Get to know the 'Stans through Hilsinger's eyes
Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan are mostly mystical names in North American terms, exotic places somewhere within central Asia. 

Travelling through these central Asian countries, with borders that wind and twist like spaghetti, begins to convert mystery to reality. I'm riding my bicycle on the Silk Route excursion and get a chance to observe as I ride from west to east. 

I regret my lack of Russian, for it is the universal language, along with each country's own Turkish-based language. 

A moderate Muslim religion predominates throughout most of the countries. 

It is claimed the 'Stans are the cradle of civilization, the birthplace of homo erectus. 

The 'Stans were also included in the what was known as the fertile crescent, an area stretching from the Mediterranean, where thousands of years ago, man first began cultivating domestic crops for food. 

The Muslim scholars of this region contributed immensely to the bank of human knowledge throughout the last 1,000 years. 

Al Jebr from Tajikistan was the father of Algebra. 

The skies were first mapped by Ulugh Beg, who built one of the greatest observatories in history. 

The book on medicine used by Europeans into the mid-19th century was written by Abu Ah Abn Sina (980-1037), whose canon of medicine was the authoritative medical text book throughout Europe until the 17th century. 

For thousands of years this region has been pillaged and plundered by invaders starting as early as Alexander the Great to the Blue Turks, to the Mongols of Genghis Khan fame, to Tamerlane in the early 1400s, to the Russians as early as 1865 (to counteract British influence in India).
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Russian occupation continued until 1991 when the empire collapsed and the republics (the 'Stans) were given their independence. 

As a result of all of these influences, one sees many oriental features in the populations of Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan. 

While Turkmenistan sits on a desert of oil, the other republics rely on cotton and other agricultural production. 

Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan heavily promote various forms of tourism. Manufacturing in general went up in smoke with the Russian empire, although Uzbekistan does have a Dai Woo vehicle production plant. 

Trucks taking raw materials such as coal, cotton and scrap metal roll incessantly towards China along the same highway we traveled on bikes, experiencing the same breathtaking mountain passes and rock quarry roads, then return laden with other commodities for the 'Stans. 

Thousands of years of constructing canals and irrigation trenches have provided the sources of water for all the 'Stans to evolve a healthy agricultural base, with cotton being the main export. 

Here you find tasty vine-grown tomatoes, grapes and cucumbers and melons galore. 

In fact, watermelon appears to be the universal food being sold in the most remote roadside locations. 

As you traverse the 'Stans on bicycle and try to absorb and construe all these influences in your mind, you observe the land appears tired and worn from centuries of reshaping, scouring, climate change and de-forestation. 

You begin to feel the burden Mother Earth has had to bear over the years from such deep historical and cultural intensity, and you wonder whether the 'Stans can survive during the next 50 years. 

As I ride through these former Russian colonies, I can almost reach out to three of the world's major political hot spots that border the 'Stans: Iran, Afghanistan and Pakistan. 

Make a wrong turn and you are at their borders. 

Some say they are the next Middle East frontier as the major alliances in the world compete over strategic alliances in this region. Food for thought, but right now this biker is off to eat a water melon. 

The Sault's JJ Hilsinger started his trek Aug. 5 and will finish in Beijing Nov. 18. He is now past the 5,000 kilometre mark. He 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.

