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travel

Were you ever worried about your 
safety? 
Only twice, and neither had 
anything to do with being a woman. 
The first was in New Zealand. I 
was completely lost due to my 
navigational tools not working, and 
had been consistently advised in 
the wrong direction. So, instead 
of  following the coast, I ended up 
somewhere in the middle, crossing 
the biggest mountain trail called 
‘Desert Road’ – 130 kilometres uphill, 
with nothing between, no service 
stations, nothing. I had no idea of  
any of  this when I started climbing.

By the time I reached the top 
and began descending, I was close 
to fainting. I hadn’t eaten anything 
since morning, the temperature 
had gone down to around zero, and 
I didn’t have adequate clothing to 
stay warm. I had been sweating up 
130 kilometres, so my clothes were 
drenched. Gusts of  wind swept down 
the mountain at up to 170 kmph. 
I couldn’t pedal in those winds, so 
I started walking. The wind was 
actually lifting my bike up, bags and 
all, and pushing me against the rocks. 

After just a few kilometres I was 
shaking with cold and my hands and 
feet were completely numb. For the 
first time I started to get worried. I 
had no idea how far the nearest town 
was and whether I would make it. 

Just then, I spotted a camper parked 
just off  the road. A light was on and 
a lovely old silver haired woman was 
standing in the window, washing 
dishes. She looked just like an angel. 
I knocked on the door, and she 
was shocked to see me and called 
her husband. They quickly got me 
inside, gave me some cognac to get 
me warm and fed me sausages and 
bread. They were going to travel 
over the mountain to another city 
that night, but they decided to stay 
and let me sleep the night there with 
them. I don’t know what would have 
happened if  they hadn’t pulled over 
for dinner when they did. 

The second time I felt unsafe 

was in Thailand. I had found a beautiful bungalow right 
on the beach, but was woken up in the middle of  the 
night by the beach dogs barking and a commotion. I 
peeked out through the curtain and saw the family next 
door were being robbed. I had been robbed at gunpoint 
before in Africa, so I started to get the shakes, my body 
subconsciously reacting. I sat in bed and calmed myself  
down. The place was literally in the middle of  nowhere, 
and there was no telephone line to call for help. I felt very 
alone just then.

Fortunately, no one knocked on my door and when I 
woke up in the morning, I found the three dogs sleeping 
on the wooden porch right in front of  my door. After that 
I never put myself  in a position of  being somewhere 
completely isolated again.

What was the toughest time emotionally for you and how 
did you deal with it? 
Emotionally, the most difficult times were struggling 
against tough circumstances. For instance, there is nothing 
more debilitating physically and mentally than pedalling 
against a headwind. It drains your morale, saps your 
energy and makes you want to either scream or weep with 
frustration. Unfortunately for me, 50 per cent of  my ride 
was against strong winds. 

The last three weeks were probably the toughest 
emotionally because I was completely exhausted. When 
you are physically and mentally drained, everything gets 
blown out of  proportion and even the smallest challenges 
that, a month before, you would have shrugged off  as 
nothing, can cause you to break down.

Crossing the last steep hills and mountains of  Slovenia, 
coming back into Italy, I reached a point where I started 
to have a panic attack. I couldn’t breathe, and my muscles 
were totally spent. I had crossed countless mountains 
all over the world, but for some reason, this final one felt 

insurmountable. 
It was like 
the last straw. 
I called my 
logistics manager 
and said 
between gasps 
for breath, ‘I 
can’t do another 
mountain. I can’t. 

I can’t. I can’t.’
He had never heard me like that before, and he got 

worried and told me to turn around, go back down and 
find a hotel. As soon as he told me that, the rebel in me 
rose up. I was almost at the top and I was not going to 
be defeated. I found the strength to walk my bike the last 
mile up and pedalled into Italy where some cyclists were 
waiting to escort me into Trieste. 

I have never minded being alone, so the loneliness was 
not a huge issue. Being solitary on the road, with nobody 
and nothing to rely on but myself, I started to feel myself  
changing. I was less willing to compromise, to be forgiving 
of  weakness in myself, less able to endure the day to day 
trivialities that people give importance to, less capable 
of  making small talk. After being silent on the road, 
when I finally opened my mouth to speak, I started to 
notice how much nonsense comes out. How little of  
substance is ever said. 
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Which country or place would you 
like to re-visit with more time to 
appreciate it? Did you find that 
sometimes the ‘record’ element 
intruded into your experience?
Turkey, hands down. It is an 
incredible country, both for its rich 
culture and hospitality of  its people. 
I’m definitely going back. There 
were many times I wished I could 
slow down and stay a few days in 
different places and going for a 
‘record’ certainly made the travel less 
pleasurable. There was always the 
feeling of  being on a deadline and 
having to hurry. If  I cycle the world 
again, I will take my time and enjoy 
places and friends along the way. 

What were the best and worst 
experiences on your journey? 
My best experiences often followed 
my worst. When I took on a 
particularly difficult challenge, or 
climbed a very high mountain, or 
struggled against brutal elements, 
the feeling afterwards of  ‘wow, I did 
that’, was almost a high. You feel you 
can take on anything. It’s a feeling of  
empowerment and self-realisation. 

When you struggle for anything, 
you appreciate even the smallest 
respite or victory even more. When 
you’ve eaten horrible food for a few 
weeks, one amazing meal is the best 
sensory experience ever. When you 
haven’t slept well for a few nights, 
that one comfortable bed brings such 
pleasure. Cresting a mountain after a 
long climb, that downhill makes you 
laugh and cry with elation. The best 
and the worst, pleasure and pain, 
often tend to go hand in hand.

What kit could you not have done 
without? Were there any pieces of  
equipment you would have changed 
given a re-run? 
I could not have done without the 
tools for changing and repairing 
tubes. Also, duct tape and plastic 
cable ties. The only thing I would 
have changed in hindsight were the 
spoke nipples. They were also made 
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