
The great, gravelly Gobi: 
nothing to aim for but the 
curvature of the earth

And then there
were three...

Everyone crashed, everyone
came down with the dreaded
Delhi belly. But these are the yins
that make the yangs so great
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best-known landmark, was actually built 
as a palace by Kubla Khan, grandson of 
Genghis. One massive misstep was the 
attempted invasion of Japan in 1281. Some 
140,000 Mongol warriors set sail for the 
island nation, almost assured of victory, 
only to have their armada swamped in
a fierce typhoon. To this day, the Japanese 
credit this ‘Divine Wind’, or kamikaze, 
with saving their country.

Warned by a defeated Chinese general 
that ‘you may conquer on horseback but 
you cannot govern on horseback’, the 
Mongols gradually gave up power and 
territory. By the 1800s, China controlled 
much of the country, and in 1924 the 
Russians arrived, setting up a puppet 
communist government. With the fall of 
the Soviet Union in 1989, Mongolia was 
cut loose, though Russia’s influence can 
still be seen. Mongolians have adopted the  

Cyrillic alphabet; most speak Russian as
a second language; Soviet-design cars, 
motorcycles, buses and planes abound; 
and the capital – universally know as UB 
City – is a desperately dour place populated 
by featureless concrete structures that only 
communists can do so badly.

Today, Mongolia is a struggling 
democracy dealing with growing pains, 
45% unemployment and a sparse, 
crumbling infrastructure. Of our 1500 
miles in the country, only the last 200 into 
UB City were on asphalt – pretty poor 
stuff, too, peppered with rim-bending 
potholes. For riders of dual-purpose bikes, 
though, this is prime territory: everything 
from sandy two-tracks to dry river bottoms 
to the great gravelly plains of the Middle 
Gobi, where you gas it up and head for the 
Earth’s curvature beneath phalanxes of 
big, billowy clouds. 

My companions through this vast 
remoteness were an interesting lot, all 
infected with a peculiar type of wanderlust 
for exotic, out-of-the-way locales.
Silver-haired Henry Black, from northern 
California, has rafted the white-water 
rivers of Russia, dog-sledded in Norway, 
hiked through Tibet, and ridden solo 
around Australia on an R1100GS. He’s 
done Europe on a bike too, but dismisses it 
as almost too ordinary. ‘Nothing worth 
mentioning,’ he says.

To be sure, Mongolia was hard work. 
Everyone crashed, everyone except the 
iron-stomached Mr Black came down with 
a case of the dreaded ‘Delhi belly.’ But these 
are the yins that make the yangs so great.

As Jim Hunter said, ‘None of my friends 
understand why I go. They ask, “Don’t you 
go anyplace normal?”’

The answer, of course, is no. ■
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