Welcome to Azerbaijan; Day 19 of JJ's Silk Route Journey 
Local news - Saturday, September 01, 2007 @ 00:00 

What a luscious day and what unexpected happenings! We had a quick five-kilometre shot from Georgia to the border of Azerbaijan. 

It was only the name of an unfamiliar country to most when the Silk Route cyclists were told there was to be an official reception at the border. Many winced, anticipating oppressive official speeches that would consume precious cool-morning riding time. 

As we rode out of Georgia and began the bridge crossing, music wafted from the other side. When we reached the Azerbaijan side, a gala of colour and welcoming groups were spread out in a wide semi-circle. 

Now the riders felt a growing enthusiasm about the pending cultural presentation. The show began, and for at least an hour Azerbaijan dancers and singers entertained us, and we in turn entertained the locals who encouraged us to join the performers. 

Finally, the Ministry of Tourism and Sports made speeches of greeting, followed by the custom-related offering of bread and salt for all to share. What an occasion! 

Now it was time to ride and several members of the Olympic and champion Azerbaijan teams were on hand to ride with us. Then a funny thing happened. My bike just seemed to roll past the others and very soon I was well ahead of everyone, with "Big Dave" leading the way. Well, Big Dave is an entity of unique charm. Dave is big - Dave is a personal trainer with a powerful body. 

And Dave proclaimed to all riders he'd be the personal assistant for any who were "feeling the pain." 

Crowds of people lined the streets, alerted by the police escort who used their speakers to warn traffic to stop and stay clear. So Big Dave is careening down the road at break-neck speed, weaving from side to side offering high fives; I follow closely, waving and shouting "Salom, Salom." We are a two-man parade led by two police escorts who struggle to clear the road for our advance. The other riders don't appear for 15 km or so, then they finally catch up and quickly overtake us. 

Now, I am not one for peloton riding (integrated group riding); the last time I did it was in Egypt on my 2005 excursion. I thought my body still needed recovery time from the push of the previous day, so when the Azerbaijan cyclists and a few Silk Route riders overtook us, I was content to ride some distance behind. But I found I was buzzed from riding with Big Dave, and soon realized that I was following at the same pace. 

So I gave it a shot, caught up and I was now in a pack of about 20 cyclists, moving quickly behind the police cars. It was an absolute blast as I was sucked into the draft and pulled ahead with the pack, ever careful to detect problems ahead. 

We were moving quickly down a relatively great road, shaded generously by overhanging trees, surrounded by a broad agricultural valley, and bracketed by distant mountains topped by towering cumulus build ups. The crowds had diminished to clumps and 70 km later we pulled over for lunch. Then we were off again, this time riding alone, watching the road and the sky perform around us; traffic remained light, birds sing their songs and locals their "saloms". 

There was a turn to the left and now the cumulonimbus build-ups were merging with our track. Another 30 km or so later, rain was apparent in the distance and we were definitely aligned. The rain began; I toughed it out for a while and watched other riders head for shelter, then chose to join them at a dilapidated tea shop. 

After about 20 minutes, the sky eased up and I headed out again. Within 15 km there was another left turn to the town of Saki, our destination. Whooaaa! The storm that had just crossed over us was now once again in our path. The rain started again, but more so. It was blowing like hell with a strong cross-wind caused by the now massive storm unleashing windy downbursts into our track and dropping tree branches and debris in the process. I placed my helmet on the side of my head, thinking I could ward off something heading for my brain. I lost half my speed as I dug in to make headway. 

The ground began to climb into Saki and I started a continuous shallow climb. There was still some rain, but increasingly there was a developing flow of water down the gutters. People were out trying to remove lodged leaves and other debris to contain the flow. 

As I climbed higher, the gutters increasingly overflowed until torrents of water were all over the road, rushing, gushing, pushing my bike off my track, carrying road and garbage debris down the road and making progress difficult. As I climbed, water volume grew and parts of the road were being undermined. 

Finally I arrived at the Karavansary, an ancient destination dating from the 18th century. There I was able to stay for the night and relish my reflections about the day-long welcome to Azerbaijan, enhanced by this historical Inn that was one of a key series of stops between Baku and Tblisi when ancient Silk Route traders plied their way westward to the Mediterranean. 

JJ is more than 3,000 kilometers into his journey and currently cycling through Turkmenistan. 

The Republic of Azerbaijan is the largest and most populous country in the South Caucasus region of Eurasia. Located at the crossroads of Eastern Europe and Western Asia, it is bounded by the Caspian Sea to the east, Russia to the north, Turkey to the west, Georgia to the northwest, Armenia to the west, and Iran to the south. The country's territory also embraces several islands in the Caspian Sea. 


