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Freedom is addictive

Bicycle touring, for the Travises, is the purest realization of a free life. Ending this freedom became
unthinkable after two years of traveling, so, they gambled and started a business on the road to
continuously fund their journey. The back roads and villages of Southeast Asia were not only an
immersion into exotic cultures but also an exciting beginning of a self supporting lifestyle. The catch
was their business endeavors had to pan out. If they succeeded they could travel indefinitely and if
they failed they would fall flat on their faces and have to go home.

In Down the Road in Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam, their third book, Tim and Cindie travel
farther outside their comfort zone than ever before. They encountered oppressive communism,
thieves; and a fist fight with a drunken man in rural Vietnam. Exposure to War and Genocide were
reminders of how precious life can be. Despite all this the Travises once again were humbled by the
warmth and friendliness of humanity.

Of all their experiences to date, the parting words of a Buddhist monk in Cambodia best hinted
that something bigger than just traveling was on the horizon for their lives:

“We are not so different,” he said.“We both are drawn to knowledge and understanding of the
world around us. | seek enlightenment through Buddha. You seek enlightenment through meeting
people of the world. | chant and meditate and you ride your bicycle. You are also on the path to
enlightenment.”

The adventures described in this book, of traveling Southeast Asia were different than anything

before. It was the first time they looked down the road and thought it was actually possible that it
had no end.
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Chapter 1
Something Called Freedom

Tim and Cindie Travis

Freedom is addictive. Too much of it, and there’s no turning
back. Cindie and I found that out for ourselves after two years
on the road - cycling from our home in Arizona to the south-
ern region of South America.

When we first started our journey on March 30, 2002, we
set out on what we thought was going to be a seven-year cy-
cling adventure. That’s how much time we could afford, based
on the amount of money we had saved up after living frugally

for nearly five years before we left. And once the money ran
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Tim and Cindie Travis
out, we reckoned ... well, it was back to our home, back to our
working lives.
Then came this freedom thing. We got a taste. We wanted

more.

During our two years on the road, our views of the world
changed. We went from being Arizona residents who liked to
travel, to travelers whose only home was on the back of our
bikes. We proved to naysayers - who thought we would miss
the comforts of home, or get killed in a distant land - that we
could not only do it, but also have the time of our lives in the
process.

After our two years in Latin America ended, we returned
to relatives in Indiana for a short break to take stock in our
finances and decide our next move. Our bank accounts were
getting low. Freedom beckoned, then reality intruded. How
could we continue our bike ride forever and never run out of
money?

And we thought we found a way.

In Argentina, I wrote a book. It was called The Road That
Has No End, and it explored our decision to ride around the
world, and the first year of cycling from Prescott, Arizona to
Panama City, Panama in Central America. Later, I wrote a
second book, Down the Road in South America that described
our second year of cycling in South America. Although these
books are sequential, it is not necessary to read the first two

to understand and enjoy this one. Information about all our

books can be found on our web site, www.DownTheRoad.org.

2
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Something called Freedom

I wrote these books despite being dyslexic. Dyslexia is
something I've had my entire life, and is the reason I chose
a career in Special Education - to help others with the same
problem. Thanks to a patient wife and a computer that checks
spelling and reads text out loud, I became an author, which
was a possibility that only a few years earlier I never would
have dared imagine. It gave me confidence; made me realize
I could do (nearly) whatever I set my mind to.

Starting a business and self-publishing books was an in-
credible learning experience. The first book took months of
work. We had to hire a professional editor, a cover artist and
a commercial printer. We learned how to edit photographs,
and lay out the book with text, images and everything else.

And then, in order to keep riding while selling the books,
we had to learn about the “fulfillment” industry. We found
a company that stored our books, took orders from our web
site, mailed them out and kept various retail stores stocked.
We also had to learn to use complicated accounting software
that would track sales and other income so we could pay all
the applicable taxes.

By the time we reached Asia, our business was earning
about half our daily expenses through book sales and pay
per click advertising on our web site. It wasn't a lot, but it
was a start and showed potential. The number of site visitors
was growing - sometimes doubling in one month - thanks
to the thousands of folks who found us through search en-
gines, subscribed to our email list, and passed our stories on
to friends.

3
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Girls riding their bikes to school.

The bicycle is the workhorse of Southeast Asia.
4
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Something called Freedom

Cambodian woman at the market.

Buddhist Temples in Thailand have beautiful decorations.

5
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Tim’s loaded touring bike.

We also attracted a few sponsorships which helped cut
down on expenses. Ortlieb, the German-based manufacturer
of high-end cycling panniers, offered us two full sets of their
excellent waterproof bags. Phil Wood Co., maker of the world’s
best bicycle hubs and more, gave us two sets of sealed hubs -
just before I was about to buy these things myself. Koga USA,
the American arm of the Dutch maker of touring bicycles, of-
fered two bikes at wholesale cost and the mechanism to refer

customers from our web site and earn commission sales.

After two years of hard work as nobodies, it seemed we

were finally being discovered by the cycling world.

Our original plan after spending time in Indiana was to
head to Africa. However, the dollar was doing better in Asia,

6
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Something called Freedom
expenses were less there and Cindie found a great deal on a
pair of one-way tickets to Bangkok. So Asia it was.

As we prepared to ship out to Thailand on Nov. 22, 2004
we really had no idea if our plan would work. This new way
of living would require us to run our business from our sad-
dles - using our laptop for what others do in an office, and
checking in when we were in towns large enough to have
Internet access, hard to find in rural Southeast Asia.

We were cycling entrepreneurs; early pioneers in interna-
tional travel telecommuting and only time would tell if our
business plan would work. The catch was all of our business
endeavors had to pan out. We had less money for traveling
now that we had invested in a book. Would our book pay off?
How long would it take to get our investment back and break
even with our monthly expenses? We had no idea. If we suc-
ceeded we could travel indefinitely. If we failed we would fall
flat on our faces and have to go home and look for jobs sooner
than expected.

And were we ready for Asia? We didn’t know that either,
but figured we'd find out soon. After two years on the road,
we had suffered through mechanical problems, exhaustion,
learning a foreign language, dangerous traffic, crime, pov-
erty, illnesses and culture shock. We felt like grizzled, cycle-
touring veterans. I was 38 years old; my wife 43. It was six
years since we biked up to a drive-thru wedding chapel in
Las Vegas, said our vows and rode away on a tandem bike.

I promised Cindie that life together wouldn’t be boring.

7
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And it certainly hasn't been. Asia would be different from our
time in Latin America. There would be multiple languages,
most of which we wouldn’t have a chance of understanding,
plus an entirely foreign alphabet. The customs and religions
would be completely different to what we had grown up
with. We would be eating mysterious foods. Smelling exotic
scents. And it would mean a new and intimidating distance
from home - halfway around the world from America and
our families.

We were nervous, but there was no point in stopping now.
We were addicted to freedom and financially committed.
And the only cure was the road that has no end.

Cambodian driving a homemade cart.

8
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Chapter 2
Thailand: The Land of Smiles

Tim and Cindie Travis in front of a Buddhist Wat.

It took 27 hours to fly from Indianapolis, in the heart of the
United States Midwest, to Bangkok, Thailand. We had come
so far - after more than two years on bicycles, we were finally
crossing into the other side of the world. It was Nov. 22, 2004.

Our digital wristwatches read noon. The local time was

midnight. Clearly, we had some catching up to do.
The first job was getting out of the Bangkok airport. It was

a heady experience. Dizzy from lack of sleep, our bodies stiff
from too many hours on an airplane, we followed our fel-
low passengers through customs - easily passing through the

checkpoint, where an officer merely glanced at our passports
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while stamping in a free 30-day tourist visa.

And then we were in. We loaded our boxed bikes and
bags onto a free luggage cart (only western countries seem to
have the audacity to charge a new arrival to the country for a
luggage cart) and wandered through the security doors. Sud-
denly we were outside in the warm, humid air. Where were
the duty-free shops, the fast-food restaurants, the bookstores
and clothing stores? There was nothing to this airport but a
few money-change booths, some food stalls and masses and
masses of people.

Then we saw the line for the taxi. There were a hundred
little yellow taxis in line, with a hundred new arrivals waiting
for them. None of them seemed big enough to fit our bikes.

Finally, we found someone with a van who could take
our stuff and ourselves downtown. After an hour of buzz-
ing through traffic, we arrived at our hotel and collapsed into
bed, exhausted but far too wired to sleep.

At our hotel, where the manager offers a “wai” (a bow
of respect) before the Buddhist shrine when he arrives for
work in the morning, we put our bikes together and tried
to take stock of our new home. It was not easy. Only a day
earlier (actually two days, thanks to the International Date
Line) we had been with our families in the United States. And
a few weeks before that we had spent several years riding
through Central and South America, where we learned a new
language and transformed our lives from bicycle tourists to
professional bike travelers.

And now we were on a new continent ready to start the
10

www.DownTheRoad.org The continuous bicycle touring story since 2002



Thailand: The Land of Smiles

Statue of Buddha at Wat Pho.

next chapter of our journey. All we had to do was adjust to
the new time zone, and the new culture.

Quite a frenetic culture. Bangkok is a large city of nine
million people, 500 Buddha statues and centuries of history. It
is located in the bulging center of Thailand, a mix of ancient
and modern, where barefoot monks carrying donation bowls

walk down the street as modern businessmen zoom past in
11
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Buddhist Wat along the Chao Phraya river.

Bangkok, Thailand. Our first look at driving on the left.
12
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Thailand: The Land of Smiles
air-conditioned sports cars (or at least they would zoom if the
glut of Asian metropolis traffic would let them).

We discovered the first step was communication as we
braved our first visit to a restaurant. In an effort to find a
place cheaper than the standard tourist fare, we left the tour-
ist district to find a restaurant frequented by locals.

“How much” we asked at the door. We were met with

blank stares.

“¢Cuanto Cuesta?” I asked in my best Spanish. Now the
Thai face behind the counter was even more confused.

Our first lesson: Spanish was no good here. It would take
us a few days to get out of the habit of speaking what had
been our most recent language.

Once we got over our initial travel exhaustion, we began
to explore the city. We made excursions to the king’s palace
and - as unimpressive as it may sound - the royal barge mu-
seum. Those ancient barges, opulent long boats rowed by
men, transported royalty and in ancient times were used for
river and sea battles. Every space was decorated with detailed
carvings covered in gold leaf and imitation rubies.

Thais love their royal family, both past and present. Bill-
board portraits of the current King, Queen, or both can be
seen everywhere, from highways to country roads.

We also visited several Buddhist temples or “Wats.” Wats
consist of groups of beautifully decorated buildings with or-
nate statues of Buddhas sitting, standing or reclining. Bud-
dhist monks, with shaved heads and orange robes, sit medi-

13
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Decorated boat at Royal Barge Museum.

Business men and monks at a ceremony.

14
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Thailand: The Land of Smiles
tating or chanting. They live a simple life devoted to study
and prayer, with few personal possessions.

It was our first experience with a religion other than
Christianity. We knew little about it, however its doctrine
of nonviolence and peacefulness is certainly appealing. We
would have plenty of time to learn more.

We rode the water taxis along the Chao Phraya River and
saw the floating market, where farmers sell their wares from
boats floating in backwater canals. We spent time on the tour-
ist street of Khao San Road, home to cheap drinks, cheap ho-
tels, cheap Internet, cheap clothes and cheap prostitutes. And
we wandered down streets where tourists never tread, look-
ing to find our way into this foreign culture. The Thais call
Bangkok Krung Thep, Krung Thep means “City of Angels.”
It had many secrets, and we would only become privy to a
few of them.

After a few days, it was time to leave Bangkok. But how?
There’s no grid here, and the roads are a confusing tangle
choked with traffic. How would we get out without getting
mowed down by a bus or poisoned by carbon monoxide?

Fortunately, we had a friend. Before we left, a Thai couple
- (Wan and Mou), who are traveling by bicycle around the
world - had introduced us via email to a 25-year-old Bangkok
resident, an avid cyclist named Yu. He worked for a company
that leads foreigners on bike trips in Thailand. The company
was called Spice Roads.

“Mr. Tim,” he wrote in an email, “I would be happy to
show you and your wife how to get out of Bangkok by bike.”

15
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Tim and Cindie Travis
Yu had taught himself English only six years earlier.
Thanks to practice with tourists, he was proficient. We called
his cell phone and he answered while biking through Bang-
kok’s congested traffic. We could hear the horns and throb-
bing motors over the phone, and could barely imagine him
riding one-handed while talking on the cell phone. He was

happy to hear from us, and told us he’d meet us at our hotel.

When he came to our first meeting, we recognized him
immediately - he wore bike gloves, shorts, bike shoes and car-
ried a detached handlebar bag under his arm. His legs bore
the knotted muscles of a man who has seen many kilometers
on a saddle.

We immediately felt at home sitting down with a fellow
cyclist, even one with a heavy accent from a culture we barely
knew. Cycling is a sport that transcends international bound-

aries.

In truth, Yu reminded us of the way we were before we
left on our trip. He told us: “Some day I will take my own
bicycle tour around the world.” And we believed him.

Yu took us to a top end bike shop called Probike. Amaz-
ingly, even across the globe in a small Asian nation, we could
find a store that offered qualified bike mechanics and enough

gear to keep Lance Armstrong riding smoothly.

The next morning, he met us at our hotel to lead us on
the first day of our two-wheeled journey. Our job was to re-
member which side of the road to ride on - Thais, like Brits,
Indians and Australians, drive on the left, not the right.

16
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Thailand: The Land of Smiles

Buddhist monk at Wat Pho.
17
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Cindie and Yu, our guide out of Bangkok.

Cindie in Bangkok traffic.

18
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Thailand: The Land of Smiles
As we rolled out of the hotel lobby- out of shape, over-
weight, but with new Ortlieb bags and newly-tuned bikes
that were ready for anything - I kept repeating “stay to the
left, stay to the left” in my head. I heard Cindie, behind me,

actually saying it out loud.

When we came to the first intersection I instinctively
looked to the left, saw that it was clear and went for it, and
nearly got hit. In this country, traffic comes from the right
when crossing streets. I made a mental note. A mistake like
that would cut our trip short very quickly.

Without Yu, we might never have left Bangkok. Like many
big Asian cities Bangkok is not a bicycle-friendly place. Roads
are choked with cars, tuk tuks (three-wheeled enclosed mo-
torbikes) and an infinite number of motor scooters, all belch-
ing black exhaust and buzzing like ten thousand petrol-burn-
ing bees. And unlike in the United States, where vehicles are
separated neatly by white lines, there were no road markers
to keep us even slightly safe. Here, every stretch of the road is
fair game, and any space not occupied by cars or trucks will
be filled by smaller vehicles.

At the front of every stoplight, noisy scooters surrounded
us, jockeying for position. Many of them held three, even four
family members. The father drove-usually talking on a cell
phone - while the mother sat side-saddle behind him, one or
two children sitting on her lap.

Everyone in Bangkok talks on the phone while driving.
Even Yu’s phone rang several times as he led us down the

busy road. He had an elaborate system of using his shoulder
19
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Tim and Cindie Travis
and neck so he could steer, shift, brake, and talk in rapid-fire
Thai, all at the same time.

We felt left behind in this high-tech world - after all, we
were from what was ostensibly the most technologically-
advanced country in the world, and we didn't have a cell
phone. Though, we also felt a lot safer with both hands on

our handlebars.

Yu took us 50 kilometers (31 miles) in the next three hours,
always heading to the southeast. Eventually, we stopped to
eat at an open-air restaurant.

“Are we still in Bangkok?” I asked our guide. The roads
were just as congested, the surroundings just as urban-look-
ing.

Yu laughed. “Mr. Tim,” he said, “we left Bangkok two
hours ago.”

The industrial outskirts of the city seemed to go on forev-
er. It was time for a rest. We sat down on several cheap plastic
chairs - they’re ubiquitous in Asia - and Yu told us some do’s
and don’ts about Thai customs.

First thing to remember: don't insult the King. And that
wasn't a joke. We realized how serious he was when, in read-
ing our guidebook later, we read about a Thai intellectual
who was arrested in 1991 for making a passing reference to
the king’s “interest in yachting.” A few years later, he was
arrested again for referring to the royal family as “ordinary
people.”

No insults to the king. Considering we didn’t even know

20
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Thailand: The Land of Smiles
his name, we figured that wouldn’t be too hard.

Other things to keep in mind: wear conservative clothes
in the temples; remember to wai back to a person who wais
to you (unless it is a child or a waiter) if your not sure the
best thing to do is smile back; don't point with your fingers
or the sole of your foot; don’t touch a Thai on the head and
never shake hands or pass money with the left hand (which
the Thais use for wiping after the toilet). Especially for Cin-
die, don’t touch the monks, as they are not supposed to make
contact with women.

We also had to remember to take off our shoes every time
we entered a person’s home and to never step over a person
who was lying on the ground, even if they were in the middle
of the sidewalk. It was also important, when visiting, to eat
any food put down in front of us, no matter what it looked
like. At the time, this rule didn't mean much to us. It was only
later, when we realized that both insects and reptiles factor
into the Southeast Asian cuisine, that we realized what we

were in for.

Clearly there would be a lot of things for us to keep in
mind as we made our way into a part of Thailand where “far-
angs” (Westerners) rarely tread. We hoped we would remem-
ber everything.

“Don’t worry, Mr. Tim,” Yu said, smiling. “You will do
very well in my country.”

He gave us a final wai, then hopped on his bike and ped-
aled back toward Bangkok. And there went our first friend

21
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Cindie waiting for a monk to cross the street.

in Thailand. We watched him disappear amid the traffic,
wondering how we would survive without a guide in such a
foreign place.

One crank revolution at a time, that is how. We climbed
back onto our bikes and headed back into traffic, thinking
that one of the downsides about our life on two wheels was

always saying good-bye.
22
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Thailand: The Land of Smiles

Less than five minutes later, I got my first flat.

I rode over a sliver of metal that pushed about three centi-
meters (one inch) into my tire. It was hauntingly like our first
day out of Prescott, Arizona. Darn. I pushed my bike under
the shade of a nearby furniture store and began the task of
locating all of the tools that we had hastily packed the night
before.

And then we had company - and our second friend in
Thailand. A salesman from the furniture shop, anticipating
my problem, brought me a pair of needle-nose pliers to pull
out the metal thorn. I looked up the Thai word for “thank
you” in our phrase book - “khawp khun” - but pronounced it
so poorly I had to show him the book.

Thai, like other Southeast Asian languages, is tonal - the
tone of the word is as important as the word itself. The sales-
man gave us a quick language lesson and then we were back
on the road, struggling through the hottest part of the day.

Later, we rode into the town of Chonburi. Our first desti-
nation outside Bangkok was supposed to have several hotels.
However, we couldn’t read Thai, and few signs were in Eng-
lish.

Hmm. We looked at the squiggles of Thai script and were
completely lost. How could we ask the thousands of people
milling around us on this busy street corner? First, we looked
up the word “hotel” and “please” in our phrase book but no
one understood our bad (or off-tone) pronunciation.

Next, we tried to memorize the first few characters of

23
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Red Cross sign, in Thai script.

“hotel” in Thai script. Thai letters are completely different
than the Latin alphabet, full of spirals and hooks and arches
- more like musical notes than letters.

Finally, I resorted to showing the word “hotel” in our
phrase book to people, underlining the word with the edge
of a business card so they knew which word we were looking
for. They offered an expression of nurturing concern (perhaps
for our sanity), and pointed down the road. After riding a bit
longer, we saw the word “hotel” on a sign in English. Yes!

Now we were on familiar ground. I stayed with the bikes
while Cindie went in to secure us a room. After saying hello
in Thai to the clerk, she pointed at different words and num-
bers in our phrase book to agree on a room and a price. The

hotel staff helped us one at a time into the elevator with our
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bike and we were set for the night.

That phrase book would become one of our most valuable
possessions. It covered the seven or so languages we'd en-
counter in Southeast Asia. Starting out, we had no idea how
useful it would become - and how much we would be relying
on it.

From Chonburi we rode to our first Thai beach, Pattaya
and then onto Ko Samet National Park. We arrived in Pat-
taya in the late afternoon ready to pass out from the heat. We
were still not use to the high temperature and humidity of
tropical Thailand. In late afternoon it was over 90° F (32°C)
with over 80% humidity. Our bodies were still use to the cool
November climate in Indiana where it was only 50 ° F (10° C).
No matter how much sweat poured off of me I still couldn’t
cool off.

This city is a world-famous beach, popular with tourists
both Asian and Western. While it has plenty of family enter-
tainment, its biggest fame comes from X-rated services. Men
come from around the world to partake in its hundreds of
strip-joints, far more extreme than anything seen in the Unit-
ed States, and a wide range of prostitutes (mostly women,
but also men and “lady boys.”). No doubt some of the seedier
places also included underage workers as well.

Accommodations range from backpacker standard fare
to five star hotels. Pattaya has a real party atmosphere with
streets lined with bars and outdoor patios filled with girls
waiting to talk to anyone who strolled their way. I went out
with a couple of English guys for the evening while Cindie
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The beach at Pattaya.

The girls of Pattaya waiting for the party to begin.
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Thailand: The Land of Smiles
went for a traditional Thai massage. That night as we went
from bar to bar I heard, “Buy me a drink, Mr.” more times
than I can remember. I really wanted to see what the attrac-
tion to this area was all about, I was not interested in sex, [

had a wife down the street getting a traditional massage.

On our second night in town we decided to eat at the local
outdoor market. While eating our Pad Thai (spicy rice noo-
dles), a Swedish man sat down at our table. The first thing we
noticed was how pale and sickly he looked.

Cindie asked him: “Are you feeling alright?”

“No, not so nice” he said. “I have a touch of malaria; I got
malaria when I was in Africa a few years back...”

We talked about Africa and his travels over the next hour
or so and then he left. After he was gone, I said to Cindie,
“Well, I guess we'd better start taking our antimalaria pills
before we enter Cambodia. Otherwise we’ll end up looking
like that guy.”

“I'm not sure it was malaria that made him look bad,” she
said. “I think he has some other serious disease.”

We never found out what he had, but this would not be

the last we saw of this Swede.

Ko Samet National Park is an island and required a boat
ride to reach. We wheeled the heavy bikes aboard via a wood-
en ramp, and made ready to relax.

On the island, we kicked back in a tropical paradise. We
removed our bags and went on a long mountain-bike ride

across the island. On the way back to the mainland the boat
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Tim loading his bike on the boat to Ko Samet.

Our bikes on the boat.
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was smaller than the one we took out. It didn't have a wooden
ramp, so our bikes had to be loaded over the side of the boat.
As my bike was being passed over, a gust of wind hit the
heavy boat and pushed it away from land. My bike was hang-
ing over the ocean and the heavy boat was slowly going out
to sea. Adrenaline suddenly surging, I quickly yanked my
two-wheeled rig back on the dock.

That was close. Hauling my bike out of the salt water
wasn’t exactly the kind of fishing I had in mind on our trip.
One thing we learned quickly is that Thailand deserved

its reputation as the “Land of Smiles.”

Thais have an unstoppable sense of humor. They love a
good joke. For example, while waiting at a red light with the
usual pack of motor scooters, I like to pretend that I can’t start
my imaginary bicycle engine. They jokingly offer me tools or
pretend to push-start me. They laugh so hard that they miss
the light change.

That just confirmed what we had already learned on The
Road that Has No End. No matter what culture you are from -
no matter how different skin colors, languages, beliefs - we
all want the same thing. Parents want their children to grow
up with the best opportunities; teachers want their students
to learn; workers want the work-day to end. And everyone
admires honesty, and a job well done. These similarities are
the language we all speak and the only language I had to

communicate with ... at least until I learned more Thai.

Another thing we learned is how good the food of Thai-
land is. The country enjoys a reputation as having one of
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the world’s great cuisines, and after several years of eating
stringy meats and bland rice and beans throughout South
America we quickly agreed. For me the only close competi-
tors are the fantastic steaks in Argentina and the great tradi-
tional Mexican dishes.

Here you could get delicious Pad Thai on the street for
the value of two American quarters, and delicious curries in
yellow, red or green, with the freshest fish or chicken or squid
you could ever ask for. Fantastic - so long as you had a good
stomach for spicy food. If not, you would always be served
enough rice to (eventually) blot out the pain of too many hot
peppers.

We soon settled into a routine of waking up at 5 a.m. and
hitting the road by 7 a.m. leaving early gave us a few hours
for riding in the coolness of the morning. By the time 11 a.m.
arrived the street venders started cooking lunch. The vari-
ety of smells and textures of Thai food are dazzling, and we
would stop several times to eat throughout the day.

During an overnight stop in Klaeng a few nights later we
got a surprise about the variety of Thai cuisine.

We had already secured a room and were on the street
at a large sidewalk restaurant. Cindie, always the first of our
duo to try something new, liked a dish our neighbor was eat-
ing: a reddish meat that looked to be peppered or otherwise
covered in seasonings. Because we did not speak any Thai
yet, she ordered it by pointing at the neighbor’s plate - after
all, it looked good, didn't it?
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Cindie eating Pad Thai, spicy noodles with pork and bean sprouts.

I had my normal, safe Pad Thai, while Cindie tried her
mysterious, reddish meat. I tried a spoonful from the small,
stone pot in which it was served - not bad, I agreed.

When it was time to order seconds I walked up to the
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Which meat would you pick?

counter to order another pot of the meat. However, first I had
to know what to ask for. I pulled out our trusty phrase book,
pointed to the stove - filled with simmering pots and pans
- and then showed her the page with the words for “pork,”
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“beef” and “chicken.”
I could tell that she understood my question but could not
find the answer in my book.

I rephrased my question. I pointed at the pot. “Mooo?” 1
asked.

The lady shook her head.

“Oink, Oink?” I asked, somewhat tentatively.

She shook her head again and made a strange sound:
“Hrrrr, hrrrr”

Huh? Now it was my time to look confused.

She repeated the sound again. And scraped her foot on
the ground. Like a horse clawing the ground with its hoof.

A horse. That’s what we were eating.

I ordered more Pad Thai.

Cindie, from our plastic table at the curb, had seen the
whole exchange. “Tim, please tell me that I did not just eat a
horse,” she begged.

“I doubt it was a whole horse,” I replied. “That would feed
a hundred people.”

“Oh, God,” Cindie said, looking down at her plate in dis-
gust. Cindie loves horses.

“Don’t worry,” I added. “It probably wasn’t a race horse. It
obviously wasn't very fast.”

Cindie, who grew up working in a horse stable, looked
sick. My Pad Thai was delivered. I gave the lady an “oink,
oink” and thumbs up just to double check that the meat in
my noodles was pig, not horse. The lady oinked back, which
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Street vendor making our dinner.

Thais have a wide selection of food to choose from.
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we took to mean either “yes” or “I'd better humor the weird
Farangs before they cause more trouble.”

From that day on, whenever we rode past a horse pull-
ing a plow or wagon I would mimic “Hrrr hrrr” and remind
Cindie of the day she ate Seabiscuit.

We also learned to be more careful before ordering. Soon
after, we saw a street vender selling such delicacies as fried
maggots and cockroaches. I was glad that they were recog-
nizable by shape - I had no idea how to mimic the sound of
a cockroach.

Our next stop was Chantaburi, one of the world’s most
important gem-trading cities. Cindie was thrilled. She’s a ge-
ologist, so she’s naturally drawn to shiny and glittery rocks.
More than 60 percent of the world’s rubies pass through a few
blocks of this city. Clearly we had to stop and poke around.

“But no buying,” I warned my wife, who quietly agreed.

We spent two days resting in town and wandered around
bazaars where piles of expensive gemstones were bought and
sold. Cindie was as good as her word. It must have been hard
for her to walk past such alluring piles of red, green and yel-
low stones. Gems and bikes don’t mix well.

From there, we rode over some low-lying mountains be-
fore reaching the Thai/Cambodian border. At the start of
the first climb, we expected it to be like the mountains we
had grown used to in the Andes. We settled into listening to
music on our mp3 player and spinning on our bikes to the
top. We needn’t have bothered.
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Gem Trading Market: I think the offer was to low for the seller.

Gems, being sorted and weighted.
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In the Andes, climbs went on for as long as several days as
we gained and lost thousands and thousands of feet, climb-
ing through various ecosystems and numerous levels of pain
and exhaustion.

However, that was Latin America. In Thailand the climb
lasted less than two hours and was practically painless. We
arrived at Aranya Prathet and the Cambodian border and
made preparations to enter the undeveloped and war-torn

country of Cambodia.
This would be the true test. Thailand has divided high-

ways, air-conditioned buses, 7-11 convenience stores and
(occasionally) flush toilets. Cambodia had bad roads, land
mines, widespread poverty and the memory of the Khmer
Rouge, one of the most despised and repressive governments
in modern history.

It was time to keep turning the cranks, and see what was

around the next bend in the road.
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When we looked closer we realized these platters displayed cooked

cockroaches, maggots and grubs.

A close up of grubs and onions.
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Chapter 3
Entering Cambodia

Cindie at the hazy border between Thailand and Cambodia.

We noticed the difference even before we were over the bor-
der. After we passed through the Thai exit point (and the sign
warning of a death penalty to anyone who was caught pos-
sessing illegal drugs), we saw the Cambodians.

They were lining up by the hundreds to pass from Cam-
bodia into Thailand, the Southeast Asian equivalent of Mexi-
cans waiting at Tijuana to pass into the United States. Quietly
and patiently they stood in the morning heat; the men wear-

ing T-shirts and shorts, the women in long-sleeved clothes
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I watch the bikes while Cindie gets our entry stamps into Cambodia.

and wicker hats, some with faces covered by a cloth balaclava
also known as a krama. In this culture, light skin is consid-
ered to be of a higher class than darker skin, which can come
from laboring in the hot rice paddies or doing dusty road-
work. Thus the women endeavor to prevent getting a suntan,
despite the obvious discomfort.

We couldn't help but be conscious of our bicycles, and the
wealth contained in our panniers.

As we waited for our entry stamps, I thought back to all
the preparations we had made to come here. For instance,
there was the Doxycycline, our daily orange antibiotic pill
that would ward off Malaria. We had stocked up on all nec-
essary supplies, such as easy-to-prepare noodles and vegeta-
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bles. We've learned that things available in one country may
be unheard of across the border.

We had made careful count of our money, and with the
shrinking value of the dollar we were glad we had picked
Asia for our next destination after Latin America. One of the
biggest expenses seemed to be visas. Cambodia, for instance,
cost US $30 for 30 days each, a noticeable percentage of our
daily budget.

This was our thirteenth border crossing. A lot can be
learned about two countries by the activities at the border.
Usually the poorer country has many things for sale so their
better off neighbor can avoid high taxes and buy cheap goods.
Cambodia was no exception.

This border was chaotic. Well-dressed Thais in new Toy-
ota Camrys parked in guarded lots and walked across the
border to shop and gamble in Cambodia. The border was
only a few hours drive from Bangkok, and the casinos in the
cross-border “No-Man’s Land” looked new and transplanted

from somewhere else.

The casinos were the only structures that looked modern.
Everything else, including the people, looked worn out.

As I waited for Cindie, I found out the Cambodians were
streaming into Thailand on day-long work passes. There were
carts and wagons of all style. Small motor scooters pulled
trailers full of people, the two-stroke engines laboring under
the weight. There were old farm wagons made entirely out

of wood, including the wheels, which were pulled by water
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Hand cranked cart used by an amputee, most likely from stepping on
a land mine.

buffalo and oxen. In some ways, life hadn't changed here in
centuries.

In the rag-tag line of squeaky carts were several which
were propelled by a hand crank. Another symbol of Cambo-
dia’s sad past. The country still had millions of land-mines
hidden in rice paddies and along mountain paths. The men
who drove these hand-powered carts had no legs - blown off
by mines, no doubt. It’s the gift of war that keeps on giving.

I watched our loaded bikes while Cindie waited in line
42
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and arranged the entry stamps in our passports. All I could
do was sit as thousands of forgotten members of humanity
passed before me. For them, life was hard and a struggle
merely to survive.

It was difficult to imagine what they thought of us. My
life seemed so safe by comparison. Here, anyone over 30 had
seen and experienced more than most Westerners could ever
imagine.

I'm sure they wondered what business we had as tour-
ists here, cycling practically care-free past their difficult lives.
Then Cindie emerged, triumphantly clutching our passports
with our 30-day visa approved. It was time to find out for
ourselves.

It's impossible to talk about Cambodia without talking
about Pol Pot. The reviled communist leader reached the
height of his power in 1975. As the world focused on nearby
Vietnam, Pol Pot changed the name of Cambodia to Kampu-
chea and declared that the country would now begin “Year
Zero” of its new history. The cities were emptied, and the en-
tire population forced to live on large farms. This was prog-
ress to the Khmer Rouge.

Meanwhile, Pol Pot began to “cleanse” the population of
anyone he deemed guilty of interfering with his new his-
tory. That included anybody who had been educated: monks,
teachers, doctors, engineers, politicians and even people with

the bad luck of having to wear glasses.

Those who weren't executed fared only a little better. They
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Tim riding past a water buffalo cart.

A huge billboard seen from the road: “VWe no Longer Need Weapons”.
4
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were fed a starvation diet of rice and forced to labor on col-
lective farms. In all, about two million people - a fifth of the
population - were killed until 1979, when Vietnam invaded
the country and Pol Pot fled to the far mountains. There, he
lived for nearly two decades before being captured and dying
under house arrest.

It would take the country years to recover from this forced
disaster. Years to dig up the bones of the killing fields, to dig
out the land mines, to prosecute - or forgive - the men who

committed these crimes and continue to live among them.

Yet in the past few years Cambodia has seen an incredible
transformation. Take Angkor Wat, the world-famous temple
site that would be our first destination. A few years ago, very
few tourists came here, and those that did risked land-mines

and violence from armed locals.

Today Seam Reap, the city next to the complex, sees a mil-
lion tourists a year. It has its own international airport and
five-star hotels. Even the New York Times Travel Section saw
fit to write a “24 hours in..” story about the city, a sure sign
of success.

Every day, thousands of Cambodians from nearby villages
commute into the city to work in the hospitality and tourism
industry. They walk or bike past large billboards depicting
a US made M-16 military rifle broken in half. The caption, in
Khmer and English, insists: “We no Longer Need Weapons.”

Clearly, it was a new era we were about to pedal into.
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Riding those first few kilometers through the rough and
dirty border town in an isolated region of Cambodia was a
jolt to our senses.
The first thing I noticed was the smell of fish guts rotting
in the sun. I soon learned while riding I can hold my breath
for a full minute if I had too.

The vehicles on the road looked straight out of a Dr. Seuss
children’s book. We rode past old trucks, some lacking an en-
gine hood, others lacking doors, or some without roofs. Their
beds were overloaded with goods or people, and the vehi-
cles crawled slowly down the rough road like overburdened
beasts, which they were, I suppose.

Faster moving motor-scooters carried dozens of squawk-
ing ducks hanging by their feet. Indeed, we passed some large
duck farms as we rode through the pancake-flat countryside.

The road soon turned to dirt, with deep potholes - kettle
holes, more like it—and deep fissures in the roadbed carved
by heavy rain. There were long stretches with unbearable
dust. The krama scarf that Cambodians wear serves as both
dust filter and hat. These scarves were common and a source
of ethnic Khmer (Cambodian) identity. When the dust was
thick, heads would be completely covered with fabric. I
wished we had some.

Houses were nothing more than thatched rooms on stilts
above a squalid swamp. Trash collection was nonexistent—
garbage was routinely raked together and burned every
few meters. We pedaled through a blur of black smoke from
burning plastic.
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Krama scarfs worn by Cambodians.

Every so often locals sold beverages - canned beer, Red
Bull or juice in cardboard bricks - on the side of the road. The
drinks were in coolers but there was no ice in them. I passed
on the warm beer.

In other spots, men sold gasoline stored in liter-size plastic
bottles, which glowed yellow in the morning sun. Consider-
ing how many people smoke around here, it's a wonder there

are not more filling station disasters.
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Typical house on stilts in Cambodia.

Traveling salesman selling housewares in small villages.
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Later on, we passed a man welding a wagon axel with
a gas torch. We rode through the spray of glowing orange
sparks, and I took comfort in the scene. Welding looks the
same no matter where we go.

The roads were also clogged with bicycle riders carrying
the few possessions they had, including farm tools and pigs.
Bicycles are essentially the same all over the world.

I saw a gas generator charging hundreds of 12-volt car
batteries. These batteries were the sole power source for the
endless hand-built shacks we rode past.

The smell of human sewage was everywhere - after all,
there was no place to go but in the swamp. Where did their
drinking water come from? How did they stay healthy? Not
sure we really wanted to know the answer.

Occasionally new Toyota trucks, bearing the logo of for-
eign Non-Governmental Agencies (NGOs), passed us. These
were the same groups I had seen advertise on TV, soliciting
donations to help people in impoverished countries with

things like a better system of hygiene.

Soon after, we were passed by a man in a United Nations
(UN) truck. His look of concern through his closed window
as he saw us gave me pause. How was this country held to-
gether?

However, after several hours we grew more comfortable
with our surroundings and stopped at one of the many open-
air food stalls along the road. It consisted of home-made

chairs on a dirt floor, covered by a dried leaf roof.
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Cindie learning Khmer from kids at a food stall.

Tim (wearing mask for dust) checking out the local bike shop.
50

www.DownTheRoad.org The continuous bicycle touring story since 2002


http://www.downtheroad.org/Asia/Photo/2Cambodia_Pictures.htm
http://www.downtheroad.org/Asia/Photo/2Cambodia_Pictures.htm

Entering Cambodia

This is when we realized that the growing list of Thai
words we had learned was worthless here. The people of
Cambodia speak Khmer, which is unique in sound and al-
phabet. We did not even know the words for “hello” and
“thank you.” It was time to pull out our phrase book again.

Cindie peered into cooking pots searching for anything
she could recognize. Many of the pots left us asking each
other: “what is that?”

Cindie picked one that had rice and some kind of bean
cooked with condensed milk. I was still too shocked by the
desperate poverty to eat. A curious group of children had
gathered around us by now, so Cindie used the opportuni-
ty to learn the local language. She pointed at words in our
Southeast Asia phrase book and the kids would pronounce it
for us. They thought the way I struggled to pronounce “thank
you” (“ah-kun”) was funny and begged me to repeat. After
the initial depressing images of Cambodia it was refreshing
to feel the warmth of the people.

We rode on, not stopping until our first city of Sisophon.
We sought refuge in an upscale hotel suggested in our guide
book as a favorite of UN employees. Upscale, in this case, cost
US $6, assuming you passed on air conditioning. We had ex-
perienced enough for one day.

The next day the road grew worse. It was entirely dirt and
dust. Fortunately, we had been warned of this and brought
along surgical masks, which are commonly worn in cities in
Asia to combat more than just the flu.

We also soon learned a bicycle’s place in the road hierar-
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chy. Trucks and buses were rare but commanded the road.
Next were cars, then motor scooters and only after that the
bicycle. Few people were on foot.

I was never sure where animal carts fell into this equation.
They were the slowest on the road, but their power, mass and
independent thinking (or at least as much as a water buffalo
can think) caused others to give them lots of space.

We did not fit into the established pecking order. We were
faster than all other bicycles, but slower than the motor scoot-
ers. Often, in the entire width of this dusty road, there was
only one smooth track for two-wheeled transportation. The
scooter operators, believing they had first dibs, routinely
tried to force us to make room for them as they pulled up
next to us.

The first few times they tried to force us off the track and
into the dust, I was polite and slowed down to let them pass.
However, this soon grew old. Every time we slowed down,
with our heavy loads, we expended a lot of energy getting
back up to speed.

Eventually we learned to be more aggressive, like I was
in city traffic or even in a bike race. Lucky for us the scooters
were underpowered and we had faster accelerations. Eventu-
ally, they got up to speed and blew past us, which solved the
problem.

We made several stops that day because we could only
bear so much dust and heat. We were never alone.

Despite their dark history, the Cambodians were warm
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Cindie (wearing a mask for dust) on the road to Siem Reap.
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and welcoming. Many spoke some English, which they had
learned while attending school in refugee camps in Thailand
during the Khmer Rouge era. They never spoke of the terrible
past and we did not ask. Instead, they wanted to know why
we came to Cambodia. How long we were staying? Where
else we were going?

And by the way, they added, who were these western peo-
ple they saw occasionally passing by in buses? Many Cam-
bodians were only beginning to understand what a “tourist”

was.

Amazingly, despite the increasing visits from Thailand,
we were the first tourists they had actually spoken to. To
them, it was a good sign - a sign that Cambodia was mov-
ing on. That’s one of the benefits of cycling. The slowness of
a bicycle put us in touch with the everyday people, in small
villages where buses passed by in clouds of dust with pas-
sengers giving barely a glance.

And so, we drew a polite crowd in these tiny places. They
studied our bicycles and our shoes. Children touched my
shin or felt my hair to see if it was real. At first I feared pick-
pockets—years on the road, especially in the bandit-filled re-
gions of Latin America, have made me cautious. Unlike South
America, where sneaky youths were frequently trying to put
hands in my pockets or open the zippers of my packs, no one
in Cambodia seemed to even think of it. Poverty does not
equal crime.

At one of our many rest-stops in makeshift restaurants,
the owner spoke refugee-camp English.
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Locals brave the dust on their bikes too.

“You want steak?” He asked.

Cindie immediately said yes - she was craving some red

meat.
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Tim taking a plate of “Snake’ from a local.

Ah Yes, fried “Snake”.
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On the other hand, I was suspicious. No one can afford
steak in this part of Cambodia, and this certainly did not look
like a steak house.

“Let’s get two plates,” said my hungry wife, her guard
down.

I asked the owner to repeat himself. Good thing: it wasn’t
steak he was offering. It was “snake.”

Then the man presented us with a bowl of fried snakes—
scales, tails, and all. Cindie, suddenly, was not so hungry
after all.

We soon realized this was a lunch spot for farm hands.
Most of them were skillfully using chopsticks to nibble on the
small fried crawlers. No one could understand our surprise.
Yes, of course it’s fried snake. What’s wrong with that? They
had no idea we'd never seen this before.

Cindie quickly pulled our camera out. The snake sales-
man was happy enough to pose, but obviously could not
figure out why this was a photo moment. It would be like a
Cambodian tourist in the USA wanting to take a picture of a
Big Mac.

He offered to take my snake order again while Cindie
caught the whole hilarious moment on video. When she was
filming several people crowded in wanting to be filmed as
well.

Did we try it? Well, snake is a bit greasy, we reasoned, and
doesn’t mix well with hard cycling. We bought some warm
bottles of water and passed on the reptiles until next time.
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Tim in a mask, covered with dust and sweat in Kralanh, Cambodia.

By mid afternoon we reached a village with a hotel, or
“guest house” as they are often called here. We could have
pushed on to Siem Reap, the place where those buses filled
with foreigners were headed. Instead we decided to pass on
the Western amenities for one more night we wanted to stay

off the beaten track once again.

It also didn't hurt that we were tired. We were both cov-
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ered with a thick coat of dust. At least the fine red powder
didn't invade our waterproof panniers; otherwise it would
have contaminated our water filter and laptop. The clothes
we were wearing were not so lucky—we threw the garments
into a plastic bag. The next morning, we tied the toxic lump
on the outside of my load, planning to deal with it later.

Thus free of our hardened shell of dust and sweat, we
showered and put on refreshingly clean clothes from our
bags. Feeling human again, we walked around the village,
looking for a place to eat.

We had to choose carefully. People in the undeveloped
regions of the world do not get the best cuts of meat. In fact,
what would be used for hot dogs and head cheese in the Unit-
ed States makes up the major share of dishes here - bones,
heart, lungs and intestines. To complete the meal, there’s
plenty of rice. And dust - always dust. The “Real Cambodia”
is not without its discomforts.

The next day we battled more dust and heat until the
road suddenly turned to smooth pavement. Rural Cambodia
quickly disappeared and we entered the city of Siem Reap.
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Truck used to haul people, animals and crops.

Locals traveling in overloaded trucks: Cambodian taxi.
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Chapter 4
In the Ruins of Angkor Wat

The main temple of Angkor Wat.

The first signs of progress we passed were several ultramod-
ern, five star hotels. Just like the Thai-filled casinos at the bor-
der, these hotels seemed to be transplanted from somewhere
else—Daytona Beach, Florida or Cancun, Mexico perhaps.

Plush air-conditioned hotels are built solely for the in-
ternational “haves”, located just outside of these plush behe-
moths are homemade wooden carts pulled by teams of water
buffalo with friendly, toothless drivers.

After cycling through the Siem Reap strip, we reached the
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more affordable backpacker-hotel zone. That is where Cin-
die bargained hard for a room while I watched the bikes. We
were planning to stay for a while, which is always a good
bargaining tool.

This time, unlike South America, Cindie had the harder
job. The hoteliers, experienced by several years of busy tour-
ism, were hard bargainers. And for me there was nothing to
watch for - no one was interested in touching our bikes. The
only one to even talk to me was a man who offered me a
chair from his house to sit down on while I waited. I wished
I spoke more than a few words of Khmer. Instead, I had to
settle for his hand gestures for “welcome” and a gentle pat on
my back and hoped my smile would prove sufficient thanks.

Siem Reap (you have to say all the vowels to pronounce it
correctly) is a boom-town. Even before the road was safe to
travel, an airstrip was built to shuttle in tourists.

Why the hubbub? Two words: Angkor Wat.

This is, quite simply, one of the world’s most majestic
temple complexes. The name refers to the region’s largest and
most majestic temple. In fact Angkor is one of more than a
dozen temples and surrounding edifices, all built by a variety
of Hindu and Buddhist kings over five centuries.

Eventually, it was sacked by a neighboring kingdom, and
abandoned for centuries before French archeologists began to
investigate the region in the late 1800s. Thus began a process
more than a century long to uncover and restore the complex.

Only a few years ago, Angkor Wat was laced with land

mines and home to rogue Khmer Rouge fighters. Today, it’s
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one of Asia’s greatest destinations, and attracts up to one mil-
lion visitors a year. Even grizzled backpackers, jaded after
months in India or other countries filled with ruins, can’t
help but be captivated by the majesty of this place.

We spent a week here, and never tired of exploring these
stone monuments.

The popularity of Angkor Wat has turned Siem Reap into
Asia’s newest boom-town. Of course, some of the backpack-
ing tourists were appalled that Cambodia now had five-star
hotels. Such class certainly takes away from the adventure of
third-world travel.

That is how it is when you travel on the cheap. You always
want to get somewhere before it is “spoiled.” To the locals,
all this success is, of course, welcome. They believe that the
money coming in is the ancient kingdom’s way of taking care
of the people after so much tragedy:.

Obviously, big hotels are quite an improvement from war
or genocide. And jobs as tour guides, maids, and bellhops,
while perhaps not the most glamorous professions, are con-
siderably more appealing than forced labor and conscripted
soldiering - or for that matter, working in the hot, snake-filled
rice fields.

The next day, three bike tourists rolled up to our hotel, the
Smiley Guest House. They were from North America - Pat, a
railroad engineer from Sudbury, Ontario; Rob, a Polish-born
computer programmer, formerly from Canada now living
in London; and Alan, an upstate New York journalist in the
midst of a six-month journey across Asia.
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David from Malaysia, Tim, Alan and Cindie from USA.

The three had met on the internet and arranged to travel
together through Cambodia and Laos.

They certainly had a different view of cycling than we
did. For us, two was company. For them three was a party.
Even though we all were about the same age I felt like the old
married man, watching them go out every night to explore
the burgeoning nightlife of Siem Reap.

We told the group about our Web site and book, and Pat
said, “The Road that Has No End? I've seen it.”

Later in the evening we went out to dinner. Just before we
left, David, a cyclist from Malaysia, showed up. Pat, Rob and
Alan had been emailing him. When he heard we had plans to
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travel through Malaysia in a year or so, he invited us to visit
him.

We found a noodle stand, which had cheap plastic tables
and chairs set up on a claimed section of sidewalk. Pedestri-
ans walked through the “restaurant” as we waited for our
meals.

We made a toast - “Welcome to Cambodia”—with cans
of ABC Stout, a surprisingly tasty beer (most brews in Asia
are sad, watery, uninspired lagers). We filled each other in on
where we had been and where we were going,.

Alan had spent four months in Nepal, Tibet and India.
He had trekked through the Himalayas and biked through
the Indian desert of Rajasthan, stopping to enjoy the world-
famous camel fair of Pushkar. Then, having fallen for a Swed-
ish woman of Indian descent, he joined her to visit Pune, the
Indian city of her birth and adoption.

Pat, on the other hand, was taking his annual two-month
holiday in Asia, which he does every year. Pat hates winter.
So he saves all his vacation days and escapes winter to spend
his time drinking and biking (in that order) through South-
east Asia. To his friends, he is known as “Siamese Pat,” how-
ever after a few days here he decided to change the moniker
to “Pol Pat.”

Rob, the youngest of the three, had quit his computer job
to pedal through Asia. He was planning on a year or more for
the journey, which would take him across Southeast Asia and
up through the Himalayas.
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Pat, Tim, Rob and Alan at an outdoor restaurant in Siem Reap.

Three men, three different journeys. Together, the five of
us made quite a team.

We spent a few hours sitting on the sidewalk of that busy
street, talking about life on the road and what we hoped to
get out of our respective travels.

“You know,” I said to Alan at one point, “we don’t usually
meet many Americans when we're traveling.”

“I know,” he agreed. “It’s sad. I heard something like only
10 to 20 percent of Americans even have passports. And most
of them are going to Canada, Mexico, or maybe England or
France.”

“Why is that?” Rob asked.

Part of that was vacation time, we explained to the Cana-
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dians. Many Americans get only two weeks off per year, and
some do not even get that (such as those working part-time
jobs, or running their own small business). Because Amer-
ica is so isolated geographically, traveling to most foreign
countries must include an expensive and long flight. And, of
course, America is such a huge place that most Americans
barely see much of their own country, much less other places.

That’s only part of the answer, Alan added. The fact of
the matter is many Americans are strangely apathetic about
the outside world. Print and television journalism focuses al-
most entirely on domestic issues, with so much attention paid
to squabbling political parties that there’s little room to talk
about the rest of the world.

Combine that with the fact that few Americans can speak
a foreign language, and the result is; many people have no
interest in going to a place where they might have trouble
communicating, where everything from the food to the cul-
ture is different.

“It takes them too much out of their comfort zone,” said
Alan, who obviously did not have that problem. “It’s a shame.
Perhaps we wouldn't be so ready to start wars if we knew
more about other places and cultures.”

He launched into the story of how he spent eight weeks
traveling in Pakistan only a few months before 9/11. When
the rest of America was convinced the Muslims of the world
were banding together to fuel America’s destruction, Alan
was remembering how he had not heard an unkind word
during his entire stay, and most of the Pakistanis who talked

67

www.DownTheRoad.org The continuous bicycle touring story since 2002



Tim and Cindie Travis
to him about the United States had a positive view of the
country.

By the time we left the outdoor “café,” we had solved most
of the world’s problems and were ready to become tourists
again.

The next day Cindie joined Alan and Rob for a pre-dawn
bike ride to the Angkor Wat ruins. It's about a four-mile
ride down flat roads to the gate, where you pay US $40 for a
three-day ticket (the minimum you need to really appreciate
the temples, although a week is better) Cindie and I had a
seven-day ticket and already had spent two days exploring
the ruins.

The first thing they saw was a band of tawny rhesus
macaque monkeys, hanging out on the side of the road. The
cyclists stopped to take pictures, and the curious, dog-sized
animals began to examine the bikes. Alan thought he would
chase them away. Yet, when he moved threateningly toward
one of the bigger males, the male not only held his ground,
he actually chased Alan back. Clearly, they were not primates
to be trifled with.

The three eventually retrieved their bikes and rode to
Angkor Wat, the most well known of all the temples in this
complex. A crowd was already gathering for sunrise, so they
locked up their bikes and walked inside.

On the way in, they were met by a group of young chil-
dren selling postcards. This is a common sight at many of the
temples at Angkor Wat, unfortunately, for some families this
is the only way they make money.
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Cindie keeping an eye on an aggressive macaque mornkey.

Between the 9™ and