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Climbing  the Taldyk Pass to reach China

The days of reckoning have arrived in Osh, Kyrgyzstan. I am well aware that the passage over the mountains from here to Kashgar, China on a deteriorated highway represents both one of the highlights of the Silk Route excursion, and one of the most intrepid sections of the entire 11,000 km distance from Istanbul to Beijing.

I want to psych myself up, feed myself pure energy, be as strong as possible for the first 3 most difficult days out of the 6 we will travel and – bingo – I get dysentery on our day off, prior to the start!  Now, the morning of departure, with only one meal inside me, we depart Osh and my apprehension overshadows the ride.  Will I have it in me to drive myself to over 12,000 ft without running out of muscle power or mind power?  

The first day took me as high as 2300 meters (8000 ft).  It was accompanied with tire problems, so my personal ailment was now being compounded with equipment failure problems.

.

The second day included the grand ascent to the Taldyk Pass at 3615 meters; that’s about 12,500 ft.  The night prior we were briefed on altitude sickness and other life threatening concerns to be wary of…just what I needed!

The day began with an anxiety attack. My tire was flat. I repaired the deflated tire, gulping down my breakfast and was one of the last to leave camp.  It was not what I needed to mount a mind-motivated challenge.

I motored on through river canyon terrain gaining altitude with every rotation, as my bike performed to take me above the 1700 meter camp site.  I gradually over took other riders and arrived for lunch at 2700 meters feeling good.  I ate fast and re-mounted to continue quickly up the pass…which I was to discover was to my ultimate good fortune.  

The main ascent to the summit began on a pile of road rubble being pushed by a bulldozer.  I climbed over the ridges and re-mounted the bike for the assault.

The hard gravel surface became soft, covered with a fine stone dust which filled your lungs if you did not maneuver clear of passing vehicles.  

The road became narrower and steeper as I cranked steadily in lowest gear, bound not to dismount until the summit, searching for a reliable gravel surface and briefly glancing skyward to determine my progress.

It was another punishing experience.  I laid low over the bike, sat back in the saddle for traction and power, continuing a persistent rotation of the pedals cranking…cranking…being momentarily suspended when contacting an unseen rock or rut, and then moving again.

Gladiator blared in my Ipod.  I struggled past one switchback after another with awkward cambers, and needed to negotiate whining lowest-geared trucks on their tedious passage through this dangerous terrain.

I glanced up again and behold, there was our support van perched high above, sparkling like a gem at what I hoped was the summit.

Four more switchbacks to go!   I continued skyward, heaving for breath, trying to find a path through the stone dust and rock.  I lost it and fell off to the side of the road in a ridge of gravel…still erect…panting.  I quickly scanned my body’s operating systems and forced myself back on the road for fear of losing momentum at over 3000 meters.  

I lost a track again and fell off once more, twice more, due to both fatigue and to the steep, irregular road surface.  But, I was careful to never get caught on the outside where I could falter and plunge to my doom, gasping for enough additional breath to scream my demise.

Two more switchbacks to go…one more switchback to go…I hold the outside track and gingerly round the corners, inwardly celebrating my orientation to the summit.

My pace quickens as I reach the summit marker and I whoop with joy as I reach the 3615 meter summit of the Taldyk Pass.  I did it!!  I stand proud and picture ready, elated that my strength carried me up and beyond.  Beyond to the horizon of glimmering peaks spiking further skyward in the distance, higher than the pass.

I pause briefly to peer down into the hazy distance seeing layer after layer of road with riders still ascending and give thanks I one of the first to arrive. It’s blustery and cold up top.  Low clouds are beginning to obscure the peaks, indicating deteriorating conditions.  I still have another 10 km to go…down again a hundred meters and up and over to Sari Tash, our home for the night.

I arrived in camp cold and shaking.  Meanwhile, the winds and accompanying snows caught many riders still traversing the passes.  Everyone arrived cold and uncomfortable.  A yurt, a 3 room cabin and some tents became our refuge as I fueled up at dinner-in-the-snow, preparing for the next two difficult days in the high mountains.

Sleeping with 6 in an unheated room was fitful and breakfast outdoors at -5 degrees C could be called a movement under three layers…of clothing.  What greeted my eyes was a brightening sky and a horizon of white peaks waiting their turn to glisten and sparkle.  Snow-covered huts, haystacks and meadows made a winter-in-September; cold morning become a pristine mountain experience in this remote village.  There were two more tough days of passage ahead and I knew the road was a quarry waiting to devour me.

The altitude and the scenery were both breath-taking, and I pounded along the road warming up from my movement and gradually moving into breaking skies.  Two gloved hands still required beating to warm up.  I forced myself to take my attention from the road and stopped to enjoy the gleaming layered mountain backdrop from time to time.  As the day heated, the snow melted and I reduced my clothing only to make it muddy from the melting snow surface.

Plodding through the roughness of the road, despite the scenic splendour, I could not get above 13 kph.  Then, it became another slugger getting up and over a 2900 meter pass.

After a 10 km descent over bone-jarring terrain, and a border check point, I was lavished with a 4 km paved section to a mountain valley camp and a chance for my trustworthy steed and myself to rest, knowing the road ahead would be smooth as silk as we proceeded to the main border crossing into China.

As I struggled through the challenging conditions and terrain pass-ing through the mountains, I kept thinking about the original traders, trekking with their camels loaded with goods to trade and how my bicycle, despite the obstacles, was a wondrous conveyance.  I also mused at the hundreds of laden trucks and trailers being pulled through this tire chewing mountain route, and the thousands of camels it would take to match their load capacity.  Thinking back hundreds of years was romantic.

Trade for China and strategic alliances to Central Asia are such a key part of Chinese strategy that they are paying to re-build the highway through Uzbekistan and I can only assume, eventually reconstruct the surface of my most memorable pass-ing as I venture east on the 11,000 km Silk Route Excursion.
The Sault's JJ Hilsinger started his trek Aug. 5 and will finish in Beijing Nov. 18. He is now past the 6,000 kilometre mark. JJ is riding to bring attention to global warming and is asking fellow Saultites to visit www.youbetican.com to find out how they can save C02 emissions by making small changes in their own lives. He hopes to see Sault Ste. Marie save 11,000 tonnes – one tonne for every kilometre he pedals. That is the equivalent of taking 2,200 cars off the road for a year.

