
Strung between tow-
ering Himalayan 

peaks, threadbare 
prayer flags send their 
timeless pleas sail-
ing out over a land of 
unknown mountains 
and the black yak hair 
tents of nomads. They 
wind through the 
painted doors of distant 
stone villages and the 
shuttered windows of 
tenacious monasteries, 

A bicycle journey 

through Tibet 

follows a murky 

line between the 

past and present 

on the backroads 

of the highest 

plateau on Earth

Story and photos by Nathan Ward

THE WIND HORSE
flying through a land 
ripped from history and 
thrust into a foreign 
world. These prayer 
flags, these wind horses 
of desire, carry the tales 
of time here in Tibet, 
the highest plateau on 
Earth.

The wind at our 
backs, we climbed a 
corkscrew road to the 
low point in the ridge, 
more than 17,000 feet 

above the distant seas, 
and pedaled over the 
flag-strewn summit of 
the Chak La. We paused 
there beneath the cloud-
less cerulean sky before 
rolling into a long 
descent, one of the mar-
athon downhills found 

only in the world’s big-
gest terrain. 

Accelerating with 
gravity’s pull, we raced 
past blurred hillsides, 
our fingers twitching on 
the brakes, our brains 
memorizing a string of 
images — Tibetan men 
chasing a herd of goats, 
smoke rising through 
the sparse fabric of 
nomad tents, sunburned 
children yelling “Tashi
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high points of their journeys. Historically, 
all traffic from eastern and northern Tibet 
entered the Lhasa Valley over this pass, and 
the summit was the first place a pilgrim 
could see the revered Potala Palace in the 
Lhasa Valley below. For Tibetans, this pass 
was a place of worship. 

Circling the giant cairn three times clock-
wise, we saw piles of hand-sized wood-
en pieces thrown on the ground. Devout 
Buddhists often prostrated themselves all 
the way to Lhasa as a sign of faith, and they 
made these to protect their hands. They’d 
clasp their hands high; focus on purify-
ing mind, speech, and body; then stretch 
fully out, touching their foreheads to the 
ground. Then they’d stand, take two steps, 
and prostrate themselves again, some trav-
eling hundreds of miles this way over many 
months. In comparison, it made our jour-
ney up the pass seem very fast and easy.

It is said that the current Dalai Lama fol-
lowed this route to Lhasa as a child after he 
was first identified as a reincarnate lama. I 
like to think that his small hand contrib-
uted one of the stones to this cairn back 
when Tibet was an independent nation 
with a different reality. With that image 
in my head, I turned my wheels downhill 
and thought about how lucky Andrea and 
I were to be here.

Since Lhasa exploded into rioting in 
March 2008, Tibet had once again been 
under heavy military pressure. Most for-
eign tourists and NGO workers had left the 
Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR), and only 
about 15 of us remained living there. For 
months, no one had been allowed in or out 
of the city, and we thought we’d missed our 
chance to bike tour in Tibet. 

We thought there would be no way 
to get out of the city and travel freely in 
the countryside. Luckily for us, under 
international scrutiny before the Olympics, 
the restrictions eased a little and we were 
allowed to go. We couldn’t do the long tour 
we’d dreamed of, but we could do a shorter 
route near Lhasa. A short tour is better 
than no tour, and days later we were on top 
of a high pass, dropping down into a valley 
bathed in sunlight.

As fate would have it, there was no 
easy way down the mountain, although 
we clearly saw our destination. Langtang 
Village looked close, just a few thousand 
vertical feet below. Not far from the top 
of the pass, we reached a split in the road 
— one option was the most traveled, a 
footpath. But it looked too steep to ride, so 
we followed the lesser traveled road, and it 

made all the difference — for the worse. 
After a couple of miles, the road disinte-

grated into loose rubble nearly impossible 
to ride. It was like technical singletrack on 
the edge of a cliff, no room for mistakes. 
It went on and on for hours, until totally 
exhausted, we shouldered our bikes once 

again and hiked down the mountain. 12 
hours after setting out, we finally reached 
the Langtang Village where our driver 
waited anxiously. 

Dropping to the ground, Andrea 
laughed. “Where is that guy who said it 
was only three hours? I want to talk to 
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Walking terrain. In the high country, sometimes it's best to swallow your pride and push.

delek,” a yak swimming a deep river pool. 
It felt fluid and effortless. After years of 
bike touring, I still love big downhills the 
best because it feels like flying.

We stopped at the bottom of the pass, 
relaxed in a field of wildflowers, and 
looked up at the gigantic treeless moun-
tains around us. It was the perfect day, 
and we were more than happy to be bike 
touring through the backwaters of Tibet 
—  not only because we were the only 
two people in the world doing it, but it 
had been a rough year for this mystical 
scarred land, and getting here was any-
thing but easy.

Just the day before, we weren’t sure 
we’d make it even this far. Waking early 
after the heaviest day of rain that year, 
my wife Andrea and I looked out the 
window at spitting heavy clouds and 
wondered, “Should we go? It looks miser-
able.” Andrea simply stated “We have to 
go. We may never get another chance.” 
Living in Tibet, we’d already learned that 
if we had a chance to do something, we’d 
better do it immediately because things can 
change fast.

We planned to follow the old road out 
of Lhasa up the Dode Valley and over a 
pass into the Phenpo Valley. On the map it 
looked very close. Our support van drove 
us out of town past lines of heavily armed 

soldiers and up the valley until we decided 
we were far enough away to start riding. 
If we rode straight from town, we didn’t 
know if the authorities would allow us to 
continue or not. Things were a little tense 
in Lhasa after the riots in the run up to the 
Olympics.

In the Dode Valley, a villager told us 
it would take three hours to get over the 
pass, and based on this single source, we 
made our plan. In hindsight, that was a 
mistake. Taking minimal food, we started 
riding up the old road past mysterious 

abandoned hermitages carved into the cliff 
face. However, the road became harder and 
harder to follow. What we hadn’t realized 
is that when locals called it the “old road” 
they meant that no one had used the road 
for 20 or 30 years. It was almost completely 
gone. I told Andrea, “Let’s go four hours 
and see where we are. If we don’t make it, 
we can always retreat to Lhasa.” 

As we struggled in the thin air, alternat-
ing between riding and walking, the clouds 
briefly lifted to reveal a mountain ridge 
high above. “That can’t be the top, can it?” 
I wondered out loud. It looked incredibly 
far away. We had grossly underestimated 
the size of the pass. I guess there was a good 
reason no one used this road anymore.

Hours after we’d eaten all our snacks, 
we reached a point where the switchbacks 
across the mountainside covered miles of 
ground to gain just a hundred feet in alti-
tude. We decided to hike straight up, shoul-
dering our bikes and climbing the steep 
slope. The rain started to fall, making the 
mountain slick, and the hike turned into 
a hellish experience as we slipped, gasped 
for air, and wondered if we’d reach the top. 
Times like these are the ones that really test 
a couple’s commitment to adventure.

Finally, we saw stone cairns marking the 
summit of the pass and pedaled the last 
mile shivering in the cold rain. Reaching 
the summit was more relief than elation. 
However, when we gazed down into the 
Phenpo Valley below and saw sun shining 
brightly on verdant fields, it felt like hap-
piness was being poured on us.

Before starting our descent, we gathered 
small rocks and tossed them on the huge 
pile of stones on the summit. Tibetan pil-
grims traditionally built rock cairns at the Young monks. A group of Buddhist cenobites enjoy meeting the rare bicycle traveler.
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days through the countryside. As we jour-
neyed back onto the paved roads, through 
the new concrete-block towns, past new 
hydroelectric projects, it became clear that 
I might always feel bittersweet about my 
journey in Tibet.

On one hand, Tibet is one of the most 
incredible places I’ve ever seen — the 
immenseness of the land, wide open spaces, 
unknown mountain ranges, giant glacial 
rivers, extreme weather, remote traditional 
villages, the strength of the people, and 
their continued devotion to Buddhism. It 
inspired me, and I wanted to keep explor-
ing indefinitely.

On the other hand, it became obvious 
that Tibet remains a land in peril. Today 
the region benefits from better roads, elec-
tricity, communication, and many other 
tangible aspects of development. However, 
I couldn’t help but think that Tibetans are 
in danger of losing their cultural identity. 
Are better roads and cheap electricity a 
worthwhile price to pay for limited expres-
sion of spirituality? What good is develop-
ment if it erodes the indigenous culture of 
the people?

These philosophical issues run deep, but 
the good thing about bike touring is that it 
gives you the time to ponder things with a 

head cleared by exercise and fresh air. As 
I rode, I realized there are no easy answers 
here, nor are there likely to be. Still, I 
wanted something to cement a parting 
image of Tibet in my mind. It came when 
we reached Drigung Monastery.

Drigung holds a place of importance 
in Tibetan society because it’s one of the 
main monasteries where sky burials are still 
practiced. A sky burial returns the body 
of the deceased directly to nature in accor-
dance with Buddhist beliefs. Special monks 
receive the body from family members and 
ceremoniously divide the body into 108 
pieces, laying them out on the ground as 
an offering. Eagles and griffons descend 
en masse to feed on the bodies, consuming 
them quickly and efficiently. Through the 
eyes of western culture, it may appear grue-
some, but for Buddhists from a land where 
the ground is rocky and frozen, where no 
trees grow for cremation, a sky burial is a 
logical rite of passage.

My whole life I’ve wanted to witness 
a sky burial, but after Tibetans told me 
foreigners weren’t supposed to attend, I 
almost gave up. Then, on the last day of 
our bike ride, we saw hundreds of vultures 
circling the ridge over Drigung, and I knew 
that sky burials were taking place. We 

climbed the ridge but waited out of sight 
until the last birds rose and floated away 
on the thermals. Then we approached the 
tranquil sky burial temple.

Young monks brought rice and vegeta-
bles to the old monks who had just finished 
chanting the scriptures that accompany the 
deceased to the next life. Prayer flags hung 
like hopeful wishes, and there was nothing 
macabre about the place at all. A monk led 
us down the hill to point out a new temple 
that was being built. Inside, young Tibetan 
men and women were singing together 
as they painted the walls with traditional 
Buddhist iconography. They smiled happily 
and broadly when they saw us.

As we hung our own prayer flags, I 
thought about infinite skies, wild nature, 
chanting monks, elders repeating mantras, 
ancient junipers, sky burials, and newly 
painted temples. I thought, “If Tibetans 
have persisted through the last 58 years, it’s 
still not too late.”   

Nathan Ward is a writer and photographer working 
worldwide to highlight adventure, promote responsible 
development, and draw attention to humanitarian 
causes. He has written about his bicycle adventures in 
Adventure Cyclist for the last 10 years. See more of his 
work at www.IceMountainAdventures.com.

him.” 
Word spread fast that we’d reached the 

village, and people surrounded us, discuss-
ing our every move. While Andrea col-
lapsed in the tent, I made duck soup and 
tried to entertain the crowd. As bike tour-
ists in a developing country, all we wanted 
was time alone and asleep, but all they 
wanted was to interact with us. Luckily, 
after nearly an hour-long question-and-
anser session, a big thunderstorm rolled in 
and the crowd dispersed. We thankfully 
crawled into the tent, happy to be off the 
mountain.

When we were well rested the next 
morning, the village looked entirely dif-
ferent. Early sun lit the white towers of 
the monastery where the pleasing chants 
of monks filled the air. Children rushed 
to school, and herders led flocks of sheep 
to pasture. Old people circled the monas-
tery, spinning prayer wheels, repeating 
low mantras, and gossiping with friends. 
After receiving a blessing from the lama, 
we decided to rest our battered legs and 
drive up Chak La — an immense pass sepa-
rating the Phenpo and Phongdo valleys. 
However, we couldn’t resist the perfect 
downhill on the other side.

From the bottom of Chak La, we rode 

empty dirt roads along a raging river 
past barley fields, mud-walled villages, 
and wide-eyed villagers. Although tourists 
routinely visit this region, I don’t think 
these Tibetans had seen many on bicycles 
before.

Our goal for the day was Reting 
Monastery, but we stopped along the way 
for lunch in the village of Phongdo. It was 
a village with a split personality, one that 
mirrored the divide between old and new 
Tibet. One side of Phongdo looked like 
a historical snapshot — spotless Tibetan 
houses with painted doors, barley and 
mustard growing high in the fields, the 
Buddhist stuppa freshly whitewashed, and 
the prayer wheels oiled. The other half of 
Phongdo looked the opposite — dingy 
bars with drunks at noon, trash piled in the 
streets, and dozens of aimless men playing 
billiards at outdoor tables near a gigantic 
police complex.

Bellies full of momos and sweet tea, 
we rode out of Phongdo toward Reting 
Monastery, a renowned center of spiritual 
learning before the 1950s. The Dalai Lama 
has fondly said that if he were ever allowed 
to return, he would base his work from 
Reting rather than Lhasa. However, that 
seems infinitely far from that reality now 

because Reting feels and looks like a shat-
tered place.

Riding into Reting, we passed through 
the famous juniper groves, massive ancient 
trees that surround the monastery. Other 
than the junipers, little remains of Reting’s 
former glory. The temples lie in ruins with 
few monks in sight. Villagers and police 
live in the former monks’ quarters, and 
mounds of trash litter the grounds. It 
wasn’t something we wanted to be part of, 
so we pedaled away and camped beneath a 
sheltering juniper.

In the forest we relaxed completely 
and reflected on all the changes the giant 
trees had witnessed over the centuries. 
The next day we backtracked and followed 
the Phongdo River downstream through a 
fertile valley bookmarked by high grassy 
peaks. Along the way we passed no fewer 
than nine major monastic complexes com-
pletely in ruins and abandoned. Even after 
a year in Tibet, the amount of damage 
inflicted during the Cultural Revolution 
still stunned us.

What continually impressed us was the 
incredible resilience of the Tibetan people. 
Despite their difficulties, they remained 
wild and smiling, greeting us everywhere 
as we continued cycling for three more 

Quite the view. This monastary overlooks one of Tibet's fertile high-elevation valleys.

adventure cyclist april  2009 adventurecycling.org  adventure cyclist april  2009 adventurecycling.org32 33


