Cycling through Turkmenistan to Uzbekistan

Day 31 
It was a romp today. Wind at back, smooth road (the first 40 km had us on a newly constructed road . . . not yet opened for travel). I averaged 30 km, and finished 130 km in just over four hours. The border of Iran comes within a few kilometers of our route, and looking at the mountains that parallel the road just to the south, I am seeing land belonging to Iran. 
We are camped for the night at Abiwerd, Turkmenistan, where we visit the ruins of an ancient silk route centre inhabited as early as the first or second century ad, when this desert environment was a rich agricultural area. This city housed thousands and you can see many of the crumbled remains of walls of houses. 

Day 32 
Fast and furious, an uneventful short distance day from one camp to the next. This camp is quite dusty when the winds blow, so we'll be taking some grit home with us. . .could be mixed with dry cow dung. We are just off the highway where a police control point is located. All night long I hear trucks pulling up, to the point where sleep is interrupted. 

Day 33
 In the morning, I'm up at 4:45 am, and off to an early start at 6:15 am. I take off with Philip, the bike mechanic from Germany and between the tail wind and the talking, we are first to arrive at lunch truck. The afternoon made me work harder because the tail wind became a head wind and the coolness of the morning changed quickly to hot under a full sun. However, I kept a good pace in the afternoon and arrived before noon, immediately to transfer luggage and things for day off in the city of Mary. 

Day 35
 Departure time is 6:15 a.m. It was cool and pleasant cycling until 70 km at lunch. Then clear skies and hot sun brought the temperature way up; however, it was always breezy, albeit a head wind for the last 50 km. After 30 km, it was horizon to horizon sand and scrub. Suddenly I saw what appeared to be watermelons at the side of the road in the distance. At first this does not equate. Watermelons on the side of the road in a desert environment? OK, perhaps a savvy entrepreneur who imported the watermelons where demand would be high for hot travelers needing a thirst-quenching fix. Wait a minute! There are more watermelons roadside. . . and more! 

Then I finally realize what is happening. As I move along the desert route, agricultural acreage is back behind and between the desert sand and scrub. It's all because of a great canal and irrigation system just out of sight line. 

At the desert camp, the land is horizonless; just desert sand, scrub and dunes included. We have our tents scattered around the dunes at the side of the highway. I think it will cool down tonight and if I can, I will make sure that not too much sand blows into the tent. It should be a great night's sleep under the stars. 

Day 36 
Today was another tester. The challenge was head wind at a solid 20 knots or so, and hot temps, because I could not get off the road before noon. So, I kept dumping fluids and energy bars into my body, and got low over the bike and pumped hard. Actually, the morning was very enjoyable. After cycling about 25 km on my own, a group of five came by and I jumped in, taking my turn out front and riding the peleton (riders in tight group drafting each other) at 70 kph until lunch. Then I was on my own for the afternoon, seldom getting over 23 kph into the strong hot wind and doing my best to stay over 20 kph. It was tough cycling km after km, and when I finally arrived at the hotel in Turkmenabat, truth be told, my butt was sore. 

Essentially, the day was uninhabited classic desert all the way, dunes and scrub trees with a few rolling areas. 

From the top of one of the dunes, I could only see featureless flat land to the horizon. At the end of the day, it was all you could do to find the market and the kiosks, and buy all the cool drinks and salty snacks you could find. Not a lot of left- over time, once you do chores and visit stores, so dinner will come before a nap. 

Day 37 

The goal is to beat the heat! Get up at 5 a.m., prepare, pack, eat and get on the road by 6:15, pedal to get the kilometres in by mostly morning. We have to go by convoy for the 30 kilometres to the border with Uzbekistan. The border does not open until 9 a.m. It takes us until 1 p.m. for all the riders to be processed and we are allowed to ride . . . during the hottest, full-blasting sun time. 

I am stiff and grumpy. We have no food or water because the support trucks are taking a very long time to clear the border. Fortunately, there is a small caf‚ where I can get some soup and change some money while waiting. 

But I am stiff, because while waiting at the Turkmenistan border to go through endless processing, I bought an ice cream cone and when they said "proceed to the next check," I was riding ice cream in hand, loosely gripping the handle bars. A bump came up out of nowhere, and in an instant I was on the ground. So now I am stiff from bruising and "raspberries" on my right side. 

Finally we are cleared to proceed from the Uzbekistan border. As I was rolling, both Ruut and Robert were there. We teamed up and from 1 p.m. until 6 p.m., rode as a group of three, both Ruut and myself breaking the head wind in turns. And you know, it was not that bad. Until the last 25 kilometres, we moved along from 23 to 26 kph, and the road was mostly good. My attitude changed and it was a surprisingly good ride. 

Good beer and soup when I arrived, and a good dinner and a wonderful find: I took a room at Sasha and Son B&B, and it turned out to be a wonderful end of the day. 

Hilsinger is cycling 11,000 kilometres along the ancient Silk Route from Istanbul, Turkey to Beijing, China to raise awareness about global warming. His journey began Aug. 5 will end on Nov. 18, 2007. He is asking people to act together to reduce 11,000 tonnes of C02 emissions - one tonne for every kilometre he rides. You can follow JJ's journey, and pledge and calculate your emissions reductions, by visiting www.youbetican.com 

