It may be a postcard to us, but people live where we travel

Cycling
Through a
Postcard
by Manjula Martin

➺ We are rocking back and

forth in complete darkness, lulled into
dreams of boats larger than the one we
are on. A fuzz of Italian leaks into the
cabin from the passageway outside: “Ladies and gentlemen, something-something-something, arriving, 7:30 AM,
breakfast.”
In the ferryboat’s lounge/bar area,
small, fluorescent, and crowded, we
receive our trays of strong espresso,
bread, jam, and cheese slices, and take
them to sit by the window. A few truck
drivers drink their coffee, black, each at
his own table in solo silence. I pull back
the thick generic upholstery of the curtains to discover the daytime outside.
The sun rises over Salerno, Italy, and a
tugboat pulls us into the city’s shadow.
Off the dock, after the rush of cars and
trucks piled high with shipping crates
exits, I inhale a jolt of carbon dioxide and
wheel myself around the engines, metal,
and rope that litter the docks.
After two months on islands in the
deep south of this epic nation, we had
arrived on the mainland, the Boot, to
the region called Campania. The rooftops and steeples on Salerno shimmer
in the pink of the dawn. Out of sight
to the north lurks hedonistic, hulking
Napoli, and above that rest the stones of
Roma and the conclusion of six months
living on and off my bicycle.
At a small café on the edge of town,
my partner and I refill two more cappuccinos, testing our regional dialect
comprehension skills on the café owner
when he joins us at a table on the
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sidewalk. The sun grows bright, and
the October morning air is pleasantly
sharp. I sneak into the cramped bathroom behind the café’s back patio and
change from jeans into cycling shorts.
We saddle up.
The day blooms, a perfect one for a
finale: a 67-kilometer ride from Salerno
to the resort town of Sorrento on one
of the most beautiful coastlines in the
world — the Amalfi. Our last day of
touring stretches before us in a winding
array of steep, high roads built atop impossibly inhabited rock formations, stiff
sheer drops, infinite views, and small
towns bellowing their green church
domes and rich rocky histories across
the Mediterranean. It’s a Saturday, and
weekend warriors are out in full force
on their hyper-light carbon road bikes,
shouting “Ciao!” in grouped blurs of
bright spandex up every steep incline
as they pass us, our big bags, and our
breathless silence.
We are appreciating it as we experience the drip of wet northern rain
on the rocks, the roar of approaching
scooters around the next blind curve,
and row after row of intricate terraces
above and below the road. Each terrace
is trellised with scaffolding made of
large branches, protecting exponential
hillsides packed with oranges, olives,
oranges, and stone.
At the end of a long tour, there is a
specialness to every single hour. It’s a
peculiar feeling: I am ready for this adventure to end; I am tired; I miss showers. But I am also memorializing my
experiences with romantic eyes. I am
already missing the miracle of encountering something new every single day,
the light feeling of being always on the
move, the joys and pains of talking to
strangers, the constant struggle to find
the correct word, sound, or phrasing in
a new language in order to acquire my
basic daily needs. I carry some sadness,
too — the quiet tristessa of knowing
that soon I won’t be seeing views like
this every single day. Soon, I won’t be

tapping the well of adrenaline in my
thighs after a long climb or stretching
wrists cramped from braking through
wet downhill switchbacks, accepting
food and wine from strangers, or eyeing
every olive grove I pass to evaluate its
campsite potential.
We take our time on this winding
and steep road, working hard, stopping
at minuscule shops to buy ourselves
luxurious treats of Coca Cola and
bottled water. At noon, we park the
ponies in a small concrete platform
carved into the road, which turns out to
be a parking lot turnout for the house
wedged below it on the sheer cliffside
above the water. My partner makes
tuna and pecorino sandwiches, and we
eat in silence. We toast each other with
the dregs of a bottle of Amaro, an herby
Sicilian aperitif, and I watch the blue of
the Mediterranean fluctuate according
to the darkness of the clouds barreling
by above it. I savor the bitterness of the
liquor and the sweetness of the day.
Then, the rain arrives.
On a road that serves as a border
between the sea and the land, up high
there is nothing but you and the wind.
The clouds have no mystery up here:
you can see them coming, some dark
and pregnant, others fast and cold, and
they always, eventually arrive. Today,
they arrive with lightning and deep
thunder strong enough to shake the
gold plating off the duomo in the town
of Amalfi itself. My face is soon colliding with heavy balls of water, thick
drops, at first slow and then in curtains,
all driven in whatever direction the
wind pleases. We hide beneath an overhang of bougainvillea and grapevines,
wait for the worst to pass, realize that it
won’t, and place our soaked shoes back
on our pedals. At the summit of a climb,
we catch a break — a lull in the ferocity
of the rain and a sign saying “Sorrento,
7 km.” It’s all downhill from here.
But the sky doesn’t want to let us go
yet. With more cracks and snaps of the
atmosphere, it begins to hail. Ice the size
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of marbles falls deep and thick on the
road, and we again seek shelter in the
doorway of a building. The clouds keep
falling, and water keeps running downhill to form threatening streams that
grow to rivers, their flow sweeping piles
of ice into gutter drains and clogging
the lanes of the road. The converging
currents of water and ice march at a
landslide’s pace downward toward where
we stand beneath a small cement overhang at the bottom of a sloped driveway.
The temperature drops until I can see
my breath where there used to be warm
autumn sunshine. The risk of flash
flooding is real. The water around my
ankles begins to rise toward my knees.
The first attempt to leave our sheltered
area for higher ground produces a bruise
the size of a thumbprint on my hand. We
wait longer. We are wearing shorts, and
every inch of my exposed skin is now
red with the cold abrasions of the storm.
The only way out to the road is through
knee-deep ice and equally deep ice-cold
rushing water. We take a few swigs from
our bottle of Amaro and go for it.
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Wheeling our heavy, frozen bikes
through the banks of hail, we make for
the town: three buildings situated at
the crest of the mountain, one of them
advertising itself as a bar. The shock
of the cold water we wade through is
visceral and painful. I cry and shout and
also laugh as I affirm out loud that it’s
definitely not summer anymore. The
cafe is closed for the mid-day pausa, but
warm bodies are inside steaming up the
windows. We pound on the door, trying in
our discomfort and cold to formulate an
Italian sentence explaining that we seek
only shelter and a place to put on dry
socks. The owners come to the window
and shake their heads, their dog bares his
teeth and barks at us, and we turn away.
We stand soaked in the street observing the blizzard of ice now coating
the road. We’re not sure what to do. It
feels impossible, to be rejected after all
these months of experiencing nothing
but hospitality. I laugh at the ridiculous
notion that the end of this trip — the
warm room, the soft skin, the rest — is
as far away now as it was when I set off

six months ago with clean panniers. I’m
stunned that such a beautiful day can
turn so nasty and that it still surprises
me. And I laugh even louder when,
as it often does on tour, something
unexpectedly good happens.
A woman across the road
leans out of her upstairs window, waving us inside. She puts
me roughly into the bathroom,
demanding in sign language that
I take a hot shower and dry off
with her blow-dryer. When I
emerge from the steaming bathroom with dry clothes on, she
is offering my partner a giant
mug of hot chocolate. We drink
it while it’s still boiling and talk
with her and her husband who is
watching rugby on television. He
grew up here and says he’s never
seen a storm like this in his entire
life. Sometimes snow, yes, but this? No,
never ice like this.
After many expressions of gratitude
in multiple languages, we are ready to
attempt the descent to Sorrento, hoping
to make it there before night arrives.
We set a snail’s pace for the surprisingly
patient cars behind us, going only fast
enough to move our heavy loads around
each switchback successfully, trying not
to brake at all on the dark new ice. My
partner hits a patch of refrozen slush
as he brakes and goes down in front
of me, panniers bouncing out into the
lane from his falling bicycle and body.
I brake in time not to run him over,
and the car behind me does the same.
Everyone and everything is unharmed,
and we plod on. Down, down, around,
and down. And then it is over.
We arrive as night falls into the perfectly regular town of Sorrento, packed
with tourists and luxury hotels, now
glistening in the ice of a freak hailstorm
on the evening of the last day of our
bicycle tour.
And just like that, we’re civilized.
continued on page 47
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Classified Ads
Accommodations
WHITEFISH BIKE RETREAT NEW Hostel Style
Lodging located in Whitefish, Montana on the
Great Divide, Northern Tier, and Great Parks
Adventure Cycling Routes. Lodging options starting
at $45/night. Camping Available. Shuttles Available
A Place Created For Cyclists By Cyclists! 406-2600274, www.whitefishbikeretreat.com.
Bicycle Touring Gear
TheTouringStore.com Buy Expedition
Quality Panniers, Racks, & Bicycle Touring Gear at
Great Prices! See Ortlieb, Tubus, Lone Peak, and
More! Questions? Call Wayne Toll Free at (800)
747-0588, Email us at wayne@thetouringstore.
com, or visit us at www.TheTouringStore.com.
BikeBagShop.com The largest selection of
Bike Bags & Bike Racks — by Ortlieb, Vaude,
Lone Peak, Tubus, Old Man Mountain & More!
BikeTrailerShop.com The largest selection of
Bike Cargo Trailers by BOB, Burley, Extrawheel,
Wandertec & More! 1-800-717-2596.
CYCLOCAMPING.COM SAVE on Bicycle Touring
Gear & Camping Equipment. 50+ Top Quality
Brands — Ranked in the TOP 1% at ResellerRatings.
com — FAST Shipping + FREE Shipping on orders
>$120 — Enjoy our Forum, Daily Articles and our
Experts Corner at www.cyclocamping.com.
Q-Caddy® Bicycle Cue Sheet Holder
Holds directions or maps, Great for touring,
bicycle vacations, or rides with cue sheets; Buy
On-Line at: www.highwheelsolutions.com.
Bike Shops
TANDEMS EAST Our 25th year in business!
Road, Mountain andTravel Tandems. Over 60 in
stock. Wheel building, child conversions, repairs,
parts catalog, test rides. Back-stocking Conti
and Schwalbe touring tires. 86 Gwynwood Dr,
Pittsgrove, NJ 08318. Phone: (856) 451-5104, Fax:
(856) 453-8626. Email: TandemWiz@aol.com or
visit our website at: www.tandemseast.com.
ARRIVING BY BIKE Eugene, Oregon’s Urban
Cycling Outfitters. Gear, guidance and enthusiasm
to support your life-biking. Basil, Ortlieb, Tubus,
Detours, Showers Pass, Ibex and Endura plus
loads of fenders, lights, reflectives, tools and
Brooks saddles. Xtracycles! 2705 Willamette St.,
541.484.5410, adventure@arrivingbybike.com.

International Tours
HOLLAND — DISCOVER THE HIDDEN GEMS
Excellent and safe biking in the cyclist’s paradise!
Recreational, e-bike, road bike. Local expertise
for routes, accommodation, equipment. www.
hollandbiketours.com.
BICYCLE TOURS WORLDWIDE —
BIKETOURSDIRECT 450 tours in 70 countries.
Europe, Asia, Africa, Oceania, and the Americas
for all ability levels and budgets. From medieval
European villages and river routes to mountain
biking in Africa and exploring the landscapes
of Asia. Guided and self-guided tours with local
operators from $550/week. 877-462-2423, www.
biketoursdirect.com, info@biketoursdirect.com.
Croatia by Bike and Boat This is absolutely
the only way to find the heart of this diverse and
poetic country. We will tour through the towns of
Split, Hvar, Stari Grad, and Korcula towns that
include two UNESCO World Heritage Sites, so
named for their impeccable preservation, historic
value, and stunning beauty. Each evening we
make our way back to our private boat, which
is outfitted with all the necessary comforts,
and begin our journey to the next stunning
vista, perhaps stopping enroute for a dip in the
sparkling clear water. Contact our office for more
details. Toll free phone: 877-777-5699. Email us at
dana@pedalandseaadventures.com, or visit our
website: www.pedalandseaadventures.com.
Encounter Peru by Bike Oct. 4-16 2013:
Culture, condors, and a dash of adventure — small
group, easy/intermediate mountain biking (with
van support), high in Peru’s spectacular Colca
Valley, plus Machu Picchu. www.encounter
peru.net, (406) 363-1279, references available.
Doomsday Cycling 2013 Be part of this
5-country, 5-week cycling adventure ending on
December 21 — the anniversary of the Mayan
doomsday of 2012. A gruelling ride through lush
and ancient Central America. 416-364-8255 or
doomsdayride.com.
FREEWHEELING ADVENTURES. SMALL
GROUPS & PRIVATE TRIPS — Guided & SelfGuided. 26 years of extraordinary active trips.
Famous and unusual rides in Canada, Iceland,
Europe, Israel, Central America. Choose from
hills and distances, or flat and relaxed. 800672-0775; www.freewheeling.ca; bicycle@
freewheeling.ca.
Cairo to Cape Town in 2014 Cycle across
Africa on the Tour d’Afrique. Join the full
4-month 7,500-mile expedition or come for a 2
or 3 week section. 416-364-8255 or tourdafrique.
com.
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rate: $115 for the first 30 words, $2 for each additional word.
For more information, please contact Rick Bruner at phone/fax:
(509) 493-4930, email: advertising@adventurecycling.org.

PEDAL AND SEA ADVENTURES We’re a
personable travel company offering creative
cycling and multi-sport adventures in many
of the world’s best places, including Nova
Scotia, Newfoundland, P.E.I., Croatia, Italy,
Greece, Norway, and Ireland. Guided and
self-guided. Van-supported. Friendly guides.
Charming inns. Custom groups anytime. Over
70% return clientele since 2005! Toll Free
Phone: 877-777-5699. Please email us at dana@
pedalandseaadventures.com or visit our website:
www.pedalandseaadventures.com.
North American Tours & Events
CROSSROADS CYCLING ADVENTURES The
long-distance specialists! Come ride with Tracy
Leiner owner, cyclist, and tour director. Tracy
travels with every group, every day! Small groups,
personal attention, business-class hotels and
meals. Luggage delivered to your hotel room and
A/C turned on BEFORE you arrive! Extensive
pre-trip support including training plan,
telephone consultations, and rider/staff email
introductions. Ride coast to coast or split the tour
into multiple segments. Celebrating 17 years of
excellence. Rider references available (800) 9712453, www.crossroadscycling.com.
AMERICA BY BICYCLE, INC. Your full service
bicycle touring leader. Chose from 38 tours
ranging from 5 to 52 days. Let us take you on your
dream ride Coast to Coast! abbike.com. 888-7977057 FREE CATALOG.
Helping make good riders better since
1981 Join Transcontinental Record Holders
Lon Haldeman & Susan Notorangelo for your
cycling adventures from 7 to 30 days. Specializing
in Training Camps, Historic Route 66, Rural
Wisconsin, Eastern Mountains, Peru and over 80
cross-country events. PAC Tour, www.pactour.
com, 262-736-2453.
Coast 2 Coast Hassle-free closely following
Southern Tier averaging 63 miles per day. Fully
supported including freshly-prepared greattasting meals, and a mechanic. You dip your rear
wheel into the Pacific and your front wheel into
the Atlantic, we will do everything in between.
We even do your dirty laundry! March 7 - April
28, 2013. BubbasPamperedPedalers.com or
BikerBubba@aol.com.
CYCLE NORTH CAROLINA FALL RIDE 15th
Annual “Mountains to the Coast” (September
28 October 5) Cycle 425 plus miles while
experiencing the North Carolina countryside
on scenic back roads amidst beautiful fall
colors. Explore quaint towns, visit famous State
Parks, Historic Sites, wineries, and more. Fully
supported with SAG Support and rest stops.
Various registration options available. cyclenc@
ncsports.org, www.ncsports.org.

ALASKA BICYCLE TOURS with Sockeye Cycle,
since 1988. Offering guided trips through-out our
breathtaking region. Experience the beauty of
Alaska and the Yukon with local guides and gourmet
cuisine. 877-292-4154 www.cyclealaska.com.
Bike the Florida Keys The ultimate Bicycle
Vacation. Bike the entire key system, down and
back. Fully-supported including breakfasts and
most dinners. Beautiful sunsets. Swim with the
dolphins. Snorkel. Dive. The Seven Mile Bridge
just might be the most beautiful seven miles
you will ever bike. November 2-9, 2013. Details
from BubbasPamperedPedalers.com or
BikerBubba@aol.com. It’s just not a bicycle tour,
it’s a Keys EXPERIENCE … It’s all GOOD !!
CAROLINA TAILWINDS BICYCLE VACATIONS
Easy, flat terrain tours include: South Carolina’s
Lowcountry, North Carolina’s Outer Banks, and
Maryland’s Eastern Shore. More challenging,
mountainous tours include: Virginia’s Shenandoah
Valley and North Carolina’s Blue Ridge
Mountains. All tours include intimate group size,
cozy country inns, and outstanding cuisine. www.
carolinatailwinds .com; 888-251-3206.
CANDISC “Tranquility Place Tour” will cycle
from the expansive plains of the Missouri River
to the lush woodlands of the Turtle Mountains.
Experience North Dakota hospitality and scenery
firsthand. August 3rd-10th, 2013, 400-mile Loop
Tour originating in Garrison, ND. Contact:
1-800-799-4242, ndfm@restel.com, www. parkrec.
nd.gov/activities/candischtml.
LEITCHFIELD, KY Shorten Your X-Country Ride
— Free Camping — Hotels — Laundry — Bike
Shop — Near Mammoth Cave. Local Routes
marked year round. R.A.C.K. Ride 1st Saturday
in August. Contact: info@VisitLeitchfield.com or
embrysbikeshop@yahoo.com.
VACATION BICYCLING You deserve a vacation!
Join us for fun, beautiful, and unforgettable 7-day
bicycle tours from $1,099. Fully supported, hotels,
food & SAG. Martha’s Vineyard, Santa Fe & Taos,
Outer Banks, Maui, Arizona’s Sonoran Desert,
Florida Keys, or Georgia’s Silver Comet Trail.
Come join us. 706-363-0341, 800-490-2173, or
www.VacationBicycling.com.
CLASSIC ADVENTURES Bicycling Vacations
since 1979. Full route support, experienced guides,
gourmet cuisine. Austria, France, Greece/Crete,
Germany, Lake Constance, Quebec, Vermont,
Mississippi-Natchez Trace, Texas Hill Country,
NY Finger Lakes, Historic Erie Canal, Coast
to Coast. Free Catalog (800)777-8090, www.
classicadventures.com.
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Bike the Katy Trail The longest Railsto-Trails in the country. September 1-7, 2013.
All-inclusive luxurious seven day/six night tour
staying at quaint B&Bs and Historic Hotels.
Complete details from BubbasPampered
Pedalers.com.
September Escapade™ TRIRI® September
15-20, 2013. Scenic, historic tour of south central
Indiana with inn or camping overnights at
Indiana State Parks, two layover days, and ten
catered meals. Contact: 812-333-8176; triri@triri.
org; or www.triri.org.
BICYCLE RIDE ACROSS GEORGIA (BRAG) 22nd
annual Georgia BikeFest, Columbus, GA, October
11-13, 2013. WinterRide, St. Marys, GA, February
18-23, 2014. Great fun for families and groups.
Various mileage options. 770-498-5153, info@brag.
org, www.brag.org.
CYCLE AMERICA® — Enjoy a Fully Supported
Cycling Vacation this Summer. Explore America’s
treasures on our series of National Park trips or
Ride an epic Coast-to-Coast tour from Seattle
to Boston. First-Rate Support, Great Routes and
Good Friends! Let Us Help You Plan Your Next
Fun and Affordable Adventure. 800-245-3263.
www.CycleAmerica.com.
WOMEN ONLY BIKE TOURS For all ages and
abilities. Fully supported, inn-to-inn, bike path
& road tours. Cross-country, National Parks,
Europe & more. Bicycle workshops, wine tasting,
yoga. Call for free catalog. 800-247-1444, www.
womantours.com.
22nd Annual OATBRAN One Awesome
Tour Bike Ride Across Nevada, Sept. 22-28. 2013.
“America’s Loneliest Bike Tour” is a fully supported
motel-style tour across US Hwy 50, 420 miles,
border to border, from Lake Tahoe to the Great
Basin National Park. Limited to 50 riders. For more
info: BiketheWest.com.
great lakes relaxed Our popular tour
of Michigan’s kaleidoscopic Upper Peninsula
incorporates the quiet roads and pleasurable riding
the region is known for into our fully-supported,
relaxed tour format. Perfect for the first-time bicycle
tourist, as well as the seasoned bike traveler who
seeks a more laid-back cycling experience. We’ll
explore numerous state parks replete with thick
forests, wondrous waterfalls, and lots of lakeshore
views. The car may be king in nearby Detroit, but
in the U.P., the bicycle reigns supreme. Great
Lakes, great parks, and great bicycle touring —
they all add up to make one great trip. Sept 7-14
$1,049.00 www.adventurecycling.org/tours.

We’re wearing dry socks and acting like
none of it ever happened, finding the
cheapest pensione in town, eating pizza
for dinner, praising hot water heaters,
watching bad American television
dubbed in Italian, and anticipating meeting visiting friends at the train station
the next afternoon. I sit on the sagging
bed looking at the starlit sky out the window, and I’m amazed at how something
as dramatic as the storm we just experienced can feel so much like a narrative
climax. A climax but also not the end.
The dramatic weather-inspired turn
in our picture-perfect last day of riding
was, like the coast it took place on, epic
— and yet it was entirely regular too. I
pull on my still-damp socks in preparation for leaving our room to seek pizza,
and I pause at the familiarity of this
action. Here I am, in another town, with
another adventure behind me, ready to
seek yet another new meal and see what
the streets of the world have to offer.
This sort of duality is typical of
my experience of bicycle touring, in
which traveling is really different than
living but also isn’t. Over six months
and five countries, I have experienced
astoundingly beautiful place after
astoundingly beautiful place, and I have
not taken them for granted. But I have
also stopped being surprised by them.
Because, mostly, places are astoundingly beautiful. And also, mostly, people
are living in them, creating and experiencing wonderfully regular lives within
these postcard settings. They’re growing food and running bars and watching
sports and doing the dishes. And a few
of those people might not let you into
their café during a storm, but most
of them will probably make you hot
chocolate and help you get warm before
putting you back out on the road.
Sometimes a sunny day turns into
the storm of the century, and sometimes things might get a little bit uncomfortable. But usually we’re all going
to make it.
Manjula Martin’s writing has appeared or is
forthcoming in The Virginia Quarterly Review,
Shareable, The Rumpus, SF Weekly, Modern
Farmer, and Post Road. She lives in San Francisco
and rides a Surly Long Haul Trucker.
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