World Cyclist Wheels Through Montague (MA)

…and shares his political views on cycling in (across) America.

keith harmon snow

(Sent to the Montague Reporter, November 2003, unpublished.)

With a fondness that comes with familiarity, travelers call the Kenyan city of Nairobi “Night Robbery.” That is where I first met world cyclist Richard Gregg, who on November 13 wheeled into Leverett, Massachusetts. Three days later he stuck his toe in the Atlantic Ocean; he left Vancouver in late June.

“I want to thank all the cool American people who helped me along the way,” Richard said. “everyone was friendly.” He was emphatic. “My sympathy goes out to you for having an illegitimate government. I think your President Bush’s policies would have been totally different if he had the kind of journey you and I have had.”

Thirteen years after we crossed paths while biking through Africa -- tens of thousands of miles cycling between us -- we shared laughs and horror stories, reflecting on the harsh and lovely realities of our experiences. Richard left England in 1990, cycling Europe, crossing into Egypt. He fled the war-torn and bureaucratically hostile Sudan by plane, to Uganda, which he loved. We met soon after in Kenya.

Richard remembers me for the madness of the library I overloaded my bike with. I remind him, “Books can be very handy: I burned Walden on the floodplains of the Himalaya.” There was no food. There was no fuel. My hosts were starving. Thoreau would be pleased.

We both ride mountain bikes jury-rigged to accommodate the spillover of western material foolishness and gotta-save-my-own-life-in-the-middle-of-nowhere utility. We have crossed the most rural and environmentally hostile landscapes on earth, and battled the industrial treacherousness intentionally de-developed “third world” cities. 

Richard had left Kenya for Tanzania, later jumping ship to Pakistan, crossing to India, biking in and out of Nepal. He peddled the Silk Road, into and out of Tibet.

“Tibetan women would bar my way with a rake and force me to stop,” he said. “Everyone thrust their hands at me shouting ‘Dalai Lama,’ expecting a picture of their leader. I wasn’t greeted as a welcome stranger in a foreign land, not necessarily that I should be. And yet Chinese soldiers from road building camps bent over backwards, brought me in, wanted to talk to me and give me food.” 

Richard exited Tibet into China, jumping to Japan to teach English for two years, funding the next phase of his pilgrimage. Tigers have eluded him, and he they, in 5 countries. He tore his knee open in Kashmir. He crossed Australia, New Zealand and Fiji. He was in Hong Kong for the changeover of power in 1997. “That was the only time I changed countries without going anywhere.” 

Island-hopping Indonesia, he saw the soon-to-be-extinct orange ape, uran-utan, in Sumatra, en route to Java, Bali and Flores. “Timor was really hitting the fan when I got there,” he said, commenting on the genocide of the East Timorese. Richard arrived on the eve the national referendum, in 1999. Timor was awash in blood, yet again, some thirty plus years after the meeting where Kissinger gave Suharto the green light for an Indonesian invasion. “I had to skip Timor. There was a lot of fighting.”

When we parted in 1991, our lives went in completely different directions. Having circled Madagascar and climbed Kilimandjaro, I biked out of Nairobi and into Mobutu’s Zaire. Almost killed by a deadly black mamba snake, I was detained by soldiers in Ituri -- a region of unprecedented violence today, where a gold mining firm linked to George H.W. Bush, has a concession.

It is a brutal, wonderful, heartbreaking story. A Congolese family that nursed me when I was sick was later massacred. Even the children were killed. I have since biked in 16 African countries, and 32 in the world. Returning to Congo (Zaire) in 2000, biking seven countries in seven months (with seven bouts of malaria!) I investigated the ongoing U.S. proxy wars there. The people are wonderful, but deeply suffering.  It’s unnecessary.

“Its like Vietnam,” Richard said. “These are the most smiling people on earth. They pretty much love the USA there. The fact that they can go on with their lives and forgive this enemy that did such terrible things in their country is really quite remarkable.”

Richard met his now wife, Haruyo, a Japanese traveler, in Laos. “She was backpacking. She didn’t want anything to do with me at first but we became friends and kept emails. We met again in Bangkok. We married in New Zealand, where she cycled with me, but it was cold and rainy and she hated it.”  

“Laos suffered more than Vietnam,” Richard notes, “They are still de-mining unexploded ordinance today. The U.S. didn’t have any rules of engagement -- they bombed hospitals and schools. The Lonely Planet Laos (travel guide) describes how the U.S. dropped more explosives on Laos than on Germany in World War II. You don’t get that from the Lao people. You don’t get bitterness. You get friendship. There is a forgiveness there.” 

Richard admits his soft spot for underdogs. “I want to go to Cuba while Castro is still alive… The U.S. embargo is petty, unnecessary. It’s silly, to treat a small country like that, trying to force the U.S. way of life. We – the “first” world – have incredible power and wealth. I don’t think we should be striking back. Violence begets violence. America has so much to offer.”

Why ride? 

“So many benefits. It’s ecological and healthy. I started out thinking if I could ride my bike with 200 pounds to Africa, then people could ride to the shops. But people look at this like its some superhuman effort, so they think it must be some superhuman effort to ride to the shops. Biking improves people’s lives, reducing dependence on cars. We should be doing a lot more to make sure that cars aren’t furthering global climate change.”

Amongst the “22 tips for cycling around the world” listed on Richard Gregg’s web site – www.worldcycle.org -- is: “If you get in a fight, don’t let the guy get close enough to bite you.” 

“Did I tell you the story about the Canadian biking through Zaire? He got in a fight with some guys who were ripping his gear off his bike. He got bit on his arms and his lower lip. I saw him. His lip was shredded. He dragged the thief to the police, and they tied a dead goat on his back, and a live goat on his front, and they made him run twelve miles. They tortured him, until he ratted on the other two. Then they shot him.”

After a brief reunion with his wife, Richard will cycle to Florida, on to the Caribbean, Venezuela, Ecuador, Peru, Chile and Argentina. Brazil will be the last. He will not stop riding he says, and he will carry the stories with him forever. 

Indeed, on the wheel of life, the end is the beginning, the story continues.

