro.  The GPS had indicated the town was there.  There were no services or no stores and we were out of food.  We did run across the town though a few miles later down the valley.  The GPS was obviously wrong.  

The spooky part of this town was the people.  At first, we came across a group that was dressed in costumes as they paraded down the street.  They did not wish to be photographed, but swarmed us looking at all of our gear.  One man wearing a mask seemed very determined to take my sunglasses.  Since we could not take photos, I was not going to let him take my sunglasses.  Brian had given them some change with hopes of taking video, but they quickly moved away when he pulled it out.

As we read in the guidebook, Saraguro was a “Cold” town.  We thought originally that it referred to the temperature.  We saw it also meant hospitality.  They were dressed all in black -- the men in black shorts and sweaters, the women in black shirts and dresses.  Very few took a friendly smile our way.  Occasionally we would see a few in western wear, but not many.  We stopped and ate.  The restaurant owner told us of a hotel in the city center.  We were ready to take it.  We were tired and cranky.  The typical evening rain and fog began to move in.

We had to stop frequently to ask directions to the hotel.  We finally found it only to be turned away.  There was no room in the Inn for us.  Not even a stable. 

We were angry at first.  Part of me wished we hadn’t known of the hotels at all.  However, we climbed on the cycle and began to climb out of the valley away from town.  With darkness a half hour away, we had no time to fret about it.  We found a place, hidden from view of the highway along some power lines where we pitched a tent The hotel owner claimed to have a room until she saw our bikes, then wanted nothing to do with us.  She had directed us to another place; we were turned away there as well.

as night was falling.

Tuesday, January 08, 2002 (Loja, Loja)

One does not realize he’s exhausted until he takes a break.  Brian and I rode in after a short, but tough day’s ride into Loja.  We completed the 43 miles before 2:00 p.m.  Nothing too eventful during the ride, other than we ran into another solo cyclist heading from south of Ushuaia to Prudhoe Bay.  Stanley, who looks like he could be in his 50s, has been on the road since February, but took a few months off somewhere in between.  He plans to be in Prudhoe Bay by August.  Originally, he is from Slovakia, but now lives and works in New York State.  (see pic 1541)

We had planned to stop only for the night in Loja, as we planned to stay with the parents of Patricio, Peña.  Jose Peña and his wife, being gracious hosts, talked us into staying an extra day.  It was a good thing because Brian became sick with the flu and has been in bed since yesterday evening.  I have been relaxing, typing, playing with the computer since.  I also cleaned the drive train and chains of both bikes this morning for we will probably head out in the morning, continuing on E-35, the Pan-American as it heads east then south to the border town Macará.

Jose and his wife have a big family.  They have four children that live in Quito.  They have four that live in Loja.  I have met a number of their sons and daughters last night and a few of their granddaughters last night, showing off some of the gadgets and computer stuff that Brian and I brought along.  I also showed them many pictures of Alaska and Canada from the first part of the trip.

If Brian is feeling better a little later, the Peña’s are going to take us for a drive around Loja and to the village of Vilcabamba, south of here.  Vilcabamba was once an isolated village but has become increasing popular with the gringo backpackers as they pass into Peru.

Jose has provided us with some good information about entering Peru…  The roads are better and more flat along the coast.  There is a huge desert shortly after we drop down to the coast, so the temperatures will be much hotter.  Prices are also considerably more expensive than in Ecuador, which is too bad.  It was somewhat nice getting by on less than $8.00 per day.  We also need to be careful of Banditos in Peru.  Stanley mentioned that he had been mugged up in the sierra near Cuzco.  Jose mentioned that many people are robbed as well.  We will definitely have to keep closer together on our rides.

Wednesday, January 09, 2002 (Loja, Loja)

Brian’s illness turned out to be a little worse than we had thought.  Looks like we are staying with the Peña’s a bit longer than we anticipated.  Brian went to see a doctor today and got some medicine – shots, pills and liquid—the works.  We think he has a viral infection.  He hasn’t been able to keep any food down for a few days and has had a fever.  We will hold down here in beautiful Loja until he gets better.  More later.

Thursday, January 10, 2002 (Loja, Loja)

Brian is getting better.  He went to a clinic and took his last shot.  He should be finished taking his medication by the end of the day as well.  Today we plan to hang again to give him time to build up his strength since he really has not eaten anything for a few days.  Señora Peña has been doing a great job making various home remedy drinks for Brian to get well.  Orchata is made from ingredients found right in her garden.  (see pic 1548)

I do admit it has been incredibly relaxing here with José and his family.  It has been exceptionally nice to be around Tatiana and Andrea (Granddaughters).  Just visiting and sightseeing with them the past few days have really increased my Spanish speaking ability, not to mention my ego because they are very pretty Ecuadorian women.  (see pics 1547 and 1554)

The other night, Andrea, Tatiana, and a friend of theirs Xavier, took me around Loja and showed me the sights, mainly iglesias and monuments around the city.  (see pics 1550 – 1565) It surprises me how young the cities and towns are in this country.  Most buildings, it seems, are only 200 years old or so.  It is not that the country is young, is that many of the cities were destroyed by earthquake.  There is a great deal of volcanic activity here in the Andes and the results have been disastrous.

Geographically, the sierra we have traveled over is quite interesting.  Picture an earth ladder laying on the surface of the earth.  Each side of the ladder is a set of mountains and volcanoes that stretch from north to south.  One range is the Central Cordillera and the other is the Western Cordillera.  The sides of the ladder are separated by the 400-kilometer long Central Valley, whose rims are 409 to 65 km apart.  Hilly rungs connect the rims; between each set is a basin that has a dense cluster of population.  The basins are drained by rivers, which cut through the rims to run either west to the Pacific or east to the Amazon.  Brian and I have crossed 12 of these rungs since traveling the 9 days from Quito.  The elevation range for us has been between 6,200 feet to 11,900 feet.  Since Alausí, we have done two climbs and drops each day.

It is due to our experiences here that we are seriously considering bussing to Cusco and leaving our bikes on the coast.  This we will play by ear, but seriously consider it.

I did manage to get in to some email yesterday.  Having no time constraints, I was able to respond to many family and friends, not having to worry about places closing up or getting on the road again.  I received much email from family, which is nice.  I also managed to look around for an airline ticket for home.  I have been rethinking flying back to Alaska right away.  Flying from Buenos Aires to Miami seems to be a good option.  (Save $1000).  My nephew Justin lives near there, so I just may hangout with him for a few days, and then possibly buy a cheap vehicle to drive home.  That way I can stop and visit friends and family along the way.

Friday, January 11, 2002 (Catacocha, Loja)

We took a drive, yesterday to the village of Vilcabamba south of here about an hour by car.  Jose and his wife wanted to show us their weekend house down there.  Apparently Sra. Peña is from there and has many relatives all in the same block where there house is.  Vilcabamba was the perfect little village for the gringo backpacker.  It hasn’t really taken off yet, but I suspect it will soon.  The surrounding mountains to the area are spectacular.  It is a little warmer than most other parts of the Sierra, because it is considerably lower in elevation.  I think what makes it starting to get popular with backpackers is the fact that it is known for its locally grown hallucinogens known as “San Pedro,”  Although, illegal, it is a law that is overlooked for the most part.

After a short stroll around town and a tour of their home, we went out to a plot of land down by the river that I believe was part of their family estate as well.  This land was loaded with fruit trees – mainly oranges, bananas, coffee, (and other fruit with which I am unaware).  Then Sr. Peña pulled out some big sacks and proceeded to pick fruit to bring back to Loja.  (See pics 1566-1575)

Sr. Peña and his wife, I find amazing.  They are both in their 70’s, but seem like they are in their 50’s.  Sr. Peña does not have a gray hair on his head.  You should have seen him climb the fruit trees to pick the fruit.  Then he was insistent about carrying a sack of oranges and bananas that weighed over 100 lbs on his back about 300 yards to the car.  I find their lifestyles truly amazing.

Their meals, like most other we’ve had in Ecuador, consist of some kind of meat, rice, and potatoes with a little something she picked from her garden mixed in.  Then there is the juice.  I have had more juice in the past 3 days than in the past 3 years.  When she asks if you would like water (which in Ecuador they call aguita), you do not just get plain water, it is water with some kind of natural fruit or herb added to it.  Other than a little coffee each morning (espresso type with hot water added), there was not any other caffeinated drink such as coke around the house.

We said goodbye to the Peñas this morning.  In the household, live Sr. y Sra. Peña, there daughter and her husband, their two granddaughters.  It was a huge 3-story house on the hillside with spectacular views.  Sr. Peña insisted on showing us the way out of town so gave us a nice escort to the highway west of town.  We graciously say thanks to all of their help – especially taking Brian to a doctor to care of the viral infection while we were there.  We felt very at home and relaxed the whole time.

As usual, we discovered that the advice we had been given from various people was wrong.  We were told it would be a nice gradual descent to the airport town of Catamayo.  It was, however, a steep drop 4000 feet after a steep climb 1700 feet.  That steep drop was great.  It was 40 minutes of no peddling, which we managed to get 14 miles done.  It was good considering it took us 2 hours to the 10 miles previously.

Catamayo was a dusty, hot, little town.  The temperatures were in the high 80’s.  It was the first real heat we have encountered in Ecuador.  The elevation was less than 5000 feet.  After a stop for lunch, we spent most of the day climbing up the other side of the valley, reaching almost the same elevation from which we had dropped.  

For about an hour in the afternoon, we rode through a thick wet fog.  It was about that time, we began to descend a while, which was kind of a rush because we could not see more than a few feet in front of you.  When we finally dropped below the fog level, I could see beads of moisture on the hair on arms and legs.

It was little ups and downs for the rest of the day.  Then we arrived at the town of Catacocha shortly before dark.  This town, unlike so many other nestled in the valleys, was up on top of a hill.  We found a very nice hostel for $14.00 total right in the town square across from the church.  (See pics 1581 – 1583)

We had 7 hours and 30 minutes of cycle time in today (10 hours on the road total), completing about 63 miles.  Our average was about 8 miles an hour.  We long for those days when we averaged 12 – 13 miles per hour and could do these same miles in 2/3 the time.  We anticipate soon to be on the coast of Peru, where we are told it will be much flatter.  Again, though, most road advisories we have been given have been inaccurate.  We will also have to battle the heat again, as most of the coast in northern Peru is a dry hot desert, El Desierto de Sechura.

Today we expect to reach the Ecuador – Peru border town of Macará.

Saturday, January 12, 2002

In January 2000, Ecuador switched over to the US dollar as their official currency.  Like Panama and El Salvador, it was easier for us to cross the border because we didn’t have to worry about exchanging money.  El Salvador actually used both their old currency (the colon) and the US dollar.  They just had a fixed rate of 8.75 colons = $1.  Panama and Ecuador had are completely switched over to the US dollar.  Panama, however, refer to it as the Balboa.  Both Panama and Ecuador have their own coins that are equal in value and size to the US equivalent.  Why?  On the US coins, they do not have the numerical value written in number form on any of the coins.  On the foreign coins they do.  This makes it easier for Ecuadorians and Panamanians to use.

Tomorrow we cross into Peru where they use the New Sol for their currency, our guidebook indicates as of January 2000, the exchange rate was S/3.34 = $1.00.  We will be at a little bit of a disadvantage because the nearest town with an ATM or bank is two days ride away.  One of the things we will need to do in the morning is find a place in Macará that will exchange some money for us.  We will need enough to get us by for a few days.

Yesterdays ride was easier than some of the recent rides mainly because it downhill, we did have a one long climb of about 2000 feet however.  What made it a little harder for me were the heat and the sun.  I felt a little heat exhaustion coming on.  Now that we are riding in the low country, I think we will need to get up a little earlier to beat the heat.

I do not really care for Macará much.  We ran into some little kids here, chanting some anti-American slogans.  They were little kids, but I did not see any parents trying to shut them up.  It made eating dinner in a hamburger café, a little uncomfortable.  Brian also had water from a water bottle thrown at him as we rode into town by a little girl.  The mother did come out, grab her hand, and pull her inside, after we stopped and stared at her.  Earlier in the day, a kid threw a rock at Brian, who was ahead of me a few dozen yards.  The kid did not see me coming up behind him.  His friends were laughing at him as I came up and nearly slapped the back of his head from behind.  These were all instances with kids who were 10 years old or less.  Nonetheless, it made us feel a little uneasy.  Especially since we ran into one of the friendliest towns, we have encountered yesterday.  (See pics 1587- 1591)

There was a longstanding border dispute between Ecuador and Peru, one that was causing financial hardship on both sides.  One map that we have shows the official border at Macará.  Another map shows it being about 50 miles away from here.  A peace treaty was finally signed in 1998, which set up the disputed area as an ecological protection zone.  This helped increase trade between the two countries.

I am a little leery about entering Peru.  I think it will be the most dangerous country that we will be passing through.

