Crossing the Caspian: The mystery ship to Takmenistan
Tomorrow the ship sails across the Caspian Sea….or does it?  Is there even a ferry to board?

From the beginning of the Silk Route Excursion, Henry, trip organizer, has cautioned us about the reliability of this part of the trip.  In several months of planning and contacting the ferry operators, he was told the 45 riders, plus two vehicles, would have to take different vessels, a day apart.  Next, he was told that was not necessary, because there was a new ferry.  But…there is no information about the new ferry.

He also found out that although the ferry is supposed to leave at 2 p.m., sometimes it leaves earlier.  Finally, little information has been made available regarding the facilities for the overnight 18-hour boat trip by the Silk Route riders. Will there be food available? Will there be beds?

Some people have told us that the best way to take the ferry is to travel at the lowest fare, because the captain will offer you an upgrade for very little extra.  Is this what it is really all about?  Does all the “non-information” mean that it comes down to bucks on the bridge? So we have to show up 2 hours in advance at a ferry terminal located somewhere on the shoreline of Baku, with food supplies and clothing in hand, and be ready to go when told.  

After about two hours of pre-boarding processing, we were ready to sail and the boat left at 2 p.m.  Everyone was surprised at the tight but adequate quarters we had for cabins.  Many, including myself, whiled away the hours cruising the decks, sitting and reading, and joining in conversations wherever one or two riders happened to gather. Down on the first cabin level, a cook served up chicken, fish and other foods, and kept the beer coolers stocked.  We lacked nothing.

After sunset over the Caspian, a full moon rose and lit the top deck, and I took my inflatable mattress and a pillow, and tried to sleep on the deck under the moon.  It was quite windy and I was subconsciously concerned with rolling off my mattress and witnessing its flight into the Caspian Sea.  So I never really settled down, ultimately electing for the couch in the cabin for a fit-full rest.  

We arrived at Turkmenbasy at 9 a.m. and our “official” welcome consisted of holding us on the boat for 2 hours to do the initial paper work, then taking us through customs and immigration at the terminal. This extended the waiting, so it was 2 p.m. in the afternoon before we left the terminal for our “day off.”

It was two weeks riding through Georgia and Azerbaijan to get to the port of Baku and the welcome respite of the Caspian crossing. Georgia was the former Soviet Union border with the western world in what is known as the Caucasus region, and its western borders were designed to discourage travel.  The roads were bleak and broken and the infrastructure busted.  The Georgian capital of Tblisi, however, is growing to revive its historical quality; thanks, I am told, to the fact it is the sixth largest recipient of U.S. aid.   It was difficult to leave Tbilisi, with its gracious tree-lined boulevards, ancient churches and enjoyable public baths – but move on we must.  

Contrast the overall bleakness of Georgia to crossing the northern border into Azerbaijan, where an enthusiastic arrival celebration, and finally, decent roads, welcomed us. We were seen as examples of the “new tourism” and followed throughout by Azerbaijan TV crews filming our daily travels across the country until we met the shores of the Caspian sea at Baku, the country’s capital.  To the moment of our ship’s departure from Baku, the Ministry of Tourism and Sport sought affinity in our cause and provided us with special services to overcome any bureaucratic hitches.
After all, the Azerbaijan government has now created official policy that since the formation of the great international financing consortium to build and complete the Baku- to-Ceyhan pipeline, the country is to now focus on developing its non-oil industries such as manufacturing, tourism and technology.
Georgia beat the living daylights out of my hide.  Azerbaijan began to heal the wounds.  The crossing on the Caspian Sea on the Mercure 2 gave me time for redemption and reflection about the last long part of our Silk Route Excursion.

To begin with, I am learning that this trip I am taking on bicycle called the Silk Route Excursion is not just based on an organizer’s marketing lingo.  Although I have been biking very determinedly, not to miss a day or a kilometer, I continue to fall into historical and informational references to the Silk Route.  Yes, it really is a culturally connected reality.
For instance, we have visited two of the main Karavansarys; historical structures in key centres, built to host the nomadic travelers using camels for transport to access the great distances from China to the Mediterranean with their wares.  And over much of the same route we traveled, the modern day pipelines that link the oil-rich Baku city region of Azerbaijan with the Mediterrean seaport are referred to in business journals as “following the ancient Silk Route.”

Many historical sites around Baku are related to the fires that were found burning out of the ground centuries ago.  These were cracks in the earth where gas was escaping.  Centuries-old temples are now located in these places.  
“For centuries, Baku has attracted merchants from India, Arabia, Byzantine and China who traded their goods. Apart from the best oil, the rarest silk and the most valuable carpets, plenty of other good quality exotic goods were sold and bought in Baku”…so reads the tourist publication.  “Outside the fortress walls of the 12th century city is the ‘city of the boom’ created in the period of rapid development of the oil industry at the beginning of he 1900s, when Azerbaijan supplied half of the world demand for oil and rich oil magnates started inviting architects from Europe.”
In the Middle Ages, Sheki, a city we stopped over in, rivaled China for the production of silk. Fourteen thousand families were engaged in the production of silkworm breeding.  It is claimed Marco Polo admired Azerbaijan silk products.  Valuable salt produced near Baku as early as the third century BC was exported to western and eastern countries along the Great Silk Route.

Riding through these historically significant hot spots gets frustrating when you go 130 or more kilometers of consecutive day-to-day travel and don’t have time to peer at such attractions as the mud volcanoes, which are so numerous, they represent half of those in the world.

Then there are the stories that the founder of the historical clan of Vikings, Odin, came to Scandinavia on a “folding ship” from a faraway land named Asher.  The king’s name was “Asher-Odin”.  The sagas mention the place where the legendary Ahser people lived – the Caucasus.  Petrographs from the late 7th to early 6th millenniums BC proved positive evidence that the most ancient vessels in the world came from Caspian shipbuilders.  These boats could be dismantled and carried conveniently for re-assembly for sea travel after going over land.  
Culture and history is difficult to absorb so quickly as we whirl our way across the Silk Route, noticing chaotic traffic, zillions of cell phone shops and satellite dishes blotting building facades, as we advance on bicycles along this ancient route. 
You have little time to seek solace among the ancient and historical truths, as you are preoccupied by constant attention to modern day petrol-driven society.
So as I lay top deck on this ship crossing the Caspian Sea to Tajikastan, reflecting under a full moon and a warm breeze, witnessing hundreds of oil wells blazing during the night, it is hard to doze off when so many contradictions flow through my mind..
Nevertheless, we do have to address Global Warming before it is irreversible.  Visit the website www.youbetican.com to pledge your reduction in CO2 emissions as I bicycle 11,000 km across the Silk Route from Istanbul to Beijing.  If I can ride 11,000 km on my bicycle, you can pledge to help save 11,000 tonnes of CO2 emissions.  Say it with me, now: “you bet I can.”
JJ started his cycling trek on August 5th and will finish in Beijing in November 18th. He is 3500 kilometers into his trek. His wish is to grow awareness about global warming, and to encourage Sault Ste. Marie citizens to visit www.youbetican.com to pledge their C02 emissions savings. In total, he hopes to see Sault Ste. Marie save 11,000 tonnes – one tonne for every kilometer he pedals.

