
Cycle Touring Siberia
Story and photos by Levi Bridges I 

lean over my bicycle’s handlebars 
and grit my teeth as a truck speeds 
past on the dirt road before me. 
The vehicle leaves a thick cloud of 
dust in the air. I hold my breath 
and pedal forward as my bicycle 

tires clunk over rocks and spin in the sand. 
Eventually the dust clears enough to reveal 
a sign in the distance. Dorogi Federalnaya, 
it reads. Federal Highway.

On April 15, 2009, Ellery Althaus, my 
best friend from college, and I dunked 
the rear tires of our bicycles into the Sea 
of Japan on a beach in Vladivostok, a port 
city in far eastern Russia. We planned to 
spend the next year following the federal 
highway (Unofficially known as the Trans-
Siberian Highway, it’s actually a linear 
network of linked roads.) across Russia and 
then continuing across Europe to Porto, 
Portugal. At the end of our journey, we 
dreamed of plunging our front tires into 
the Atlantic.

The federal highway is the only road 
that spans the entire length of Russia. Yet, 
despite its name, the section of federal road 
through Eastern Siberia often appears more 
like a series of abandoned construction 
projects than a highway. Several hundred 
miles northwest of Vladivostok, with no 
warning signs or explanation, the paved, 
two-lane Lena federal highway suddenly 
begins deteriorating into sections of rough 
gravel pock-marked by enormous potholes.

These off-road parts of the Lena become 
longer and more frequent the deeper you 
travel into Siberia. During our bicycle tour 
across Russia, we remained unsure if lack 
of funds, poor local governance, or a lax 
Russian work ethic were to blame for the 
inconsistency in road quality. Even the 
people who lived there couldn’t seem to 
give us a straight answer.

“Eta Raccia!” They replied, smiling. 
“That’s Russia.”
Where the Past Becomes Present

From the Pacific Ocean, the federal 
highway runs northwest around China for 
hundreds of miles over fits and bursts of 
battered asphalt and gravel. Eventually, the 
pavement stops altogether. In its place, a 
lonely dirt road, occasionally interspersed 
with small isolated villages, trails away 
through over 500 miles of remote wilder-
ness before finally meeting pavement once 
more in the Siberian city of Chita.

Construction of this rough dirt road was 
not begun until after the fall of the Soviet 
Union in 1991. Historically, the Trans-
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Siberian Railroad was the only complete 
form of overland transportation between 
Moscow and the Pacific coast. Until recent-
ly, roads on either side of this vast sec-
tion of wilderness simply fizzled out and 
ended in small villages. Beyond lay a world 
inaccessible to motorized vehicles. It was 
Siberia’s netherworld, Russia’s Darien Gap.

This undeveloped section of the federal 
highway was completed just several years 
ago. Today, it leads into a rarely explored 
section of northern Asia and serves as the 
missing link to unite a complete system 
of roads across Russia, the world’s largest 
country.

On a road map of this region, the fed-
eral highway appears as a sinuous red line 
connecting scant dots representing small 
towns. It curves around the northernmost 
tip of China like the handle of the Big 
Dipper.

In 1989, three Americans and four 
Soviets were granted permission to ride 
bicycles across the northern part of the 
Soviet Union that is now Russia. When 
they reached the same point that we have, 
this dirt road did not even exist.

These pioneering cyclists persevered 
onward, spending weeks slowly pushing 
their bikes along wilderness trails, railroad 
tracks, and even through the large sections 
of swamp that monopolize Russian topog-
raphy. One of the Americans in this group, 
the famous adventurer Mark Jenkins, 
wrote a book about their journey entitled 
Off the Map.

Today, Jenkins’ book is quite possi-
bly the most up-to-date guidebook about 
cycling in the region. For many locals, his 
account might not even seem dated. This 
off-road section of the Federal Highway is 
so new that, when we asked many of the 
villagers about the conditions ahead, they 

were not even sure if the road by their 
house led to a dead end.

We arrived at the longest off-road sec-
tion of the federal highway on a gray after-
noon. My bicycle unceremoniously rolled 
off the pavement and landed on gravel with 
a familiar thud. From here, the nearest city, 
Chita, is 500 miles away. To ride that dis-
tance on these roads is nearly a three-week 
journey.

Not far from the town of Magdagachi, we 
turned down a rough road toward a small 
village in search of food. Bouncing down 
the rutted path, we passed a tree whose 
branches glimmered with white blossoms. 
Below its limbs lay the remnants of a frozen 
snowdrift. In the northern hemisphere, the 
long daylight hours of spring cause plants 
to grow with lightning speed, often long 
before the thick layers of winter’s remain-
ing ice and snow have melted.

I stopped to admire this strange juxta-
position. It was a mild spring afternoon, 
and the sight of snow seemed out of place. 
Fallen petals from the tree above lay wilted 
upon the frozen drift. Observing this odd 
commingling of spring’s inauguration and 
the last vestiges of winter evoked that rare 
sense of exoticism normally reserved for 
tropical islands and jungle. In Siberia the 
Far North often seems colorful and allur-
ing.

The village road led past bands of cows 
and goats meandering along dusty streets 
past families who inhabited modest log 
cabins. Tendrils of smoke slowly rose from 
chimneys and weaved with bands of sun-
light above. Outside their homes, towns-
folk tended gardens or chopped firewood 
for the coming winter. Many rural people 
throughout Siberia survive almost entirely 
from subsistence farming.

Cycling for hours each day generates in 

you an insatiable hunger. Besides our chief 
task of keeping the bicycles in working 
order during our tour across Russia, Ellery 
and I remained constantly engaged in the 
ineluctable task of seeking calories. Because 
most Siberian villagers are self-sufficient, 
stores in the region often sell little besides 
vodka and cigarettes. The pickings for a 
hungry cyclist are dismal.

We made our way to the local store, a 
one-room log cabin in the village center. I 
walked inside, surveying shelves of goods 
located behind a blue-eyed girl standing 
before a long counter. My eyes darted 
with excitement to several loaves of bread 
stacked on the counter and cheese stored 
in a small glass cooler as I waited in line 
behind several boisterous babushkas, the 
regional term for grandmothers.

“Adin khleb i chut-chut seer,” I said to the 
girl in my broken Russian. “One bread and 
a bit of cheese.”

We ate in the shade of a tree by the 
store. In the distance, I watched a small 
boy use a long switch to shepherd a herd of 
goats along a dirt path. They sauntered past 
farmers bent over gardens surrounding 
their homes. Watching townsfolk in rural 
Siberia feels like watching  scenes captured 
in faded daguerreotypes magically come 
to life, animated and painted with vibrant 
colors. Cycling into isolated Siberian towns 
on the off-road often feels like peeking 
through a window into the past. The sim-
ple way of life here makes it seem like a 
whole century has washed away.

This sensation can disappear instanta-
neously. Seconds later, a group of teenage 
boys saw our bicycles and rushed up to 
greet us.

“May we take your picture?” they 
asked, each pulling out cheap cell phones 
or digital cameras made in nearby China.

Scenes from the Trans-Siberian Highway and off-road. Cyclists beware: Russia’s federal highway covers the complete gamut of surfaces.

In a split second, I’m back to the 21st 
century.

The Siberia that Jenkins described in 
his book was pastoral in nature, the author 
recalling afternoons spent with old women 
milking cows and accepting gifts, like a 
sack of potatoes, from humble villagers. 
Riding out of our first village on the off-
road, we steered around a group of stray 
cattle standing in our way and turned back 
onto the bumpy federal highway. As we 
left, I waved at an old woman selling pota-

toes by the roadside, and her gnarled skin 
wrinkled in a toothless smile.

The world we inhabit today has changed 
drastically in the 20 years since Jenkins 
rode through here. Email, cell phones, 
and social networks now draw the world 
closer into a global community that didn’t 
exist several years ago. In the last two 
decades, Russia has opened up to the West 
and embraced capitalism. But here, in far 
northern Asia, despite the construction of 
a new road and the presence of a few cheap 

cell phones, these world developments are 
barely noticeable.
Café Hopping

The goal is to ride 60 miles. That’s 
approximately the distance that separates 
each town on the off-road. To cover that 
distance by bicycle on these roads takes 
nearly 10 hours. If we can successfully 
make it to the next town by day’s end, we’ll 
find food and water. 

Eating healthily on the off-road isn’t 
always easy. This section of the federal n
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place upon the Russian table that the ques-
tion is simply, “How much?” instead of “Do 
you want bread?”

The second question concerns tea, often 
served with lemon, and considered the 
final complement to every meal.

“Piat khleb i adin chai ce limonom.” “Five 
bread and one tea with lemon,” I told her.

10 minutes later, the waitress served 
Ellery and me borscht and tea with five 
slices of bread each. Hot steam from the soup 
wafted up toward my face, warming my cold 
cheeks. You begin eating borscht by stirring 
in the sour cream and then watch as the 
soup’s white nucleus melts away, reducing 
the broth’s deep burgundy tones to a light 
cherry red. After months of café-eating, 
I preferred to stir the cream and broth 
together fully. Like a master artist mixing 
two paints, I had learned just how to blend 
the colors to get the desired effect.

Contrary to popular belief, Russian food 
is more than just cabbage, meat, and pota-
toes. The breadth of Russian cuisine is as 
diverse as the landscape, cultures, and peo-
ple contained within this massive country. 
Russian food is an intriguing amalgamation 
of dishes from Eastern Europe and Central 
Asia. I learned just how true this is while 
dining at an Uzbekistani restaurant with 
Chris Istrati, an officer at the U.S. Consulate 
in the Siberian city Yekaterinburg.

“Have you ever eaten Uzbek food?” 
Chris asked me on the way there.

“No,” I replied. “What is it like?”
“Well, have you eaten laghman?” he 

asked.
“Yes,” I replied with instant recogni-

tion — laghman is a delicious soup of meat, 
vegetables, and long thick noodles served 
in a rich broth often made from tomatoes.

“I love laghman,” I said. “I first tried 
it thousands of miles away from here at a 
small café in far eastern Russia.”

“Really?” Chris replied. “Well, do you 
know what plov is?”

I smiled. Plov is a dish of fried rice, 
meat, and vegetables, which nearly resem-
bles Spanish paella. I had eaten countless 
plates of plov all across Russia.

Although many people on bicycle tours 
camp in fields and cook with small portable 
stoves, my cycling partner Ellery and I 
almost exclusively dined — and slept! — 
at Russian cafés. Often before we had even 
ordered dinner, we introduced ourselves to 
the owners and told them about our trip. 
Traditionally, people in Siberia are very 
welcoming of travelers. Usually the family 
who owned the café would invite us into 

their home or let us camp nearby. Cycling 
from café to café allowed us to meet locals, 
try new foods, and travel safely. Many days 
in Siberia began by rising at dawn, packing 
up the tent, and ordering a heaping plate of 
blini, small Russian pancakes that resemble 
crepes, from the café before we hit the road.

Café hopping became the lifeblood of our 
journey across Russia, particularly since 

supermarkets, where they exist, tend to be 
pricey. We quickly found that cafés were 
the best places for a cyclist to find nutri-
tious meals. On the road in Russia, cafés 
were the easiest places for us to acquire 
foods like vegetables, although they often 
came in salads covered in mayonnaise.
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highway through Eastern Siberia may be 
sparsely populated but it is still the only 
road across Russia, and small cafes, normal-
ly run out of family homes, cater to passing 
truckers and wayward travelers. Towns on 
the road to Chita often had cafés so we ped-
aled hard over the rough mountain roads 
knowing that a hot dinner and breakfast 
probably awaited us if we could just make 
it to the next rural outpost.

After a long day of cycling through 
Siberian taiga, nothing felt as rewarding as 
pulling into a village, leaning my bicycle 
against a small café, and retreating within 
a warm building to eat. All Russian cafés 
are virtually identical, a strange combi-

nation of a roughneck country bar and 
a grandmother’s kitchen set in an old 
wooden building that from the outside 
usually resembles a small barn or storage 
shed. Inside, there is a wide room of chairs 
set around small card tables with ancient, 
water-stained posters advertising beer or 
soft drinks covering the walls. The smell 
of bubbling stews mixed with the homey 
staleness of a lived-in wooden house fills 
your nostrils upon arrival.

Within the café, a woman wearing a 
blue apron invariably stands behind a large 
wooden counter. She is either a stern 
babushka who jots down your order on a 
scrap of paper and adds up the sum of your 

bill with an abacus, a smiling and inquisi-
tive Russian girl, or a friendly immigrant 
from a nearby country like Azerbaijan.

At the end of our first day on the off-
road, Ellery and I arrived at a roadside café 
near the town of Taldan, operated from a 
side room in a small family home. I entered 
and ordered a steaming bowl of borscht — 
hearty Russian soup made of meat stock, 
beets, potatoes, and cabbage, topped with 
a sprinkling of dill and a generous dollop 
of sour cream.

“Khleb skolka?” “How much bread?” 
the waitress asked me after I ordered the 
soup.

Sliced bread holds such a significant 

Nuts & Bolts: Siberia
When to go: not surprisingly, 
the ideal time to tour Siberia 
is in the summer months. 
however, several adventurous 
cyclists have pedaled across 
russia in the depths of winter. 
July and august are the ideal 
months to visit, but come pre-
pared for boiling temperatures 
in midsummer and the pos-
sibility of cold rain. September 
is also nice, but temperatures 
can occasionally plummet when 
cold fronts pass through. 

What to bring: Be prepared 
for extreme heat and cold any-
time between spring and early 

fall. In the summer, especially 
mid-July, temperatures can be 
very high so bring light cloth-
ing, plenty of sunscreen, and a 
hat or bandana to cover your 

head. Good rain gear and 
waterproof gloves are a 
must, along with a spare 
set of warm clothes, 
preferably wool. a spare 
bandana comes in handy 
to cover your mouth while 
cycling on dusty roads or 
to tie around your eyes to 
help you sleep — during 
the summer in most parts 
of Siberia it’s only dark for 
a few hours each night! 

Road conditions: In 
Siberia expect everything 
from smooth pavement 
to muddy dirt tracks. 
Siberian roads are notori-
ously bad. that being said, the 
russian government has made 
great achievements in sprucing 
up Siberia’s main federal roads. 
Still, even the nicest Siberian 
roads can unexpectedly fall 
away into sections of rough dirt 
and rocks that can last for miles. 

Accommodations, food, and 
water: hotels are limited in 
rural areas, however, on main 
roads you will usually find a 
roadside hotel every 100 miles 
or so. In all cities, and many 
sizable towns, there are accom-
modations. Siberian hotels are 
usually clean and comfortable 
and range between $15 to 
$30 USD a night. Most small 

towns and villages have at least 
one store where you can stock 
up but, to be safe, you should 
always carry enough food and 
water to last several days. 
Camping options abound — but 
take precautions against curious 
bears. Many locals will invite you 
into their homes if they see you 
setting up a tent. 

Getting there and away: 
Flights to Moscow or Seoul, 
depending on where you’re 
coming from, and a connecting 
flight to major Siberian cities on 
the russian carrier aeroflot may 
be the cheapest option. another 
possibility is to book the cheap-
est flight to russia and take 
the trans-Siberian railroad 

to where you wish to 
start your tour. Bringing 
bikes on the trans-
Siberian is easy and 
affordable. obtaining 
long-term visas can be 
difficult, although the 
russian Cycle touring 
Club (rctc.ru/index.html) 
is a reputable organiza-
tion that helps cyclists 
obtain visas for long-
term touring in Siberia 
as well as organizing 
custom tours with expe-
rienced cyclists and 
interpreters. 

Books and maps: Mark 
Jenkins, Off the Map, (new 
york: Modern times, 2008). 
this book was first published 
in 1992 by William Morrow 
and Company. the second 
edition was published in 2008 
by Modern times, an imprint of 
rodale, Inc. Modern times has 
since been shuttered but this 
second edition is widely avail-
able at bookstores or online.

Further reading: National 
Geographic Adventure article 
“road tripping the trans-
Siberian highway” from 2008 
with an excellent photo gal-
lery (road tripping russia): 
on.natgeo.com/n4mJry.

A grand photo op. The intreped cyclists with medaled veterans of the Great Patriotic War.

continued on page 46
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Open Road Gallery
During our five-month, 6,000-mile ride 

across Russia, we spent nearly every night 
sleeping on the floors and in the backyards 
of countless cooks and café waitresses, eat-
ing our way across Siberia like a swarm of 
locusts.
Shipwrecked Sailors

In late spring, riding on a rough road in 
Eastern Siberia, we spotted another cyclist 
coming toward us from the opposite direc-
tion on a bike loaded with gear. On a long 
cycling tour, nobody can understand what 
you have been through better than another 
cyclist. The rarity of bumping into some-
one else on a bike tour in the vast expanses 
of Central Asia, is like a chance meeting of 
two shipwrecked sailors bobbing on the 
sea.

Ellery and I both stopped excitedly. 
To our surprise, the rider was a Russian 
woman in her early 60s.

“I’m riding from Moscow to Kamchatka,” 
she said.

Kamchatka is a large and isolated volca-
nic peninsula in northeastern Russia that 
extends into the Pacific Ocean. Having 
become an expert in Russian geography, 
I could instantly calculate the logistics 
of her trip: a 5,000-mile journey, often 

on unpaved roads, across remote areas of 
northern Asia, and just barely possible to 
complete before the early arrival of another 
Siberian winter. The thought of an older 
woman doing that trip alone was so inspi-
rational that it made me shiver.

“I ride 50 miles every day,” she explained 
in a carefree voice. “Then I wheel my bike 
into the woods and sleep in my tent.” 
An exuberant sense of youthful energy 
twinkled in her eyes and shone in her long 
silvery hair.

Two months later, in central Siberia, 
we spotted another cyclist on a recumbent 
bike coming toward us from the opposite 
direction. We stopped, and an old, shirt-
less French man, with a bronzed chest and 
thick head of white hair, rolled off his bike 
and greeted us with a smile.

“I’ve come nearly 4,000 miles from Paris 
to here in just over two months,” he 
explained. “I ride every day without stop-
ping.”

Despite Siberia’s lack of infrastructure 
and development, along with Russia’s strict 
visa requirements, sufficient resources do 
exist for a person of any age to successfully 
complete a lengthy bike tour here. A bit of 
tenacity, basic Russian language skills — or 
at least a small Russian dictionary — and a 
willingness to interact with locals will go a 
long way in helping a cyclist ride through 

the region.
Several hundred miles west of Taldan, 

a torrential rainstorm overcame us. The 
water reduced the road to a quagmire, and 
we laboriously attempted riding onward 
through the mud to the next village. Often 
my tires just spun in the muck, fenders 
clogged with sludge.

In frustration, I stopped to rest on a 
small bridge running above the Trans-
Siberian Railroad. Below me, an old service 
road ran parallel to the tracks. In recent 
years, bushes and ferns had grown up from 
the vague imprints of tire tracks, slowly 
erasing the days when this road had served 
as the only link between two rural villages.

Looking down, I recalled that Mark 
Jenkins had pushed his bike along trails 
like these 20 years ago, back when the road 
I was standing on didn’t even exist. Often 
it seems like nothing in eastern Siberia 
has changed at all during the last cen-
tury. But the federal highway’s existence 
does represent an enormous and tangible 
development in this distant part of Russia. 
Nevertheless, how much this road will 
actually change the region’s future still 
remains uncertain; the population in this 
part of Siberia continues to decline as more 
Russians move towards the distant eco-
nomic potential of Moscow.

I gazed down at the overgrown trail 
once more, imagining Jenkins pushing 
his bike through the muddy ruts below. 
Before Ellery and I left on this trip, we’d 
sent Jenkins an email asking about what to 
expect while cycling across Siberia.

“Take your time out there,” he’d advised. 
“The point is to be where you are, soaking 
up the present.”

With this thought in mind, I pushed off 
and started riding once more. The muddy 
federal highway led up a long hill, and the 
road soon became so bad that I had to stop 
and push to continue. Rain fell on my face, 
and I gazed out at a world around me that 
appeared stuck somewhere between the 
remoteness of the past and the uncertainty 
of the future.    

Levi Bridges cycled from the Pacific to Atlantic, via 
the entirety of Russia, in 2009. He recently moved to 
Mexico City where he is finishing a book about his 
cycling journey and shopping for a new touring bike. 
Read more at: paneurasianbiketrip.com.

rIdIng lIke CoCo
by Gage Poore   Photograph by Greg Siple

“BEFORE LEAVING THE HOUSE, A LADY SHOULD STOP, LOOK IN THE MIRROR, AND REMOVE ONE PIECE OF 

JEWELRY.” – Coco Chanel
John Colver cites this quote as the inspiration for his packing philosophy. He arrived at 

Adventure Cycling on August 11, 2011, traveling eastbound from Seattle beginning an 8,600-mile 
double crossing of the U.S. “I’ve found freedom through simplicity.” John said. His bike and gear 
weighed a feathery 50 pounds while most of our visitors, on much less ambitious tours, tip the 
scales at 75 pounds.  

The 46-year-old set out on his adventure to get out of his comfort zone, a practice he routinely 
espouses as a fitness coach. A racing cyclist in his youth (Scottish National Champion, 1981), Colver 
had barely toured. His competitive background pushed him to a 500-mile-per-week goal, and having 
summited Mount Rainier over 80 times, he pursued mileage like a climber trying to reach a peak.   

His pace was interrupted in Wyoming when his rear rack came loose, locking his rear wheel and 
sending him to the pavement. John sustained injuries to his shoulder and back, but after a three-day 
layover in Lander, he continued east through the pain, slowing enough to take in the immense diver-
sity of the U.S. landscape, becoming a tourist “by accident.” Then he was knocked to the pavement 
again when a deer collided with him in Pennsylvania. After 69 days and 4,000 miles, Colver reached 
the Atlantic Ocean and decided to call it quits. He gained the wisdom of knowing when to stop 
through his years of climbing — always saving enough for the descent. It’s wisdom akin to knowing 
that sometimes it’s best to leave the party early, something that Coco probably knew all about.

From Adventure Cycling’s National Bicycle Touring Portrait Collection. © 2012 Adventure Cycling Association.

STREET PARTY Adventure Cycling Tours Director Arlen Hall takes 
his turn at the microphone during the celebration of the completion 
of the organization’s building remodel and expansion. A local radio 
station (Trail 103.3) covered the well-attended event with an all day 
broadcast from the sidewalk in front of the building.
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continued from page 31

In his blog No Weigh … Weigh! Greg Siple tells the story of his project to weigh the bikes and gear of visitors to adventure Cycling’s headquarters:
http://bit.ly/MxwbQ


