A Two-Wheeled

Gap Year for

Grown ups

We all know that feeling — a two-week
cycling tour is winding down and it’s
back to the grindstone. The freedom
and simplicity of bike touring comes
to a crashing halt, and suddenly...
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... you’re overwhelmed by an onslaught of
emails, deadlines, and meetings.
“Why can’t I just keep on pedaling?”
you ask yourself.
Well I’ve got good news for you. You
probably can.
Round-the-world touring is all the rage.
Since 2006, when my husband and I began
our ongoing global bike tour, we’ve crossed
paths with students and seniors, construction workers and consultants, couples
with toddlers in tow and bankers between
jobs. All were enjoying the freedom of an
extended two-wheeled adventure.
In part the Internet is responsible for
the growing number of cycling enthusiasts
crossing continents. Much of the mystery of
how to manage an extended leave from “real
life” has been dispelled as cyclists blog about
their adventures and share practical tips on
everything from how to plan a route across
Asia to the art of wild camping.
Tales from Alastair Humphreys, a young
Brit who completed his 46,000-mile roundthe-world tour in 2005, convinced me that
I too might have a shot at pulling off a longdistance bike tour.
Now I’d like to convince you — whether
you’re an absolute beginner to bicycle touring (as I was) or a lifelong cyclist — that
you can do it too.
Setting off to cycle around the world
may sound daunting, but I assure you it’s
within reach for most individuals. Sure,
there’ll be sacrifices. But for those who dare
to take the plunge, a multi-month cycling
tour offers an unforgettable adventure that
will be physically demanding, mentally
challenging, and immensely rewarding.
Although all the nitty-gritty details of a
round-the-world trip are beyond the scope
of this article, I’d like to touch on some of
the basics of long-distance touring abroad.
I won’t talk too much about gear-related
issues as this information is widely available on the Internet. Instead, I’d like to
focus on a few broad concerns.
Step 1: Commit and set a departure
date. This first step is crucial. Without a
firm goal in mind, your bicycle dream is
likely to get shoved off further and further
into the future until you suddenly realize
you’re too old, too busy, or have too many
commitments.
The perfect moment to take a break

from “real life” and go cycle touring rarely
presents itself. If you know in your heart
that a world tour is something you’d like to
accomplish, set the project in motion now.
Step 2: Start saving and budgeting
for your bike tour. Most people are
curious about how we managed to save
enough money to be able to quit our jobs
and embark on a multi-year cycling tour.
There’s no big mystery to it: we lived simply and saved.
Being frugal is no longer something
shameful. In fact, given the current economic situation, living below your means
is quite fashionable.
If you can slash big-ticket items such
as rent or mortgage payments, savings will
grow more quickly. Canadians Karen and
Michael (twowheeledwanderers.ca) moved
in with his mother for almost a year in
order to boost savings by eliminating rent
expenses. Sheila Poettgen and Kai Forlie
(2cycle2gether.com) re-evaluated their priorities and designed their own economical
Tiny House. Nancy Vogel and family (familyonbikes.org) rented out their mortgagefree home in Idaho to help finance their
South America tour. When Scott Mullins
(powercycle.net) found himself out of work
in Florida, he wasn’t yet tied down to a
mortgage and could easily slip off on a
round-the-world tour.
Our trick was to discipline ourselves to
live on one paycheck instead of two.

Budgeting: How much is enough?
How much you need to save depends on
how you want to live while touring. Are
you comfortable stealth camping and selfcatering or is your idea of fun a cozy bed
and breakfast, dinner on the terrace, and
wine tasting in the afternoon?
If you’re traveling with a partner, be
brutally honest with each other about your
needs, expectations, and budget limitations
before you set off.
Some cyclists (usually solo guys under
30) manage to scrape by on around $10 per
day. Most cyclists prefer to upgrade from
ramen noodles and camping out behind
gravel pits to a few comforts and occasional
pleasures.
In our first five years of travel —
between 2006 and 2011 — our total expenditure was around $50,000. Total expendi-

ture. That includes the initial purchase of
high-quality touring bikes, tent and gear,
computers, cameras, electronic gadgets, airline tickets, insurance, health-care costs,
food, clothing, and accommodation.
That amount of money is less than the
average U.S. family makes in one year. We
spent that amount over five years, traveling through almost 80 countries on five
continents.
Most couples find that $15,000 to
$20,000 is enough to cover the entire cost
of a year-long bicycle tour, depending on
where they travel. Solo travelers can probably tour comfortably for 12 months on
around $9,000 to $12,000.
Step 3: Get geared up. A snapped frame
or a busted rim is the last thing you want
when you’re stranded on some high mountain pass miles from civilization.
If you’re planning a long tour, it’s probably worth it to invest in a quality touring
bike. Touring bikes are specially designed
to support the extra weight and stress of
heavy baggage. Mountain bikes are not.
Despite over 60,000 miles of wear and
tear, my sturdy Koga Miyata World Traveler
is still going strong. Although the $3,000
price tag seemed steep initially, the investment in a dependable touring bike was one
of the best decisions of the trip. (Check out
the Buyer’s Guide on page 10 for tips on
finding the right bike for your ride.)
Many long-distance cyclists we meet
confess to having spent far too much time
fretting over the best water bottles to
buy or which travel pillow to purchase.
Although it’s important to equip yourself
with quality gear — stuff that will keep
you warm and dry, and won’t fail after
the first 1,000 miles — there is no need to
get the latest ultra-light, super high-tech,
insanely- expensive equipment.
The bottom line: keep it simple. Invest
in quality gear that will hold up throughout the tour but don’t get sidetracked by all
the bells and whistles.
Step 4: Outline a route. If you haven’t
traveled much beyond the borders of the
U.S., planning a route in some far-flung
region of the world might seem overwhelming. It needn’t be.
Intrepid adventurers have been crisscrossing the planet by bicycle since Thomas
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Stevens circled the globe by bike way back
in 1886. Today, many cyclists use historic
routes established in the days of Marco
Polo, even before bicycles were invented.

Tip #2: Find the right partner (and
maybe that means going solo). Nothing
will ruin a tour quicker than an incompatible touring partner. Can you really function with another human being by your
side 24–7?
There are some notable exceptions (the teams from revolutioncycle.
ie, ridingthespine.com, and cyclingsilk.
com), but the fact is few friendships
can withstand the strain of bicycle touring. Couples usually fare better, but I
can think of more than one big breakup
brought on by a bicycle tour.
Give your relationship with your potential partner a serious assessment before
committing to a major bike tour. Do you
work well together as a team? Are your
individual strengths complementary? Are
your physical abilities evenly matched?
How does your partner handle stressful
situations? Can you laugh together? Do
you have the same touring rhythm in mind?
Tip #3: Balance out cycling with other
activities. It’s surprisingly easy to get
burned out on bicycle touring. Cycling suddenly loses its zing, and you might as well
be back behind a desk.
We all need mental stimulation. Cyclists
develop many strategies to stay sane and
balanced on the road. Many plan their tour
around a theme or project. Mel and Kate
(cyclingsilk.com) explored environmental conservation as they cycled the Silk
Road. Anna and Dave (permacyclists.com)
took a look at permaculture in Africa, and
Peter Gostelow (thebigafricacycle.com)
gives presentations at schools as he rides
through Africa.
Tip #4: Ride your ride and nobody else’s.
I spent the better part of four years being
down on myself for not being as hard core
as certain cyclists. I’d berate myself for
wanting to call it quits after six hours in
the saddle instead of 10, longing for a hot
18
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shower instead of a quick dip in a river,
or throwing in the towel and hopping on
a truck when the headwinds in Patagonia
became unbearable.
Finally, I realized I was chasing somebody else’s dreams. Attempting to mold
myself into a hard-core adventurer would
never bring me happiness. Finding the

right rhythm, your personal right rhythm, is
the key to staying happy on a bicycle tour.
Some go slowly while others race around
the world. One’s no better than the other.
Tip #5: Embrace hospitality networks.
Not only are free hospitality networks, such
as couchscurfing.org and warmshowers.
org, a great way to stretch the budget,
they’re one of the best ways to get to
know a culture and better understand your
surroundings. Some of my fondest tour
memories come from the time we’ve spent
with the 200 families who have hosted us
everywhere from Nicaragua to Namibia.
Tip #6: Slow down. Although you may
have no problem knocking off back-to-back
hundred-mile days at home, cycling abroad
is usually better suited to a more leisurely
pace. One of the greatest joys of cycle
touring is being able to stop and chat
with the locals when the mood hits you,
wandering through a market you stumbled
across, or silently meditating on the great
natural beauty that surrounds you.
Being constantly on the go, and exposing yourself to novel environments can be
stressful in itself, and adding ambitious distance goals can spell disaster. Slow down
and allow yourself to soak it all in.
Bicycle touring isn’t non-stop fun
and adventure. There will be days when
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you’re bored out of your brains, exhausted
beyond belief, or just plain fed up with life
on the road. Accept this and you’ll be better equipped to soldier on when the going
gets rough.
Tip #7: Understand the basics of bike
maintenance and repairs. Although you
don’t need to be an ex-bike mechanic
to keep your machine running smoothly,
you should be able to execute some
basic repairs. A simple YouTube search
will turn up scores of informative videos detailing everything from repairing
a flat to replacing the bottom bracket.
Other solid resources include Biketutor.
com, the Park Tool Big Blue Book of
Bike Repair and The Bicycling Guide
to Complete Bicycle Maintenance and
Repair by Todd Downs.
Don’t worry about mastering all the
ins and outs of your bicycle. In developing countries, you’ll discover amazingly
inventive locals who are able to fashion
ingenious solutions to any problem from a
broken bike rack to a snapped frame.
Tip #8: Learn a little of the local language. I firmly believe it’s possible to
cycle through any country on the planet
without speaking the local language. Sign
language will cover most basic needs such
as eating, sleeping, and quenching your
thirst. More complex ideas (“I don’t eat
meat” or “Where is the bank?”) can be
communicated by pointing to a sentence in
a phrasebook.
But by learning the local language, even
a few words, you’ll have a much richer
experience. Languages are far easier —
and cheaper — to learn during an intense,
in-country, full-immersion course. Whether
you decide to spend two weeks at Lake
Atitlan, Guatemala, honing your Spanish
or a month getting a handle on Chinese in
Yangshuo, the time spent will provide big
payoffs during your bicycle tour.
Tip #9: Plan ahead for your re-entry.
One day, your bike tour will come to a
close, and you’ll want to be prepared. At
first, you may feel a bit blue after all the
excitement of visiting new countries and
seeing the world slowly change as you
cycle by. With time, most people readjust
to the world they left behind.

Asia Light
A favorite for first-timers is Southeast
Asia. In six months, you could easily bike around Thailand, Laos, Cambodia,
Malaysia, Indonesia, and even take in a bit
of southern China. Sure, there’s the tropical
heat to contend with, but you can always
head to the interior highlands to cool off.
Cyclists flock to this part of the world for
the excellent cuisine, cheap and ubiquitous
accommodation, varied terrain, and fascinating cultural sites.

GREG SIPLE

Tip #1: Get travel health insurance.
Why take chances? For $70 each per
month, we’re covered for everything from
minor illness to repatriation in the case of
a major medical emergency. The cost and
benefits of travel insurance vary greatly;
this is one area in which it pays to research
your options.

The Pan-American Highway
If you can carve away a larger slice of
time for your tour, riding the entire length
of the Americas is within reach. Set off
from above the Arctic Circle at Prudhoe
Bay, Alaska, in June and arrive in Ushuaia,
Argentina — the southernmost city in the
world — 18 months later in December at
the height of the South American summer. You’ll have gotten a taste of some 22
countries, survived a few bear encounters
on Canada’s Cassiar Highway, experienced

The masked cyclist. Williams’ husband Eric Schambion battles extreme conditions.

Bolivia’s desolate altiplano, conquered high
Andean passes, and surely found yourself
awestruck at the stunning landscapes of
Patagonia.
If you want to save on airfare or are short on
time, set off from home and start cycling south.
African Adventure
Africa was the first continent we toured
by bicycle, and it will always remain my
favorite. It’s a place where you can experience solitude and silence like nowhere
else on the planet. You’ll have the privilege

of meeting some of the warmest people
on earth and riding through landscapes
that range from dense tropical rain forest, wide-open savannah, and wind-swept
deserts, to rolling hills covered in forests of
eucalyptus. The 12,000-kilometer ride from
Cairo to Cape Town is the continent’s most
popular route. An adventurous spirit is an
absolute must on this nine-month trip.
Crossing Continents: Eurasia
Why not build up your strength and
confidence in Europe where things are

SAGUENAY–LAC-SAINT-JEAN

256 km
May 15 to
October 15
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9 Tips: Things we’ve learned along the way

An Experience!
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fairly familiar, before heading to Asia and
a clash with culture shock? If you can
finagle a year away from the desk, Britain
to Bangkok or Paris to Peking enters the
realm of possibility.
Trundle through quaint European villages before facing the rigors of cycling Central
Asia. After conquering the Pamir, proving to yourself you can tough it out along
desolate sections of rough road, you’ll be
rewarded with the easy life as you complete
your tour in Thailand or China feasting on
some of the best food on the planet.
Route options are boundless, but a crosscontinent trip is generally done in around
six to 12 months, covering between 9,000
and 12,000 miles and around 25 countries.
Which route is best for you?
Just as there is no single best touring
bike, there is no single best bike-touring
route. Each region has its highlights and
challenges and will appeal to different
types of cyclists.
Things you’ll want to keep in mind
when choosing a route are:

• Airfare cost. Sure, Southeast Asia is
cheap once you get there, but $2,000 saved

20
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on airfare could go a long way on a trip
through Europe if you can pick up a $500
round-trip flight to London.

•

Seasonal climate conditions. Yes,
there’s the odd cyclist who enjoys the challenge of taking on Tibet in the dead of winter or cycling Thailand during the typhoon
season, but most of us prefer more moderate weather. Check out climate-charts.com
for detailed information.

• Type of terrain conditions. Do you
enjoy rugged mountain passes, lonely deserts, and remote roads? Or are tamer spots
with smooth highways leading to notable
places of interest and a comfortable hotel
at the end of the day more your speed?
Some cyclists thrive on constant physical
challenge whereas others embrace a gentler
adventure. One isn’t more legitimate than
the other, so listen to your body and choose
the level of challenge that suits you.
• Ability to communicate. If you speak
Spanish or are keen to learn, South America
is an obvious choice. Asian languages are
notoriously hard to pick up, so you’ll
more likely rely on non-verbal communica-
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Tougher than the Tour de France. Locals cheer Eric up a steep climb.

tion or end up speaking only with locals
who know some English. In East Africa,
you’ll find plenty of English speakers, but
head over to West and Central Africa, and
French is much more widely spoken and
will be more useful.

•

Potential for hassles. Although the
world is hardly the dangerous place fearmongers make it out to be, there can be an
unpleasant side to bicycle touring. Visas for
Central Asia are notoriously hard to obtain,

it isn’t unknown for African officials to
attempt to wheedle a bribe out of a bicyclist,
and on occasion riders are robbed on remote
routes in Central and South America. Are
you prepared to deal with these risks?

Step 5: Get a handle on health, banking, blogging, and bureaucracy. Getting
the right vaccinations, learning how to
access bank accounts while you’re abroad,
setting up travel insurance, starting a
blog, and arranging visas — there’s a lot
to think about before you set off for your
world tour. Fortunately, with the advent of
the Internet, these chores have all become
a whole lot easier.
• Staying healthy. It is imperative that
you plan ahead and start getting vaccinations well before your tour’s starting date.
If you’ll be riding off the beaten track, a
rabies vaccination should be a top priority,
and cyclists heading into tropical regions
should consult a medical professional about
anti-malarials.
• Money matters. With the exception
of Iran and Nigeria, your ATM card will
get you cash in almost any country in the
world. ATM machines can be finicky and
those magnetic strips do fail at times, so
be sure to carry at least two different bank
cards and ones hooked up to both the Visa
and Mastercard networks. In addition you
will always want to have a stash of dollars
on hand to change at out-of-the-way border crossings. Carrying a small amount of
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traveler’s checks can act as a backup in case
something goes wrong.
• Sharing your adventure. Blogs are
easy to set up, and they’re a fun way to
keep in touch with family and friends back
home as well as connect with fellow bicycle
travelers. Wordpress.com is a good choice
for a free blog that offers attractive designs
and is simple to use.
• The vagaries of visas. Your main
bureaucracy issues while abroad will be of
the visa variety. Travel to western Europe,
Japan, Korea, Australia, New Zealand, and
most of Central and South America is generally straightforward for U.S. passport
holders who are usually granted a threemonth stay upon arrival. Many popular
tourist destinations in Southeast Asia —
such as Thailand, Indonesia, and Cambodia
— grant American visitors 30-day visas on
arrival.
Things get trickier in Central Asia, many
parts of Africa, much of the Middle East,
and countries such as China, India, and
Vietnam that have a penchant for bureaucracy. In these countries, you will have to
apply for a visa in advance. This means filling out some paperwork, attaching a photo,
paying a fee (around $50 to $100), submit-

ting your passport, and then waiting for a
few days to pick up your passport stamped
with the visa.
Most often you will apply for the visa
of the country you intend to visit in the
capital city of a neighboring country. You
will be granted a length of stay (usually
30, 60, or 90 days), single or multi-entry
and a validity period (time frame in which
the visa must be used). It is impractical to
apply for all the required visas in advance
as some will expire before you reach your
destination.
Visa procedures and requirements
change frequently. Up-to-date information
can be found online at visahq.com.
Step 6: Put your life on hold; sell,
store, and get rid of stuff. Many cyclists,
like Sonya and Ali from www.tour.tk, relish the freedom of selling everything and
setting off into the unknown.
Others want the security of knowing
there’s a home base to return to. Putting
your life on hold means hunkering down
and ticking off tedious tasks like canceling
subscriptions and memberships; finding a
home for pets (unless you bring them along
like Zoa and Fin of cyclinggypsies.word-

press.com); deciding whether to rent out
your home, leave it vacant, or search for a
house-sitter; finding suitable storage space
(I have a brother-in-law with an extra-big
garage); quitting your job or negotiating a
leave of absence; and, finally, making sure
there’s a plan in place for re-entry.
Step 7: Say goodbye and set off. If

you’ve already got a good chunk of savings, steps one through six can be accomplished in six months or less. Although
we knew we wanted to take time to travel
Africa, my husband and I didn’t start toying with the idea of a bicycle tour until
late 2005. By June 2006, we were on the
road pedaling toward Cape Town.
No matter what the time frame, the
key to actually setting off on a round-theworld bicycle tour is committing to a date
of departure. Even if your send-off party is
still three years down the road, fix the date
and it will keep you focused.
Taking a year (or two!) out doesn’t have to
be a career stopper. Marketing the qualities
and skills acquired while on the road — communications, negotiation, creative problem
solving, perseverance, teamwork — will be
the key to nabbing the job you want.

Don’t just
ride, Bike MS.

Once you’ve settled back into stationary life, you can keep the adventure alive
by remaining active in the on-line cycling
community and helping others live their
bicycle dream or by giving talks at local
schools or community groups.
Now’s the time.
I hope I’ve convinced you that a twowheeled gap year for grown ups is within
the realm of possibility. We all know how
quickly time passes, and most of you are
probably convinced of the importance of
creating experiences for growth. What better way than taking a year off to see the
world from the saddle of your bicycle?
You’ll have to stretch way out of your
comfort zone, but the payoff is a once-ina-lifetime experience few people will ever
know.
Amaya Williams and her husband Eric Schambion are
on a quest to cycle every country on the planet. Since
2006, they’ve pedaled more than 60,000 miles across 80
countries on five continents. You can follow their ongoing
round-the-world tour at worldbiking.info.

Discover Queen Anne’s County, Maryland
…by bicycle!

Six rideS /// One deStinatiOn /// a wOrld free Of MS
With fun, challenging and scenic routes and top-notch support from
start to finish — Bike MS isn’t just any ride. It’s a demonstration of
collective strength. With every push of the pedal, we can do more for
everyone living with multiple sclerosis.
Bike MS: SaM’S ClUB twin Cities ride
May 12 /// 30 or 60 miles
Minnesota

Bike MS: traM ride
July 22-27 /// 300 miles
Minnesota

Bike MS: C.H. robinson worldwide
MS 150 ride
June 8-10 /// 150 miles
Minnesota

Bike MS: ride the wind
July 28-29 /// 150 miles
north dakota

Bike MS: Cruise the Cornfields
June 23-24 /// 75 or 150 miles
iowa

Bike MS: Pedal the Plains
aug. 4-5 /// 50, 75 or 150 miles
South dakota

To view the Queen Anne’s County Bike Route Map, visit

www.discoverqueenannes.com | Welcome@qac.org | 888.400.7787

regiSter tOday /// myMSbike.org /// 800-582-5296

Queen Anne’s County Economic Development and Tourism, 425 Piney Narrows Rd, Chester, MD 21619
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