Down and dirty in China
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It's true. Pollution abounds. Not in China's deserts to the west, but as I pass from west to east, from the deserts to the irrigated oasis towns, from the terraced agricultural areas to bigger villages, from the industrial strips to the big cities, from the places where they dismantle mountains for aggregates and they dig deep for coal, oil and gas to the places where they consume it (only 20 per cent of China's land base is inhabitable) pollution is becoming more apparent along the way. 

As I crossed higher mountains where agriculture prevailed, I enjoyed the clear vistas and the breathable air. As I entered into populated valleys or industrialized regions, I became cooked in haze. 

The stretch on the way to the city of Lanzhau was one region of intense refining that turned the Yellow River Valley into a smog bath, almost reflecting the valley's namesake. I had just dropped down from a much higher altitude, crossing a mountain area, and was riding though an area of heavy refining and other industrial plant activity that reduced the visibility dramatically to one kilometre. It was a disconcerting condition for a rider who cycles Ontario's north, used to enjoying the density of fresh, pure air. 

About 30 kilometres beyond Lanzhau, there was much improvement, notwithstanding my climb back out of the city to a higher altitude, which again took me through a haze layer for about another 30 kilometres. But the ride from Changwu to Qian Xian a few days later was as bad as it gets thus far. We were warned of traffic chaos and deathly tunnels, and yes, I had an experience to be remembered, but one of those you would never want to repeat. 

During the early morning I enjoyed crossing high-country agricultural land. Then a long descent into a river valley began, and I approached a coal-mining town, which had its own pollution haze, as well as layers of coal dust from the truck traffic used to haul the coal. People were actually sweeping and shovelling the thick paste from the sides of the road and their yards. 

As I observed these seemingly futile efforts, hundreds of trucks were lined up to get their loads of coal for transport and the corridor was virtually jammed with trucks getting mechanical attention. The air was so thick you could cut it. It was now that I decided to pull out my high-tech pollution mask and give it a go. 

Soon the road started up again towards a two-kilometre long tunnel and at about five kilometres before the tunnel I started counting the stationary, bumper-to-bumper line of trucks with a few buses and other vehicles interspersed. 

After more than 400 were counted, I stopped because I had to focus on weaving in and out to the opposite lane, then to the shoulder to keep climbing towards the tunnel. I was spellbound at the number of vehicles waiting to go nowhere; albeit most had their engines stopped on the ascending grade. 

As I reached the tunnel opening, the space ahead was dark and murky. It too was jammed with stopped and slowly moving vehicles attempting passage. I donned my face mask for a second time. 

I teamed up with three other riders to navigate through the tunnel, weaving in and out, through the murky darkness, using the opposing lane when there was no opposing traffic or when protected by other vehicles squeezing by to advance, invariably violating the space for the opposite traffic lane. Then, when this trick became impossible, I would swing past parked trucks to the shoulder side, squeezing past a two-foot or less space between the multi-wheeled behemoths and a raised curb to the right. It was hazardous and heart-thumping. Finally I emerged through the hazy gloom into the outside world to another downhill, then shortly later, ascended to another tunnel. All the time I am weaving in and out of slowly moving or stationary traffic. The second tunnel was quick and easy, but the engine exhaust and haze were choking. 

After the tunnel, I pulled my mask off, only to replace it immediately, since there continued to be a constant haze hanging over our heavily-trafficked route. At least 95 percent of the vehicles were trucks, supposedly hauling China's new economy. One hell of a lot of coal made up of every shape and kind of load imaginable.

The gridlock lasted about 35 kilometres and there had to be well over 1,000 vehicles jammed into this confined space, all manoeuvring to get through, sometimes double-parked, with buses blaring their horns and careening past the parked traffic, and cars and smaller vehicles squeezing through the space between opposing trucks. 

Once again I enjoyed a downward ride, being careful not to get squished by the vehicles I was passing on either side, until the highway passed through a small town where the highway was being reconstructed. Once again I was confronted by a layer of sandy dust hanging over the route, and I once again donned the mask to fend off the thick acrid particles hanging over the main street. 

Two days later in Xian, on my rest day under a sunny sky, I peered through the haze in this ancient Chinese capital of seven million people, thankful that between my own washing resources and the laundry in the hotel, I was able to start with a complete set of freshly cleaned riding clothes, including shoes, gloves, jacket and clothing. 

I hope there will be a reprieve on the pollution as I work my way to Beijing. I know we are purposefully detouring around another coal-mining area to get there. I just want to believe that I am not permanently damaging my lungs while I navigate the grimy parts of China, and that breathing the cold winter air that awaits me in Ontario's north will resuscitate my capacity. 
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