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            Praise for Simon Gandolfi

‘Enlightening, involving, inspiring’ – Overland magazine
         

‘Flash wheels and support vehicles are for wimps, as 73-year-old Simon Gandolfi proves as he rides a Honda 125’ – Guardian
         

‘An epic, amazing, and frankly mind-boggling journey, and trust me, that description barely covers it’ – London Biker

‘Gandolfi has a pleasingly robust attitude to guide books and pays little head to warnings to keep to the safe tourist trail’ – Sunday Telegraph
         


        

    

        
            OLD MEN CAN’T WAIT
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TIERRA DEL FUEGO

TUESDAY, 7 AUGUST 2007
         
I got hit by a truck today – three trucks if you count the two trucks on the main truck’s trailer. An attention-grabbing start and humorous, in a perverse sort of way.
         
Writing the full truth is less easy.
Firstly why would a reasonably sane man in his mid-seventies, overweight and having suffered two heart attacks, set out to ride from Tierra del Fuego to New York on a small motorcycle? Fear of decrepitude has much to do with it. My wife is younger than me by almost 30 years. I fear her reaction, should I become a doddery old man, and I suspect that our late-teenaged sons find me an embarrassment. I am mistaken for their granddad – or an old vagabond. So is this journey an attempt to prove to myself and to my family that I can hack it? Or simply an escape from the ‘me’ who grows grumpy and geriatric in a Hereford cottage: mediocre writer, inadequate lover, out-of-touch and out-dated dad.
Of course there is the positive side: I have always relished travel through foreign lands and find liberating the escape into a foreign language. When speaking English I am marked as a product of private education with an accompanying presumption of conservative opinions and prejudices. I become classless when speaking French or Spanish; my voice lightens. I smile more readily, am more courteous, more patient, less given to irritation.
My steed is a Honda 125 Cargo built in Manaus, Brazil – the classic pizza delivery bike, single seat, single cylinder and kick-start. I bought the Honda new two years ago in Veracruz, Mexico, and rode south 16,000 kilometres through Central and South America to Ushuaia at the tip of Argentine Tierra del Fuego, where the bike has been in storage for the past six months.
I fly from London to Buenos Aires and take the double-decker bus south. The distance is 3000 kilometres. The bed seats on the lower deck are occupied by mature citizens. We frown at occasional bursts of upper-deck jollity before retiring into hibernation, from which we stir fatalistically at pit stops to refuel on water, coffee and empanadas. Departing Buenos Aires Wednesday evening, we reach Rio Gallegos, capital of Santa Cruz Province, early Friday. A connection departs immediately for the Magellan Channel and on across Tierra del Fuego to Ushuaia.
Silesian missionaries founded Ushuaia in 1893 on the steep north shore of the Beagle channel. Timber and sheep estancias fuelled growth into a muddy slum of weatherboard bungalows, sheering sheds and lumber mills. Bungalows and sheds rotted in the rain or surrendered to the frequent gales. The modern town is an unplanned concrete ribbon. Nature is the redeeming feature. Views south across the channel to the white peaks of Isla Navarino are magnificent. The Cerro Martial Mountains behind the town offer an adequate ski resort in winter and summer trekking for ardent masochists. Cruise ships sail for Cape Horn.
         
Paulo’s workshop is a myth-teller’s paradise, where bikers collect on winter evenings to boast of vanquished dangers. Oil cans and tool-boxes serve as chairs round the stove; maté is the drink of choice. To prepare maté, pour boiling water over rancid grass, and sip through a metal straw.
         
Paulo services my Honda and fits fresh tyres. Late July and the pass above Ushuaia is snow and rutted ice – impassable to motorcycles. A truck driver will deliver the bike 200 kilometres north to Rio Grande. The driver is sure that I can ride safely from Rio Grande to the Chilean frontier, then west for Puerto Natales from whence the ferry sails the fjords and islands north to Puerto Mont. Ahead will stretch a road journey across thirteen nations …
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TIERRA DEL FUEGO
            

The white peaks and black rock of Tierra del Fuego’s mountains tower above dark pine forests. North stretches bleak moorland of tufted grass and peat bog, small burns and tarns. Clarity of light foreshortens distances and hills seem no more than ridges sculpted and scoured by incessant gales. To the east lies a slate grey sea scummed with foam. Sheep quiver in the cold. Wind fluffs the tails of a few sad ostriches. Raptors perch on fence posts. Guanacos patrol the road edge in search of a lift to anywhere else. Wild geese and tourists enjoy Tierra del Fuego. Argentines loathe the place. Graciela Abbat is the exception.
Graciela owns the Hostel Argentino in Rio Grande. She is mid-forties, small, lithe, black curls, black eyes; imagine a mountain cat, tranquil at rest, fearsome when on the move. Our connection is a single November evening at the end of my ride south from Mexico. Graciela and I sat in the hotel kitchen and talked intimately late into the night. Graciela criticised we tourists for merely skimming the surface of the countries we visit and made me promise to return, that she would introduce me to the true Tierra del Fuego.
Thus Rio Grande was on my itinerary.
Nothing kind can be said of Rio Grande. The town serves Tierra del Fuego’s oil field and has doubled in size over the past few years. Wide straight streets are accelerators for icy squalls. Architecture is concrete box. Rare survivor from the 1920s, Hostel Argentino is a low, L-shaped tin shack. A gloss coating of canary yellow is Graciela’s failed attempt at cheerfulness. Backpackers are summer’s clientèle. Winter is for oil workers. I am to sleep in Graciela’s studio.
The studio is out back of the hotel in a garden of log piles, frozen mud and snowdrifts. The studio is new. The bed is new. The mattress is the best I’ve slept on in Hispanic America. Heating works. Bathroom gleams – unfortunately without water. Excavating a burst pipe must wait for warmer weather. Graciela has moved back to her old room in the hotel.
This is the tale of a journey so I will be brief in describing my four days of preparation in Rio Grande. By day I ride short distances along the sea front – tentatively and without confidence. Fear keeps me awake at night, fear that I am too old for the journey, too unfit. Only in the evening do I relax and share vast helpings of beef at the kitchen table, splash red wine into waiting glasses, listen to tales of politicians’ malfeasance, join in raucous following of televised football matches. Sunday I am invited to a barbeque. I leave Monday morning.
I dress in three sets of Alpinestar’s thermal underwear, pyjama bottoms, cargo trousers, biker boots. On top are further layers of Alpinestar, three T-shirts, cord shirt, two jerseys, leather bomber jacket. Over all comes a zippered pale-blue thermal work-suit bought on sale half-price in Ushuaia and I wear two pairs of gloves. Elastic ties hold a small suitcase above a top box clipped to the cargo rack. I wheel the bike alongside a concrete block and mount it. Half a dozen well-wishers watch as I heave a leg over the saddle. Two kicks on the starter and the engine buzzes.
Graciela kisses me on both cheeks. ‘Be careful, Little Grandfather.’
‘Certainly …’
Helmet on, goggles lowered over my bifocals and off I wobble. Imagine a large, pale, grey-bearded blue balloon …
The two-lane black top follows the coast out of town: low grey sky, grey-green ocean. Riding at fifty kilometres per hour together with a temperature of zero centigrade gives a wind chill factor of minus twenty-two degrees. I sit upright; to avoid cramp, grip lightly on the controls. The bike purrs happily. My confidence grows with the miles. This is easy, pleasurable. Why did I worry? Why do I always worry?
The road turns inland, rounds a bluff and climbs. Fresh snow sprinkles the heights. I hadn’t expected snow. Oil workers at the Argentino had reported the road clear so it must have fallen overnight.
I should turn back.
I ride slowly onward.
Why?
Because my greatest fear is of being thought a coward, losing what my youngest sons refer to as street cred. The barbeque party yesterday was to wish me farewell; Graciela’s kiss on the cheek this morning was reward for the intrepid traveller. Turn back and I become a laughing stock. Such are my adolescent thoughts as the road climbs. Snow has melted beneath truck tyres on the lower slope, sheet ice at the crest. The bike slews to the right. Leaning to the left is automatic. The wheels shoot sideways and my left shoulder slams the ice. I scrabble from beneath the bike, try lifting it. The bike slides away. I untie the suitcase, release the top box and drag the bike sideways to the verge. There, in the snow, I lift it upright, set the stand and reload my baggage. The effort leaves me huffing and puffing. Only a fool would continue. No fool like an old fool … My only excuse is that the Automobile Club of Argentina has a hotel at the frontier. I am a paid-up member of the club. Fifty miles from Rio Grande and I have ridden 30. Surely I can make it. Ride where the trucks haven’t compressed the snow …
The road dips and the going is easier. Then comes the next climb. I fall again. The first car in twenty minutes passes as I heave the bike upright. This is the oil field and a nodding donkey watches as I reload. I fall a third time, each fall on my left shoulder.
A pickup stops; the driver asks if I’m OK.
Fine, I lie. How far to the frontier?
Over the next crest.
The driver will drop my baggage at the Customs Post. Unburdened, riding is easier. The road dips towards the sea. No more ice. I park at the ACA hotel. No rooms. Sleeping in the lobby is forbidden.
I haven’t the strength to argue.
Sensible would be to park the bike at the Customs Post and catch a lift back to Rio Grande. The left leg of the thermal suit flaps open, the zip ripped. Perhaps I am suffering from the beginnings of hypothermia – or am too exhausted to think. I ask a Customs officer what chance there is of cadging a lift on a truck to Porto Venir on the West coast of Chile’s Tierra del Fuego.
Possibly at the Chilean frontier, a further ten miles.
The road heads inland. The first few miles are gravel – sea level and no snow, easy. To continue was sensible. Then the road climbs. An ice rink …
Better try the snow verge. The front wheel slams into an open drain. I scramble to my feet, unload the bike, heave it out of the drain and back onto the road. The frontier is a further three miles. An Argentine police officer in a Volvo saloon stops to ask whether I need help.
‘I’ll be fine,’ I say and fall twice more, each time on my left shoulder. Tempting to surrender, lie on the ice, let the cold take me – or a passing driver. However, even to surrender demands a decision.
I ride at a slow walking speed, both feet on the ice. A truck klaxon bellows behind. I try to swerve off the road but have no control. The rear wheel crumples as the truck hits. The bike slews. The truck’s fender hits my right leg. The bike tips. My left shoulder smacks the ice. I am astride the bike and trapped beneath the fender. The truck slides some forty metres before the trailer’s rear wheels slew off the road. The trailer is loaded with two truck tractors. The driver clambers down from the cab. He is Argentine: grey-haired and in his early fifties. He expects to find me dead. Relief brings him close to tears. He asks if I’m hurt. I’m not sure. I need to rest a while. A couple of minutes pass before I try moving my limbs. The limbs function. The driver and his mate prise the bike loose, lift me to my feet, hold me upright.
I mumble what every English gentleman of my generation mumbles in such circumstances. ‘Please excuse me. I’m so sorry. All my fault …’
Two young Chilean police roar up in a double cab 4x4 pickup. The Argentine in the Volvo saloon reported that I was in trouble.
The cops ask if I am OK.
I say: ‘Yes, that I think so.’
The cops wish to arrest the truck driver.
Convincing the cops that I am culpable takes a while. The driver holds me in his arms, hugs me and names me Brother. Better he calls me an irresponsible old fool.
I take a first step towards the pickup. A spike twists inside my right ankle. Fortunately the cops are supporting me.
‘I think I’ve broken something.’ I say and giggle. Note the claim to responsibility: Catholic guilt.
The cops chair-lift me to the rear seat of the pickup and dump my suitcase, box and smashed bike in the back. Thoughtful young men, they decide to return me to Argentina where a nurse staffs a frontier medical post and State hospitals are free. Unsaid is the thrill of fish-tailing the pickup at speed on the frozen road.
The young Chilean cop drives one-handed. The truck skids and slides through ruts in packed snow. The speedo quivers around 120 kilometres. My little Honda makes 100 kilometres downhill with a tail wind.
‘What are you trying to do?’ I ask. ‘Kill me? Can’t you leave that to the Argentines?’
I continue with such inane remarks and find them hilarious. We reach the Argentine frontier. The cops carry me into the First Aid post. The nurse is a kindly grandma. My two Chilean cops, two young Argentine cops and an older sergeant watch as the nurse checks my temperature, pulse and blood pressure.
I ask whether I am alive.
A Chilean cop says, ‘You shouldn’t be.’
I say, ‘It’s something to boast of, being hit by three trucks.’
My hysteria infects the watching police officers. Raucous describes the scene as the nurse removes my thermal suit. An Argentine cop grips my leg. The nurse unzips and removes my boot and cuts through three sets of Alpinestar’s slinky thermal underwear. The ankle is puffy.
‘It’s probably just a sprain,’ I say.
The nurse pokes and I yelp.
The five cops nod in agreement with whatever thoughts they share.
Argentina and Chile are in almost permanent dispute. Chile aided the Brits in the Malvinas/Falklands War. How come these cops are friends?
The sergeant says, ‘Enmity is for politicians.’
The nurse binds my ankle. The cops chair-lift me to the ambulance and load my baggage. The nurse straps me to a stretcher and holds my hand. Having my hand held is good. We discuss children and grandchildren and the decline in respect showed to mature citizens by the younger generation. The driver hits a rut. The nurse falls on me – a second assault.
Riding the eighty kilometres from Rio Grande took six hours. The return takes sixty minutes. I am wheeled into the hospital and x-rayed from head to toe. I hate being x-rayed: the doctors may discover something truly frightening.
The x-ray technician reports that my ankle is broken. I am wheeled to a doctor’s office. The doctor is middle-aged and somewhat careworn. He says, ‘You have damaged your thorax.’
‘My ankle.’
‘No, your thorax.’
‘My ankle,’ I insist.
The x-rays arrive. The doctor holds them to the light. ‘Your ankle is broken.’
I am about to reply, ‘No, my thorax.’
The door slams open. Graciela …
She grabs my ear lobe, shakes. ‘So, Little Grandfather, now what have you done?’
‘Nothing,’ I say – nursery denial.
‘Broken his ankle,’ the doctor says – such betrayal!
‘What were you doing?’ Graciela demands. The tone of voice is exasperated mother.
‘There was ice on the road,’ I say.
‘Why didn’t you turn back?’ Graciela knows the answer. ‘Men,’ she exclaims. ‘You’re seventy, Old Man. When are you going to grow up?’
Silence.
The Consultant orthopaedic surgeon arrives and studies the x-rays. The truck sheared the round bit of what I consider to be the ankle bone. The surgeon advises pinning and wiring the bone – plaster for two months, a further month of minimum activity. The explanation is for Graciela. I am a non-person – a situation with which children are familiar.
Pointless to address the surgeon. I ask Graciela the cost.
The surgeon shrugs, and to Graciela, says, ‘His insurance will pay.’
Graciela sniffs disdain. ‘Insurance for an old fool travelling by motorbike?’
To me she says, ‘I wish for a second opinion.’ And to the surgeon, ‘When must we decide?’
‘One day, two days at most …’
The surgeon applies a temporary cast. I am wheeled to Graciela’s car. Graciela collects my backpack and biker box and drives to the Hostel Argentino. Two oversized oil riggers carry me from the car. A small lobby gives onto a big living room warmed by a wood stove. The kitchen boasts the original wood-fired range converted to natural gas. The kitchen table seats a dozen. The riggers settle me in the corner, back to the range. They assure Graciela that the previous night’s snow was the first in almost a fortnight; that I met with bad luck.
Graciela doesn’t believe in luck. ‘He’s an old idiot,’ she says.
Argentines are argumentative. No one argues with Graciela.
She fills a mug with coffee. My hands shake. ‘Don’t spill,’ she says.
I shouldn’t be here. ‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘I’m a nuisance.’
‘You try to be a nuisance,’ says Graciela. ‘Better sleep in my room where I can keep an eye on you.’
A single bed is carried through to Graciela’s bedroom. I am carried through to Graciela’s bedroom. Graciela is expert in dealing with the physically impaired; she has a grown daughter confined to a wheelchair. I am stripped, washed, clothed in my striped pyjamas and put to bed. An upright chair makes do as a walking frame. ‘No more accidents,’ Graciela commands. ‘You must go to the bathroom, bang on the door. Someone will help.’
I lie in bed and wonder at my fortune, yes, that I am alive and so little damaged – but far more, to find myself in the care of such friends. Why should they, these Argentinians, each with his or her problems, treat an old Englishman as if he were one of their own?
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