Crossing the Alaskan
tundra with the Atigun
Pass in the background.
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Every day we’re on the road we experience new things and make new friends. No day
is equal to another. Daily we have to find shelter, decide who to trust, and determine
how to overcome things like being stuck in a bad storm in the mountains. Finding a
campsite or a place to stay before the sun sets and the temperature drops dangerously when we’re in the middle of nowhere can be tricky, especially in the far north.
This is how we’ve lived over the last three years, and as we’ve learned to take on
and overcome the challenges, it’s become a little easier.
But over time it can also become routine, almost boring, so we’ve improvised
a solution: We create situations that are difficult if not almost impossible to get
through, challenges that put us in positions where we have to decide whether
or not to forge ahead, circumstances that color our journey and fill us with new
lessons and experiences that not only keep it interesting but keep us going.
After crossing the West Coast of the U.S. into Canada we learned that only
two percent of travelers going overland to Alaska dare to visit Deadhorse, a
distant outpost on the shore of the Arctic Ocean and the northernmost point
reachable by road in North America. As we were finishing the long North
American stage of our journey around the world we wanted to become
members of that two percent.
It was the end of April and the weather on the other side of the Arctic Circle
was still unstable, making us unsure if it was wise to head that way or better
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to turn around. With our “improvised solution” in mind, we
decided to go anyway. The focus would be on the last leg,
Fairbanks to Deadhorse at Prudhoe Bay. The most interesting section would be the 666 kilometers of the Dalton
Highway, of which only 260 kilometers are paved.
The week before, we monitored the weather forecasts
until we saw what appeared to be a break—temperatures
no lower than 0°C and no snow storms on the way. We
had just two days to get there and two to return. As we’d
already visited Ushuaia, Argentina, the southernmost point
reachable by road of the Americas, the two continental
extreme destinations added a little extra pride to our
Around Gaia Project.

Clouds building up in the mountains
as we return from Deadhorse could
mean trouble; we must waste no
time crossing them.
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The entrance to the Dalton Highway is 112 kilometers
north of Fairbanks. It’s considered one of the most
dangerous routes in the world, and upon arrival we looked
out over a road of mud, a condition that would slow us
down over the next few days. We were entering a famous
route scarce of both people and resources. With no cell
phone or medical services, the success or failure of the trip
was almost entirely in our hands. The first day we quickly
learned that here the weather changes so quickly and
radically that it cannot be easily predicted. So much for
our week of weather watching!

Below-zero temperatures with small snow storms is a
challenge on a bike. At -10°C our fingers became so frozen
it was almost impossible to operate the controls, and the
only way to warm up was to stop and put our hands near
the exhaust, a technique we used frequently. We eventually
made it to a small outpost near the banks of the great Yukon
River, one of the few gas/food stops along the highway.
There we topped off our fuel and grabbed some hot coffee
before continuing. The next outpost and our destination for
the day was Coldfoot, 100 kilometers away, where after a
painful and difficult ride devoid of interesting landscape, we
went to bed wondering if it was really worth it.

We gassed up and departed early, hoping to reach
Deadhorse across unknown conditions, 430 kilometers
farther on. I began the day in the worst mood—likely
a physical hangover from the intensity of the previous
day. One of the challenges was the Atigun Pass. At 1,400
meters it may not seem too high or fearful elsewhere on
the planet, but at this time of year and in these latitudes
it can be lethal. However, that day we got an unexpected
gift, the weather had calmed down; we had bearable
temperatures and the previous day’s snow gave an almost
fantastical aspect to the landscape.

Taking a rest in
Hyder, Alaska.

Time for a cigar to
celebrate our arrival
in Deadhorse.
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Rain makes the Dalton Highway
a slippery ride.

Bear Glacier along Canada’s
Cassiar Highway.
Along the way to our final destination we
saw bears, caribou and even muskox. It was
those moments that reminded us why we fell
in love with the lonely wilderness, and why we
chose to avoid the busy summer season even
though we faced more difficult conditions.
The last section of highway followed the Sag
River, interjecting some visual variation as we
crossed a world where everything is frozen.
It was also the first day of the year when the
sun never sets, only dropping as far as to kiss
the horizon before rising again to continue its
journey across the sky.
Suddenly there it was—a small sign indicating that we’d made it to Deadhorse. The
feeling was so personal and strange that only
those who dare to make the effort will understand. A long time ago we had anticipated
how we’d feel at this moment. Deadhorse
was one of the three important checkpoints
we were determined to visit before returning
home. But with it now checked off the list
there was no time to lose, we must continue
our way looking for new goals. Ten minutes
after beginning our return to Fairbanks, Africa
was on our minds….
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After achieving our goal of making it to
Deadhorse, it was time to start thinking
about what continent was next.
Manu Torres and Ivana Colakovska are a
Spanish and Macedonian couple who started
the Around Gaia Project (“Gaia” is the term for
Earth as a living organism) with the mission of
traveling the globe by motorcycle. Their goals
are straightforward: “We intend to prove there’s no need to be frightened of
the unknown. That we can break the misconceptions, mistrust and fear of
danger of faraway people and places. And, we want to show how the world
is a much nicer place than many believe it to be.” AroundGaia.com

