Around the Volcanoes
& Back Again

One family sets out
to circumnavigate
Nicaragua’s island
of Ometepe
THE ROAD DROPPED away before
me like a roller coaster, its paving stones
littered with the droppings of a panoply
of domesticated animals lingering on
the roadside. Grinning, I turned over my
shoulder and yelled back to the kids to
be careful. Then I let go of the brakes
and embraced gravity and adrenaline,
blurring past men with machetes and
the wide eyes of dirty-faced children.
Approaching a lumbering cargo truck from
behind, I made the split-second decision
to rocket past it on the left, veering wide
then dodging between it and a bull that
suddenly wandered onto the road. It
may not have been the most responsible
example to set for my children, but it had
been a long time since I’d hurtled through
a corner of the developing world on a
bicycle, and I’d be damned if I wasn’t going
to enjoy it.
I waited at the bottom for a minute or
two — grinning men in the truck waving
as they passed — and watched my wife
and two sons cautiously brake their way
down the hill. Riding in a place like this
was new to them, which made our trip
all the better. We were attempting to
circumnavigate Ometepe in Nicaragua.
This tropical island was formed when two
volcanoes rose from the waters of Lake
Nicaragua, the largest lake in Central
America, and their lava flows conjoined
to form a connecting isthmus. Most of
this remote island is protected as national
park or preserve, and the rest is inhabited
by lost-in-time farming families. For
centuries, it’s been an out-of-the-way
place, home to lost civilizations and more
monkeys than people, but in recent years
it’s been discovered by travelers seeking a
supernaturally relaxed outpost in a country
quickly waking up to its tourism potential.

Story and photos by Aaron Teasdale
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NUTS & BOLTS Ometepe
GET THERE
Fly into the capital city of
Managua and bike, bus, or
hire a car to Rivas, about
50 miles to the south. From
there, ferries leave every
two hours for the one-hour
trip to Ometepe.
WHEN
December through April
is the dry season, and
probably best for cycling,
though it’s more inviting-

ly lush during the rainy
season, when it rains most
afternoons. Expect heat and
humidity year round.

five years. In a rare show
of unity between economists and ecologists, most

RECOMMENDED LODGING
• Hacienda Merida, which
also has bikes: hmerida.
com
• Chaco Verde Inn: charco
verde.com.ni
• Finca del Sol: hotelfinca
delsol.com
• Villa Paraiso: villaparaiso.
com.ni
GEAR
Don’t expect to find cycling
supplies in Nicarauga. Bring
everything you need for
riding and repairs.
THE CANAL
Nicaragua’s president,
Daniel Ortega, is moving forward with plans to construct
a nation-spanning canal to
rival Panama’s in the next

experts agree the scheme
is ill-considered and would
have catastrophic consequences for Nicaraguan
wildlife and ecosystems.
It would pass just south of
Ometepe and would change
the island and lake forever.
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We had started our ride that morning
— my wife Jacqueline, 14-year-old Silas,
10-year-old Jonah, and I — at Hacienda
Merida, the former vacation estate of
the country’s overthrown, Americanbacked dictator now transformed into
an eco-lodge, which is the country’s
recent history in a nutshell. While
there, I discovered that the hacienda’s
Nicaraguan owner was a cycling
enthusiast with a fleet of bicycles
available for guests. I immediately
hatched a plan to tour the island on
the roads that encircle the volcanoes
and connect at the isthmus, creating
a kind of volcanic figure eight. The
total distance was only 60 or so miles,
and villages for nightly lodging were
abundant. It seemed foolproof, which
was a foolish thing to think. Nothing is
foolproof in Nicaragua.
The bikes were the first challenge.
Although we immediately picked out
a couple of old Cannondales and the
two best Chinese bikes we could find
in the hacienda’s fleet — the nicest
bicycles on Ometepe by miles — they
were in desperate need of maintenance.
Fortunately, I’d brought a multi-tool for
just such an occasion and after several
hours of tightening and tinkering, I
had prepared four bicycles that I was
somewhat confident would hold up for a
weeklong ride around the island.
Yuri, a wildly ranting Russian man
who worked at the hacienda, watched
me work while throwing a large knife
into a nearby tree. In between curseladen complaints about all the animal
dung on the roads, he told me, “In
Russia there is nothing. No opportunity.
Here people are lower but they have
everything. Here you can have a life.”
Yuri may have been crazy, but I knew
what he meant. I’d pulled my kids out
of school for the year and brought my
family to Central America to escape the
excesses of American society and show
them that the latest clothes, gadgets,
and cars had nothing to do with living a
good life. But we had been down here for
a month and a half and the boys weren’t
on board yet. They both missed their
friends, and Jonah was prone to locking
himself in bathrooms for extended
periods in protest. I hoped a quality
bicycle adventure would get us on track.
We headed north out of the village of

Merida on a ragged dirt road, a change
of clothes and snacks in our backpacks.
The humid air stuck to our skin and
the riding was rough, but automobile
traffic was nonexistent and we were
captivated by the lush forest and dirtfloored shacks dotting the roadside.
We’d been on the island for two weeks
but still marveled at the rudimentary
living conditions of many locals. Due
to decades of war and corruption
Nicaragua is second only to Haiti as
the poorest country in the Western
Hemisphere.
Soon we reached the isthmus
connecting the two volcanoes and I
steered us onto a spur road I’d been told
about that climbed the lower slopes of
the Volcán Maderas. We soon stopped to
examine a volcanic boulder with strange
markings on it.
Ometepe has more than 2,000
petroglyphs and basalt statues scattered
across its lush, volcanic slopes, but little
is known about the ancient civilization
that created them. A priest visiting in
1586 noted that the islanders spoke a
language different from those on the
mainland. A U.S. Naval officer visiting
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in 1872 wrote that the people living on
the more remote Maderas side of the
island were unusually tall, with many
men over six feet, and had a different
facial structure than other Nicaraguans.
Unlike the more traditional-looking
islanders, they wouldn’t speak to
visitors about the petroglyphs nor show
them their locations. Besides their
carvings and statues, we have no other
record of these mysterious people.
As we continued, I shepherded the
family along, making sure the bikes
were working and that everyone kept
hydrated and fueled. Then we came to
the hill — and the speed-loving thrill
seeker in me came alive. Rejoining
at the bottom, we pedaled along the
isthmus for a mile or two, volcanoes
towering in front and behind, until
we reached our lodging for the
night, a collection of simple cabańas
overlooking the water. The boys and I
headed straight for the lake, playing in
the wind-whipped surf and washing the
day’s sweat from our skin.
We went to our favorite restaurant
on the island for dinner, Jackeling’s
— which quickly became my wife’s

nickname — a family-run place just
down the beach with a thatched roof
and the best fresh lemonade in Central
America. Because we were almost out
of cordobas, or Nicaraguan cash, we
ordered carefully, leaving just enough
for snacks to help power us to the
island’s largest town, Moyogalpa, the
next day where we could replenish our
supply at Ometepe’s lone ATM. While
playing Yahtzee during the customary
one-hour wait for food, I asked the kids
if they had noticed the family earlier
with the 10-year-old girl carrying an
enormous bag of rice on her head.
“The kids here work in the fields
with their families,” I said. “So when
you guys complain about how you need
something, or how other kids have
better stuff than you, remember the
people you meet here. Even the kids
work hard, and they don’t always have
enough to eat. The last thing they’re
worried about is not having an iPhone.”
To my surprise, the boys listened.
Then the owner of the place came
over and asked how long we were on
Ometepe. When he heard we were
biking around the island, he lit up.
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“That’s a great idea!” he said. “Not
like most people with their cameras
who don’t really see anything until
they get home and look at all of their
pictures.”
We all laughed, and I opted not to
mention that the backpack at my feet
was full of camera equipment.
It was a three-mile pedal the next
morning to Altagracia, a local’s town
little visited by tourists where the walls
are covered in Sandanista graffiti. While
hugging a sliver of shade cast by a
pulperia, I mixed the electrolyte powder
we’d just bought with the water and
explained to the kids how it helped on
hot days.
“I think I feel the electrolytes
working!” Jonah called out
enthusiastically as we started riding again.
Even with miracle electrolytes,
however, we now faced the biggest
challenge of the trip. The road
continued around the north side of
the mighty Volcán Concepción for 17
miles to Moyogalpa, and then another
seven to an ecological reserve where
we planned to spend the night. The
boys had never ridden that far on their
own bikes, and much of it would be
rough dirt road, exactly how rough I
wasn’t sure. Like all good adventures, it
required a leap of faith.
We found a rocky dirt path at the
edge of town and pedaled up it, past
a steady flow of people, horses, and
an ox pulling a giant wooden cart full
of plantains. A woman on a bike with
a toddler on the top tube and a fivegallon bucket in one hand passed, and
Jacqueline said, “I can only hope to be
as tough as that someday.”
But as much as we found the oxen

Top: Preparing beds in the almost ant-free barn at Magdalena.
Bottom: The power goes out but the Yahtzee must go on at a small-town restaurant.

and families of four riding on a single
bicycle captivating, we were the true
spectacle. Everyone stared like they’d
never seen gringos before. This was not
a tourist route.
It wasn’t hard to see why. The road
was littered with volcanic rocks and
jagged steeply up and down as it cut
across a shoulder of Concepción.
Gradually the shacks with scrap-

metal roofs petered out until it was
just us, the volcano, and the flocks of
avocado-green parrots flying overhead.
The sun felt like a laser beam on our
skin. Finally, Jonah had had enough,
electrolytes or no, and he dropped his
bike, sat in the dirt, and exclaimed, “I’m
not going anymore! This is a stupid
place to ride a bike!”
With Herculean effort, I did not

September 25*-27
Sharonville Convention Center – Cincinnati, Ohio

Bicycle Tour
& Travel Expo

Does your sense of cycling adventure include wheeling solo and selfsupported through wild mountain passes? Perhaps a more sedate, guided
tour of a region’s wine country, or maybe a weekend century or local
charity ride? You’ll find a convention floor filled with exciting exhibits
showcasing tours, travel destinations, bikes and equipment, and you won’t
want to miss the Outdoor Demo Riding Arena to try out the latest travel
and touring bikes. Entertaining and informational seminars covering all
aspects of bicycle touring and travel help make this a “don’t miss” cycling
event on your 2015 calendar. Register now!

www.bicycletourandtravelexpo.com
*Industry Only Friday, September 25
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remind Jonah that we were in the
middle of nowhere Nicaragua and
that if he didn’t want to ride, he could
spend the night alone with the howler
monkeys while we rode ahead to a
cabaña on the lake.
After several minutes, I was able
to use my sophisticated parental
motivation techniques to convince
him he could do this, that he’d feel a
huge sense of accomplishment later if
he could just dig deep and keep going.
Also, that I would get him ice cream.
Finally seeing the hard truth — that
he had no other choice — Jonah got
up and started pushing his bike up the
rocky hill again.
For miles, the road, if it could be
called that, led past banana farms and
through forests alive with rainbowcolored birds. Higher it climbed,
occasionally opening to views across
the endless blue waters of the lake, the
volcano at our side rising over 5,000
feet like a giant steaming pyramid. The
road grew more and more rugged until
first Jacqueline, then Jonah fell off their
bikes on the loose, rocky ground.
Jonah soon decided the ride was fun
when the road returned to pavement
and tilted into a multi-mile downhill.
Descending through multiple villages,
locals craning their necks as we blurred
past, we dodged animals and people
and now a truck or two. Because this
was a much longer and more chaotic
hill than before, I stayed with the
family this time, reminding them to
keep their speeds in check. But it didn’t
work. After a few minutes, everyone
had cheek-splitting grins and wanted
nothing to do with their brakes. We
streaked into Moyogalpa feeling
every bit like the crazy gringo family
our friends and relatives back home
imagined us to be.
At the bank, we walked past the guard
with his sawed-off shotgun and sardined
into the closet-sized cash-machine
room, basking in the life-affirming air
conditioning, the first we had felt in
weeks. As we got back on the bikes, I
asked the kids if they were up for the last
seven miles. Buoyed by the downhill, and
maybe the air conditioning, they assured
me they were up for it.
And they did. Just as dusk fell over
Ometepe we rolled into the village of
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Volcán Concepción rises from the jungle in the Charco Verde nature preserve.

San José del Sur. A few minutes later,
we had felt our way down a dark dirt
road to a humble, locally owned hotel
on the water where we promptly dug
into bowls of ice cream at the open-air
restaurant and celebrated our big day.
We stayed there for three days,
exploring the adjacent Charco Verde
nature reserve, swimming in the lake,
and careening down a thrillingly
rudimentary zipline course, Nicaragua’s
first. We also found ourselves, the longer
we spent on this island, developing a
love affair with hammocks, especially
when they swayed in a gentle breeze off
the lake. We were even getting used to
the steady parade of insects, scorpions,
lizards, and giant toads in our rooms
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and outside. Slowly, but with increasing
conviction, we were learning to let go of
our discontent and relax into the simple
pleasures and languid pace of Ometepe
time.
It was already blazing hot the
morning we left Charco Verde, and
everyone was slothlike as we started up
a long, torturous climb. Everyone, that
is, except Jonah.
“You always wake up and start
feeling better once you start biking,”
he explained while pumping his pedals
with vigor.
Inspired by the smallest member of
our peleton, we pushed up the biggest
climb of our trip, sweat dripping
onto our top tubes, vultures circling

overhead. The slanting morning sun
on Concepción brought out the greens,
reds, and ragged texture of its gullied
slopes, with slivers of its original forest
reaching up toward a barren, steaming
crater summit. The volcanoes are
always present on Ometepe — the
volcanoes are Ometepe — and as
we revolved around them we were
becoming intimately familiar with
their every aspect. Across the bay to
our south rose Maderas, dormant and
jungle covered. We aimed to sleep at its
feet that night.
Dropping back down onto the
connective isthmus, we headed to
Jackeling’s on the beach again for
lunch. As we walked in, the owner
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excitedly told his friend that we were
riding around the island. Then he told
us how happy it made him that we
liked his restaurant (this was at least
our fifth time there), and as his kids
and dogs ran around at our feet, he
told his wife, the cook, to give us free
lemonades.
Perhaps we lingered on the beach
too long because darkness found us
pushing up the side of Maderas on
a steep dirt road past shacks full of
families and pigs lolling on our path.
All of my senses were on high alert
when a man in white robes with a
glinting machete emerged from the
shadows and directed us through a
clearing and into a sprawling farm. It
was Magdalena, Ometepe’s first hostel
and an organic farmer’s cooperative.
An unusually tall man in a cowboy hat
named Juan showed us to a small barnlike building and our rooms, where he
proudly explained that the hostel and
coffee farms here supported 26 local
families.
Jacqueline, a former organic farmer
with an all-around green thumb, was
thrilled. “He’s like the original Juan
Valdez!” she blurted after he left. “This
is the original Ometepe right here.”
Unfortunately, our rooms were a little
too original. They apparently hadn’t
been cleaned since the farm’s founding.
Ants coursed up and down the walls on
thick, veinlike dirt pathways and teemed
on every surface in the bathroom. The
kids panicked. Then Jacqueline rightly
pointed out that these were probably
nicer accommodations than the farmers
had so we sucked it up and slept fitfully
through the night, dreaming of giant
ants.
The next day, we explored
Magdalena’s resplendent gardens, alive
with every color of flower and butterfly
and countless hummingbirds. A walk
through the forest above the farm led
us through shady coffee groves and to
a troop of howler monkeys in the trees
overhead. Then I suddenly felt liquid
on my face.
“Aaagh!” I yelled. “A monkey just
peed in my eye!”
My family was beside themselves
with laughter. Then Jonah got peed
on too, and he stopped laughing. I
declared that getting peed on made
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Jonah and me honorary members of
the troop.
Petroglyphs were scattered
throughout the forest, and at a
particularly impressive one, Jonah
asked, “Why did they make these?”
I gave an academic answer about
praising gods and self-expression and
then sat on a rock next to the etched
spirals and geometric figures and
thought about the people who had
left them. Maybe they simply wanted
the same thing we all want, to leave
something of themselves behind, to
scratch a record of their souls into the
surface of this world.
After our day in the forest, we
decided to spend one more night
at Magdalena, but we moved to the
relatively ant-free main barn. As we
brushed our teeth in a communal
bathroom barely fit for farm animals,
we marveled at the giant orange moth
by the sink, then laughed when a huge
green flying thing landed on my nose.
Or at least everybody else laughed. To
our dismay, there was no soap, but there
was a single, red, gratuitously unclean
hand towel hanging next to a sink.
“I am not touching that towel,”
Jacqueline said.
A few minutes later, I looked over to
see Jonah vigorously wiping his face
with it. I grimaced and said, “Do not tell
your mother what you just did.”
The next morning, Silas and I said
goodbye to Jacqueline and Jonah to
complete our circumnavigation of the
island by pedaling around Maderas
and the island’s southernmost side,
Ometepe’s most remote corner. We’d
heard the 20 miles of rough, up-anddown road were tough. So to keep
everyone happy and tranquilo, which
was my new motto, Jonah and Mom
would pedal the shorter, easier way
back to Merida.
Silas, however, was fired up and
ready to ride. As we pedaled off, the
road quickly devolved into a rocky
track, and I told him about the hidden
caves and petroglyphs I’d heard about
here, and the villages up the volcano’s
slopes that are only accessible by
footpath. We passed locals on foot,
horses, and bikes, but no cars. Coffee
CONTINUED ON PAGE 50

Classifieds
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TIMBERLINE ADVENTURES Fully supported
bicycling & hiking adventure vacations with an
organization whose sole focus for 32 years is
extraordinary adventure throughout western
U.S. & Canada. Website: www.timbertours.com,
Email: timber@earth net.net, Phone: 800-4172453.
KATY TRAIL BICYCLE TOUR August 30
– September 5, 2015 Following Lewis and
Clark’s route, this flat and totally traffic-free
tour is on America’s longest Rails to Trails.
This fully supported tour, which includes
daily route sheets and SAG stops, over-nights
in B&B’s and Historic Hotels. All breakfasts
and dinners as well as lodging included. Tour
starts just outside of St. Louis where you
will be returned upon completion of the
tour. You deserve to be PAMPERED! Details
from BubbasPamperedPedalers.com or
BikerBubba@aol.com.
SIGN ME UP TOURS IN 2015 Natchez Trace
in April — RAGBRAI in July — Lewis and
Clark in Sept. — Katy Trail in Sept. www.
signmeuptours.com signmeuptours@gmail.
com 480-519-4872.

CYCLE OF LIFE ADVENTURES All-Inclusive,
fully supported adventures & bicycling
vacation. Breathtaking scenery, Outstanding
accommodations, Upscale dining. Tours of
varying difficulty throughout the U.S. Original,
challenging, adventurous routes. Small groups
and personalized service. GOPRO cameras
available with our PLATINUM TOURS.
BRING A FRIEND on any May or June Tour
and you both get 25% off. May 9 – Covered
Bridges of VT & NH, May 22 – Natchez Trace,
May31 – Blue Ridge &Carolina Mts, June
7- Ride The Colorado Rockies, email:info@
cycleoflifeadventures.com CHECK US OUT:
www.cycleoflifeadventures.com Phone : 303945-9886.
24TH ANNUAL OATBRAN One Awesome
Tour Bike Ride Across Nevada, Sept. 27-Oct. 3,
2015. “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 FREEDOM ADVENTURES Bike the best
of Cape Cod, Martha’s Vineyard, Nantucket,
Vermont, Cape Ann, Block Island, Newport,
Hudson Valley, MA North Shore, CT, NH, Boston
and more with Northeast US experts. 877-5451864, www.greatfreedomadventures.com.

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 20
AROUND THE VOLCANOES & BACK AGAIN

and rice dried on mats in the dirt yards
of simple homes. A boy on a rickety
bicycle balancing an enormous sack
of rice on his top tube passed by. It’s
unlikely he had brakes.
We had long ago stopped complaining
about our bikes, and they held together
for Silas and me as we throttled rocky
descents and made our way around the
southern flanks of the volcano. At one
point, we stopped near a crude shack of
gathered wood, and Silas said, “Is that a
house? I’ve got to take a picture so I can
put it on Facebook and tell my friends
that they can’t get mad because their
stuff isn’t nice enough.”
At the village of San Ramon, only six
miles from Merida and the end of our
ride, we took a break on a stone pier,
the sun low in the western sky. I looked
around at the lake and the towering
volcanoes and realized we were pulling
this thing off. We’d made it around
the volcanoes. Silas was full of life.
Jonah had stopped locking himself in
bathrooms. If we could do this, I knew
we could pull off the rest of our Central
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American odyssey.
“You know, Silas, exploring exotic
places like this on bicycles is exactly
what I did all through my 20s,” I said as
we sat on the pier. “It’s really cool that
you’re old enough now that we can do
this together.”
“Yeah!” he said enthusiastically. “And
you’re still middle-aged and kind of fit so
we can still do stuff.”
I laughed and then talked about all
the great trips I’d taken with my father,
Silas’s beloved grandfather, over the

WISCONSIN BACKROADS HOTEL TOURS
Fully supported affordable 5-7 day bicycling
vacations. $590 includes HOTELS w/indoor
pools-whirlpools, buffet dinners, food stops,
& emergency support. Quiet, scenic, all paved
back roads. NORTHWOODS, DOOR COUNTY,
Spring Green, New Glarus, & more. Celebrating
our 30th year. www.pedalacrosswisconsin.
com, 847-707-6888, 847-309-4740, drjpedal@
sbcglobal.net.
FLORIDA KEYS HOTEL TRIP Fully supported,
outstanding hotel accommodations, DoubleTree
by Hilton, Holiday Inn Express, Hampton Inn.
6-day trip December 7-12, 2015. Key Largo to
Key West & back. Stunning beach scenery, great
meals, 2 layover days in Key West. Only $950.00.
www.floridakeysbikeride.com, 847-309-4740,
kennethjgoldman@yahoo.com.
KATY TRAIL “EPICUREAN” More than spinning
the pedals! Immerse yourself in history and quaint
towns in this intimate tour along the nation’s
longest continuous rail-trail. Lodging includes
historic hotels/B & B’s. Wineries, microbreweries
& unique attractions. September/October
departures. Info@katytrailbiketour.com or
katy5487@gmail.com or 573.380.7875

years. When I mentioned that the trips
would eventually come to an end, Silas
got upset.
“That’s just what happens when you
get older,” I said. “It’s going to happen to
me, hopefully, if I live that long. It’s just
how life goes.”
What went unsaid was that this was
exactly what made this time we have
now, this entire trip, so precious.
After a swim in the lake, we got back
on the bikes, and Silas said, “Don’t worry
about me if I get ahead ‘cause I’m going
to go really fast the rest of the way.”
And that’s exactly what he did,
charging through the corridor of
trees and golden light, dodging pigs
and chickens, waving to families on
motorcycles. As I followed along, I
couldn’t help but smile. It was like
following myself. There are a lifetime
of adventures still to be had, but I can’t
help but think that, like the petroglyph
carvers before me, this is another way to
leave something of myself behind.
Aaron Teasdale is a writer and photographer in
Missoula, Montana. Follow him on Facebook
at facebook.com/AaronTeasdaleWriting
Photography.

