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Advance praise for This Road I Ride

‘The story of Juliana Buhring’s record-setting trek around the world by bicycle is impressive in itself. She endured fear, doubt and pain to achieve a truly remarkable feat. But Buhring is more than an athlete – she’s a phoenix, who rose from the ashes of a horrific childhood and a devastating personal loss to test herself against the unknown. You’ll be amazed and inspired by this book.’

Daniel H. Pink, author of Drive:
The Surprising Truth about What Motivates Us

‘An incredible journey that is awe inspiring and completely captivating. I couldn’t put the book down, couldn’t wait to find out how Buhring would overcome the next barrier. She makes one realise that great dreams are possible to achieve. One of my all-time favourites!’

Lynne Cox, author of
Swimming to Antarctica and Grayson

‘I read this book in a single sitting, transfixed by Juliana’s incredible story … The physical achievement of riding around the world pales in comparison to the mental achievement of holding herself together and staying the course through such hardship. This is one of those stories that just pulls you along for the ride. Once I embarked, it just whisked me along until the end.’

Alex Honnold, author of
Alone on the Wall
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About the author

Juliana Buhring is the first woman to circumnavigate the world by bicycle and a Guinness World Record holder. Having cycled seriously for the first time in 2011, at the age of thirty, she made her record-breaking circumnavigation of the globe the following year. Her world record remains unbroken at the time of writing.

In 2013, she was the sole woman to compete in the Transcontinental Race, Europe’s longest, toughest unsupported bike race, which runs from London to Istanbul. She came in 9th. In 2014, she won the inaugral Trans Am Bike Race (women) and was placed 4th overall, riding 7137 kilometres (4435 miles) in 20 days and 23 hours. Juliana is now considered one of the strongest female ultra-endurance cyclists in the world. In 2016, she will compete in the Race Across America (RAAM), one of the most respected and longest-running endurance sports events in the world.

Juliana’s first book, Not Without My Sister, was an international bestseller.

julianabuhring.com


Contents



	
	Advance praise for This Road I Ride



	
	Copyright



	
	Dedication



	
	About the author



	
	Map



	
	Epigraph



	
	Prologue



	1
	D-Day



	2
	European Crossing



	3
	The Wrong Way



	4
	A Ferry Tale



	5
	Rainbows, Hobbits and Headwinds



	6
	Kamikaze Magpies



	7
	The Tough Get Going



	8
	Finally Asia!



	9
	The Consequences of Solitude



	10
	Indian Nightmares



	11
	Turkish Delights



	12
	A Long Way Home



	13
	The Impossible Dream



	
	Epilogue



	
	Acknowledgements





[image: image]





I don’t believe people are looking for the meaning of life as much as they are looking for the experience of being alive.

Joseph Campbell






Prologue

22 December 2012

A noisy crowd of cyclists and motorcyclists have gathered outside the bar in the small town of Cardito on the periphery of Naples. Everybody wants to take pictures, but what I really want is a good espresso. ‘There are groups of cyclists waiting to meet you along the way,’ Antonio says into my ear, checking his watch as I knock back a shot of rich, fragrant coffee at the bar. It is a typical Neapolitan bar selling warm cornetti, lottery tickets and cigarettes, with harsh fluorescent lighting and a small flat-screen TV airing a football match. I could not be happier. How I’ve missed a decent Neapolitan espresso over the last five months!

‘People will try and stop you to take pictures, but you’ve just gotta go. There is no time. Remember, it’s important you don’t stop. Midday, you must be in Piazza Plebiscito.’ As my logistics manager, Antonio has absorbed most of the stress of my 18,000-mile round-the-world cycle ride. He has not had a good night’s sleep since the start of the endeavour and looks to have matched my own weight loss kilo for kilo. His curly black hair is unbrushed and his tired eyes, often squinting as though deep in thought, are hidden behind dark Ray-Bans. He had little idea what he was signing up for when he agreed to manage the logistics for my journey just over a year ago. Then again, neither did I. The finish line cannot come soon enough for both of us.

‘Okay, I’m ready. Where’s Pegasus?’ I haven’t seen my bike since Antonio took it off to the garage for safe keeping yesterday. His younger brother, Riccardo, wheels it over, filthy from yesterday’s rain, dry mud crusted along the white carbon frame. The seat leather is torn in places, there are dents and scratches on the paint, but considering the mileage it has done, Pegasus is in fairly good condition. For all the breakdowns and problems, it has got me around the world. I stroke the handlebars lovingly. This bicycle has been my companion on the road for 152 days. I’ve talked to it a lot. ‘One last ride, Pegasus,’ I mumble now.

The waiting cyclists mount their bikes, the motorcyclists rev their engines to ‘I Will Survive’, blasting from a speaker strapped to one of the pillions. Antonio jumps into his blue Renault Clio, just ahead of us. People are whistling and clapping from the street, the apartment windows and the balconies, shouting, ‘Vai, Julie!’ Eager to escape from all the noise and attention, I clip on to the pedals and push off.

Our procession grows along the last sixty kilometres into Naples. Cyclists from Schiano, the company that donated my bike, join us. We head towards the bike shop Cicli Caputo, where I first learned how to change a tube and disassemble Pegasus. The shop’s cyclists, whom I had joined on training rides just eight months ago, are waiting for us there. We are now over fifty strong: teenage boys and older seasoned cyclists, amateurs and professionals, all accompanying me to the finish line. The police are on the streets to hold back the traffic as we pass.

The motorcade, blowing musical horns, blocks cars at the junctions so we never have to stop. The atmosphere is jovial. The sun breaks through the clouds as we crest Pozzuoli, where ruins of the former Roman port city mingle with modern apartment complexes. The ocean below is silver grey, the city of Naples a colourful tangle of buildings under the shadow of Vesuvius. I laugh with euphoria and shout to the guys pedalling next to me, ‘What a beautiful day to ride!’ They nod and give me the thumbs up.

More cyclists are waiting for us further along the road: casual biking commuters and several women from the Green Cycle community. The pace slows to accommodate everyone as our ranks continue to swell. The last kilometres leading to Piazza Plebiscito follow the new bicycle path along the waterfront and into the city centre. The entourage disperses into the waiting crowd of friends and online followers as I pedal across the cobbled square and over the finish line. A Neapolitan flag is thrown around my shoulders. People are clapping and shouting ‘Brava!’ A makeshift stage has been set up and someone is standing on it, shouting into a microphone, ‘Juliana is baaaaaack!’

Antonio is waiting for me as I climb off my bike, and I give him a giant hug. ‘Brava, baby!’ he says, pinching my cheek affectionately, as he often does. We did it! It is his victory as much as mine. I may have done the pedalling, but he has done everything to ensure I could.

I am led on to the stage with Pegasus, and a microphone is thrust in front of my face. They obviously want me to say something, but my mind is blank. It all feels so surreal. I have made it around the world and I can’t quite believe that it is really over. I can feel the bruised, shredded skin on my thigh from yesterday’s fall. My toes are black and blistered with frostbite. My face is raw from sun- and wind-burn. My body is near collapse. In this moment, standing at the finish line with the crowd clapping and cheering, the difficulties, the sickness, the exhaustion, the cold, the hunger, the pain and the tears all seem like a dream that never really happened.

Yet it did happen, against everyone’s expectations. Without a sponsor or any funding, without a technical and medical support team, with only eight months of training on a bicycle. Nobody believed I would make it, certainly not all the way around the world, averaging 200 kilometres a day. I was not an athlete, nor a cyclist. There was nothing to qualify me for such a huge undertaking. Nothing but willpower and the determination to finish, no matter what. I had set out to prove that anything is possible; that we can do things that are far bigger than ourselves.
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D-Day

The whole journey had begun five months earlier on a grey morning in late July. Weather reports had predicted rain, and heavy clouds were forming over the crowd of friends and curious strangers gathered in Piazza Plebiscito, one of the largest squares in Europe. Hedged in by the imposing façade of the seventeenth-century Royal Palace on one side and the neoclassical church of San Francesco di Paola on the other, Naples’ central piazza seemed a natural starting point for my adventure.

‘Are you ready?’ Antonio asked, pushing through the crowd of well-wishers, photographers and journalists who were waiting to see me off. The question was hypothetical, of course. Could one ever be ‘ready’ for something like this? According to general opinion, I was not. All I had were a few thousand euros, a bike and a dream.

A dream that was born out of grief. The kind of grief that makes you older, sadder – or changes you, becomes an impetus for random yet life-changing acts.

I had first met Hendri Coetzee eight years earlier at the Rock Garden nightclub in Kampala. I was standing with my back against the bar, half-painted by the neon lights, talking with a group of friends. Hendri was sipping a vodka Redbull at the edge of the darkness when our eyes caught and locked together for what seemed like a very long time. It was as though he had no desire or intention to interrupt this unexpected meeting by looking away. How well I remember those eyes – clear blue orbs even in the murky light of the club. Slowly, he moved towards me, never breaking eye contact, till our faces were just inches apart.

‘You can’t take your eyes off me,’ I whispered.

‘And you are just dying to kiss me,’ he answered.

If another word was spoken, I don’t remember it. Our hands, co-conspirators to our eyes, found each other. We walked into the darkness without another word, away from the drunken crowd of regulars. Nobody and nothing else existed in that moment.

Hendri was an explorer whose journeys had included walking over 1500 kilometres down the East African coast, numerous missions through the uncharted wilds of the continent, and source-to-sea expeditions down the courses of the White and Blue Niles. He jokingly called himself the ‘Great White Explorer’. I preferred the ‘River God’, and if you had seen him agilely navigating down grade-five rapids in his orange Fluid kayak, you would understand why.

Our subsequent encounters were similarly brief and intense, without any expectation of a future together, lasting only in a series of perfect, flawless moments that, like our first meeting, always felt a bit surreal. He was working as a raft guide for a kayaking company in Jinja, taking people down the Nile’s whitewater rapids. I was living in Kampala, a quasi-missionary by day, when I would distribute food and medical supplies to orphanages and schools, and a go-go dancer at night, performing in a professional dance troupe to pay the bills. Hendri had heard there were foreign girls dancing at the Rock Bar and had gone there with a friend to watch us dance some weeks before our first meeting.

The last time I saw him in person, he was preparing to lead another 6700-kilometre Nile source-to-sea expedition, following in the path of the American explorer John Goddard. After he set off, my life took a dramatically different turn. I left Kampala, wrote a book, became somebody else. We lost contact for several years.

I was in London, visiting a friend who had also lived in Kampala, when I saw Hendri’s profile on her Facebook page. I sent him a friendship request and he answered immediately.

‘Well I’ll be. Never for one second did I think I would ever hear from you again. Was just thinking about you a few weeks ago. Pleasantly, I might add.’

He had just returned from a solitary expedition through the Congo and was finding it difficult to reintegrate into ‘normal life’. Never quite belonging anywhere myself, I understood the feeling. We began corresponding regularly. It was like no time had passed and a lifetime had passed. A lot had changed in our lives over the preceding five years, but almost nothing had changed between the two of us.

The subject of freedom was an important one for both of us, and while we had gone after it in very different ways, our respective searches had led to similar conclusions. ‘You spoke to me of freedom some time ago,’ he wrote early on in our correspondence, after he had bought and read my first book, which detailed my childhood growing up in the infamous cult the Children of God. The message continued:



I didn’t know how serious an issue it is for you. Viktor Frankl is my favourite psychologist: he says, We can achieve meaning through work, love or suffering. Perhaps those who suffer most have the best chance to find meaning. You will be in a better position than myself to answer that. Frankl sums up with suffering is inevitable, and states that the last of the human freedoms is to choose your reaction to your suffering. As someone who has searched for freedom from who knows what his entire life, I am positive it is the hardest freedom to achieve.





Every email and message we exchanged was like water for a parched wanderer. They called to the wild in me, the rebel, the social outsider. Although we were continents apart, I valued his words more than anyone else’s. Even if all we ever shared was a distant friendship, that was worth more to me than a hundred close acquaintanceships.

Things sped up quickly within a few months, as though we both sensed time was short, rushing towards some unknown collision with fate.

‘I think we both know that perhaps me and you are only a symptom, neither of us a cause, for this attraction,’ he wrote in one email.



That we seek each other in desperation, an outside chance that someone who is unlike the others could be the thing we are looking for, having searched everywhere else – a last resort. For us who run at things, the fear of testing such a theory could be painful. For us, slow and tentative is hard. Intensity flows thick in our veins. Still, I think we have things to tell each other and things to share. We are under each other’s skin.





He was planning another expedition with two American kayakers, paddling down one of the least explored rivers in the Congo. He would be back for New Year, so I booked a flight to Uganda for 30 December. We had decided to meet up and see what happened.

On 3 December 2010, I logged into Skype to find him online, waiting for me.



	Hendri:
	I was just thinking about you.



	Juliana:
	I just had the sudden fancy that I should log on.



	Hendri:
	Thank God.



	Juliana:
	Where are you?



	Hendri:
	In Kalemie, Congo. Been stuck for a few days. Waiting for some permissions to travel.



	Juliana:
	But you still have access to the internet! Well, go figure. Africa – contradiction in all things.



	Hendri:
	Been thinking of you hard all day.



	Juliana:
	Strange. So have I.



	Hendri:
	When will I have the privilege?



	Juliana:
	Of?



	Hendri:
	You.



	Juliana:
	I arrive on the 31st.



	Hendri:
	If ever there was an incentive to survive a mission …



	Juliana:
	You’d better. I’m waiting for you. A month seems like a very long time.



	Hendri:
	Feeling close to you. Amazingly so. Just a few hippos and some savages between us. Will take care of it asap.



	Juliana:
	Oh good. You work on that. And I’ll work on getting myself over to you.



	Hendri:
	Soon.



	Juliana:
	Yes.



	Hendri:
	This is probably the last time I will have internet until the end of the trip. Three to four weeks if all goes semi to plan.



	Juliana:
	Please come back in one piece. I need all of you.



	Hendri:
	And you shall have it.



	Juliana:
	:)



	Hendri:
	Sleep well. Dream of me. I will of you.



	Juliana:
	I usually do. You are never far from my thoughts.



	Hendri:
	I’ll let you know as soon as I’m back in Uganda.



	Juliana:
	Okay. Until then.



	Hendri:
	Love and light.



	Juliana:
	Safe journey, my River God.




I awoke on the morning of 8 December and logged into Facebook while sipping a cup of coffee. The news feed was filled with tributes to Hendri, punctuated with statements of shock and disbelief. I frantically messaged a mutual friend: ‘What the hell is going on? What’s happened to Hendri?’

‘He was paddling down the Lukuga River, the two American kayakers he was with were just ahead of him, when a giant crocodile came up out of nowhere and dragged Hendri from his kayak. His body has not been found,’ our friend informed me. ‘I’m still in too much shock to process it right now. Hendri’s always cheated death. I just can’t believe it’s true.’

I sat motionless, unable or unwilling to process any of it either. Of course it was not true. He would crawl out of the river somewhere, with that cheeky smile of his, dragging a fresh croc skin.

When the news finally sank in, I fell to pieces. The first couple of days I stayed curled up in bed crying, calling his name over and over as though by some miracle that would bring him back. Sometimes, when I thought there were no more tears left in my dry, swollen eyes, I’d think, ‘I’m better today. Today I will not cry.’ Then something would trigger a memory and I’d crumple over in a spasm of tears, the ground would blur, the world would spin, and I’d lose my breath.

Deep sorrow marks you more than any physical scar. After weeks of crippling grief, I woke up one morning, looked in the mirror and knew I had to do something to save myself or be swallowed up by the profound melancholy I was drowning in. Death has a way of putting the temporary nature of life into sharp perspective, reminding you that time is always racing towards that one inevitability, inspiring an urgency to do everything now, quickly, while you still can.

What started as an act of desperation soon became an all-consuming purpose, which really began the night after Hendri’s memorial. I caught the flight I’d booked back to Uganda and arrived, as originally planned, on 31 December. Then I joined his family and friends on the banks of the Nile a month to the day after his death, to commemorate the life of the man we had all loved.

‘Perhaps he could not have gone any other way. Hendri would have been furious if he’d died in his bed,’ one of his closest friends commented.

A few of us were sitting around a log table on the veranda of a layover house for kayakers and social misfits who were passing through Jinja. Hendri had stayed there himself for a time. Bamboo torches burning citronella kept the mosquitoes hovering on the periphery of our little circle of light. The cicadas were chirping loudly. The African night is never silent.

‘I want to do something big before I settle down,’ said a cute English blonde who had known Hendri only briefly.

‘Why must we settle down?’ I thought. ‘Why do we feel this is expected of us after a certain age?’ I would be turning thirty in a few months’ time. Did all women start a biological countdown at that point? Or was settling down just what all mature people did?

‘Something like cycling across Canada,’ continued the blonde. Then she turned towards me. ‘Would you want to do it with me? It wouldn’t be too hard to find sponsors if we did it for some charity. We could raise the money and just go.’

‘Maybe,’ I said. But the more I thought about it, the more bored I became with the whole idea. Why Canada? Why not somewhere else? Somewhere I had never been.

The idea continued to ferment after I returned home to Italy, so I started researching interesting cycle journeys on the internet. It was not long before I stumbled upon Mark Beaumont’s cycle ride around the world. His solo journey, during which he covered 29,445 kilometres in 194 days, had been well documented by the BBC and other news outlets. A little knot of excitement twisted in my stomach. Now that would be the ultimate cycling adventure. The fact that I had never really ridden a bike would make the challenge greater, and the entire world more interesting.

When I first mentioned the idea to friends, I was met with either blank silence or incredulous laughter. The more they scoffed, the more determined I became. When an idea gets stuck in my head, it simmers for a while until I get either bored or motivated. But tell me it’s impossible and that four-syllable word sets me off like a trigger. Whenever I’m told I can’t do something, a little voice in my head starts counting down, like in a missile launch: ‘In five … four … three … two … one … ignition …’

Antonio was one of the first people I told about this next big idea. We had hit it off instantly the moment I’d walked into his pub, the Hickory, shortly after arriving in Naples, and he had soon become my best friend and companion in most of my mad schemes. The general lawlessness of southern Italy had attracted the rebel in me, its weather closely mirrored its people with their fiery warmth, and the organised chaos seemed familiar, comfortable, almost like home. Not that I knew where or what ‘home’ was. I had lived a nomadic life until that point. Settling in one place had always been difficult. It still is. Whenever I start to get comfortable anywhere, I also start to get itchy feet.

Meeting Antonio was a bit like finding family, which made me feel even more at home in Naples. Family do not have to be blood relatives. They are the people who support you through good times and bad, the people who know all your secrets, celebrate your highs and stick around through the lows. You cannot choose your blood relatives, but you can choose your family. There is a friend who sticks closer than a brother, says a verse of the Proverbs. For me, his name is Antonio.

He listened politely, but did not take me too seriously at first. Why would he? ‘I want to walk the road to Santiago … I want to drive a campervan across Alaska.’ He had heard plenty of grandiose talk before. This was just another wacky notion that would vanish as soon as a shinier, more fanciful dream took hold.

‘Listen, we’ll go on a cycling holiday this summer,’ Antonio suggested, believing this would be the cure for my latest itch.

We got a couple of inexpensive touring bikes and pedalled from Berlin to Copenhagen that August. It was a relaxed cycling holiday, covering no more than sixty kilometres each day. But I didn’t want it to end and returned to Naples more determined than ever.

As the city started to cool in autumn after a scorching summer, I began to push my cheap touring bike out of the door every morning to ‘train myself’. Antonio realised that this was more serious than he had thought, and he immediately set about talking me out of it.

‘It’s a nice idea, Ju,’ he said in one of our more serious conversations, ‘but let’s be realistic. It would take a cyclist years to do something like that. And you are not even a cyclist.’

‘I’ll become one,’ I argued.

‘You don’t even have a good bicycle. Where are you going to get the money from? It’s expensive, even if you do it in the cheapest possible way.’

‘I’ll find a sponsor.’

The conversation continued over the next few weeks. After all the remonstrations, appeals to logic and predicted unhappy endings failed to dampen my determination, Antonio realised there was only one thing he could do: jump in the deep end with me and hope we didn’t both drown. For this demonstration of supreme loyalty, he was awarded the uncoveted role of ‘logistics manager’.

Researching round-the-world cycle journeys – from Nick Sanders, who set the original record in 1984, riding 13,000 miles (20,921 kilometres) in 78 days, to Vin Cox’s 2010 record of over 18,000 miles (28,968 kilometres) in 165 days – I could find no mention of any woman ever attempting it. Out of curiosity, I sent an application to the Guinness World Records, stating my intention to circumnavigate the world by bike. Their response confirmed what I had already guessed: there was no women’s record for circumnavigating the world by bike. That fact alone seemed odd to me. Was the world really so dangerous for women? Or were women physically unable to cycle the same distances and at the same speeds as men? There was only one way to find out. I decided if I was going to be the first woman to cycle around the world, I might as well have a crack at the men’s record while I was at it. Go big or go home, right?

The Guinness people sent me a long document containing a list of rules. I was required to cover a minimum of 28,970 kilometres solely by bike, in either an east-to-west or a west-to-east direction, while the total journey distance – including all transit by air or sea – had to be a minimum of 40,075 kilometres. The ride had to start and finish in the same place and pass at least two antipodal points (two places that line up through the earth’s centre). The clock would stop the moment I reached an airport or port to cross an ocean or some other impassable barrier, such as a war zone, and would start again upon landing at the next destination. The same bicycle had to be used throughout the attempt, but repairs could be made and replacement parts fitted in the event of mechanical failure. Satellite tracking was required and a daily logbook with signatures of dignitaries and people I met on the road, photographs taken at strategic points and receipts would all be collated as evidence.

Since there had never been a women’s record, I decided to try to beat the current men’s best time of 165 days. This would mean pedalling an average of 180 kilometres every day for more than five months. For someone who had never cycled seriously before, or even done much sport of any description over the previous decade, the physical challenge alone was monumental. Puttering around the school playground on training wheels as a six-year-old in the Philippines and my week-long Germany–Denmark holiday with Antonio were the sum total of my pedalling experience. And I knew next to nothing about bike technology or the science of cycling.

No matter. How hard could it be? I jumped at the challenge – or rather mounted it – with great enthusiasm, cycling whenever I had any spare time, riding around the streets of Naples and beyond on my heavy touring bike, wearing ordinary gym shoes. Each day I upped the mileage a little more. My optimism took me a long way, like the bumblebee who, ignorant of the fact that physicists say he should not be able to fly, flies anyway. Within two months, I was pedalling 120 kilometres on a ride without much difficulty.

The second – and far greater – obstacle was financial. I sent out sponsorship requests to every major sports company both in Italy and abroad. Most never bothered replying. Those who did gave the standard ‘not interested, but good luck’ response. No doubt my endeavour seemed so ‘out there’ that it was not even worth considering. I had no background in endurance sport. There was nothing to qualify me for such a huge undertaking.

After many discouraging responses from the big brands, Antonio started sending out emails to smaller, local companies. The first – and only – positive reply came from Mario Schiano. His family had been building bicycles in Naples for over three generations. Mario proposed a meeting to hear more about what I was planning and to discuss how they might help, so Antonio and I drove to the sprawling Schiano warehouse in Frattamaggiore, on the periphery of Naples.

Mario was waiting for us when we arrived and we followed him down a long, grey-tiled corridor to his offices on the second floor. He lowered his tall, lanky frame into the chair at the head of the conference table and motioned for us to join him.

‘So, tell me everything … from the beginning,’ he said.

I let Antonio – as the logistics manager – do most of the talking. Italian was not a language that came easily to me, and I lacked confidence in my ability to convey what I wanted to say. More to the point, in addition to owning the Hickory, Antonio worked as a portfolio manager for a bank, so negotiating business matters was his forte. Not for the first or the last time, I was glad I had him at my side.

Mario listened carefully as Antonio outlined the plan. ‘So what exactly do you need from me?’ he asked.

‘I need a bike,’ I said before Antonio could answer.

‘That’s no problem. We can give you one.’

And just like that, I had a bike.

‘Do you have a trainer preparing you for the ride?’ Mario asked.

‘No. I’ve been training myself, alone, up to now.’

‘One moment.’ Mario dialled a number and spoke into the phone for several minutes. ‘Okay,’ he said, hanging up. ‘There’s a sports trainer who specialises in training cyclists for races. His name is Professor Perna, and he says he can help with your preparation. Here is his number. You can even go there today if you like.’

My new trainer’s full name was Umberto Perna, but ‘Professor’ had a 007 ring to it, so I called him that. An ex-cyclist now in his fifties, I suspect he agreed to see me more out of curiosity than anything else. He was on the lookout for me from the window of his gym when I
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