Just can’t stop wondering about those camel guys of old

JJ Hilsinger ponders the pluck of ancient Silk Route traders
It is mid-October.  We woke up in sub-zero temperatures in a desert camp on highway #325 known as the Silk Route Road in China.  Our camp was located at an altitude of 1800 metres, (about 6000 feet).  I layered up in my riding clothing for the day’s ride and started down the road to the next camp. I began musing after 120 kilometres into the ride – about those camel guys that once plied this ancient route in their camel caravans hundreds of years ago.

The previous night, we had picked up coal spilled roadside from trucks to make a campfire.  What would those camel guys have used to keep warm?  Perhaps they picked up the expelled camel dung and dried it in the hot sun as fuel to keep their night fires burning.  

Then, when it was time to settle down, how did they keep themselves from freezing overnight?  I’ll bet those camel guys snuggled up with their camels, not having cosy down sleeping bags like we do. Or perhaps they just kept moving on, following the blazing stars at night, mobile and warm from activity.

I’ve noticed that many of the trucks that pass us on the road are loaded to the hilt with cargo lashed on with tarps, overhanging precariously in some cases, or in other cases, clinging to the truck.  I imagine these trucks as our modern day camels, moving a little faster, but burdened with the products and trade of the countries and cities connected by the Silk Route Road.  

Did those camel guys have horns to issue warnings like the trucks do?  Perhaps the camels would bellow warnings to other caravans.  Were they as careless about spilling their precious loads along the route and have to go back to reload?  I’ll bet those camel guys were more careful, and definitely quieter.

What did those camel guys eat as they covered mile after mile over uninhabited terrain?  Modern day truck camels pass us continuously heading for market with donkeys, horses, rabbits, sheep and pigs.  Did those camel guys have some similar livestock following the caravan that they could select for convenient meal time butchering?

Our Silk Route Excursion bike group has satellite phones, cell phones and other communication devices that allow the organizers to call ahead to confirm arrangements or to call each other to maintain travel logistics.  What did those camel guys do when they had to make a reservation at the next Karavansary?  How did they tell other traders to wait, that they were on their way?  How would they know the latest prices to charge for jade, silk, salt and other spices and manufactured goods?  And, when they got lost??

Now here is something to think about!  On our rider support vehicle we carry a six-day supply of water for food preparation and for personal cleaning.  During the long crossings of the horizon-less deserts of China and Turkmenistan, how did those camel guys ever find and carry enough water?     

Some of our riders have lost their passports on the trip.  What would those camel guys do if they lost their passport?  How would they get a new one?  Would they have to go all the way back home before they could proceed?  Or were there Silk Route Embassies to contact?

Maybe cycling makes you silly after 100 kms, but I just can’t stop thinking those camel guys must have been a pretty tough bunch to be so independent and courageous, plying the “roadless” Silk Route centuries ago. 

JJ is currently east of the Chinese city of Jiayuguan, 7800 kilometres into his 11000 kilometre, 108-day cycling journey from Istanbul, Turkey to Beijing, China along the ancient Silk Route. 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 pledge to save C02 emissions in their own lives. He hopes to see Sault Ste. Marie save 11,000 tonnes in total - one tonne for every kilometre he pedals. That is the equivalent of taking 2200 cars off the road for a year. JJ’s daily journal can be found on the website.

