The odds of bladder cancer and a pandemic coinciding would have seemed impossible to us
just a year ago. But life served us this explosive cocktail that had an immediate consequence,
a handbrake that put an end to more than 12 consecutive years of nomadic journeying
around the world. And, as a result, any travel projects in the works were immediately
relegated to the back burner, as we had no idea what the future would bring.

A

t first, we had to face the shock of
dealing with the cancer issue but,
by day two, we’d gained enough
resilience to begin pondering how to
overcome the obstacles. The first thing was
to find a motivating new goal. For us, there
was none better than to get back the life
that was taken from us, life on the road. But
we chose to approach it differently.

Camping in a ghost town in
Picos de Europa National Park,
Asturias, Spain.
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After almost five years traveling the world
on the back of a motorcycle, in my mind was
a single idea: I wanted to ride my own bike, to
experience the motorcycle as a rider instead of
a pillion, because the travel experience can be
quite different from that perspective.
During CV19 confinement, we are living in
Spain, where I took the opportunity to get a
motorcycle driver’s license. In my 34 years, this is
the first time I’ve even tried to ride a motorbike,
which meant dealing with a huge learning curve
and other considerations. Did I want to start a
new overland journey that would take me into
severe conditions that typically require expertlevel skills? And just thinking about our experiences in environments like Patagonia’s constant
knock-down winds, Namibia’s endless sands, and
the frozen roads of Alaska… would I be ready to
meet similar challenges?
Because the borders were mostly closed around
the world, we thought Spain could be a great place
to practice and see how I’d do on a bike. Then, in
July 2020, we put the saddlebags on our bikes and
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Arriving at Bardenas
Reales desert region in
Northern Spain.
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Riding through Picos de Europa, following
a small gravel road which connected the
villages of Sostres and Espinama.

We parked our bikes to hike into the
Pyrenees. In this photo we’re on the
way to the peak of Anayet.

wheels: basic mechanics with minimal electronics, lightweight,
set off on a new trip. As always, our plan was no plan.
and enough power.
The coronavirus and the medical controls related to
I got the license, the bike, and enough practice to begin
Manu’s condition would play decisive roles in both
traveling, but when the moment we’d waited so long for finally
our advances and setbacks along the way. As a result,
arrived, I was scared. No matter that I had traveled as a pillion
there was no way of knowing whether this trip would
through more than 70 countries, everything was now different.
last a week, a month or if we were about to begin a
I’d be facing the wind, traffic, fog, rain, and gravel roads for the
new journey that would take us on the road for several
first time as a solo rider. I had to learn how to manage every
more years.
possible kind of condition. And no matter how much theory I
I chose a small bike, the Honda CRF 250L, because
was told or read about, it all came down to learning it step by
I believe bigger trips are not directly connected with
step through experience.
bigger motorcycles. And, during our travels, we met a
During the first days, I cried many times, fear took control,
couple of women who were logging some impressive
and I told Manu I didn’t want to continue. After all, if I
world tour rides with the same model. Their experiences
couldn’t control my bike on small dirt roads, how would I
were a reasonable guarantee that I could trust this bike
cross mountains, jungles, and deserts? But “can’t” is a word
to do the job. But the motorcycle also met some requireManu doesn’t buy into, so he pushed me to keep going,
ments that we believe are essential for traveling on two
promising that soon the connection between me and the
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Walking though one of the most
beautiful beaches of Europe, the
Playa de las Catedrales.

We found a nice spot to camp in
the Cantabria Forest, Spain, next
to a freshwater creek to rest for a
couple of days.

bike would be so natural that I’d
enjoy the ride. I knew he was right,
so we rode every day until that
transformation began to happen.
Our new journey followed the
same philosophy we’ve always
used and which has worked so
well. That meant no specific
plans and no travel guides.
Subsequently, we never knew
where a day would end. We’d
just open a map and improvise a
route that took us on small roads
through unknown towns, always
asking the locals for places
they’d recommend camping.
This way often feels like playing
the lottery, when some days we
find beautiful spots and other

Break time on one of our numerous
mountain hikes. We were about to
prepare a sandwich and enjoy the
views while dining.
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days not. We simply let each country
of Huesca and Asturias, and the forests of
surprise us.
Cantabria, have made us fall in love with
Another deliberate aspect to this
this land and people all over again. We’ve
journey was that we wanted to travel
also wild camped in places for several days,
slower and spend more time doing
often passing the time with hiking and
outdoor activities. On previous trips, we
trips on bicycles locals have lent us. What a
were extremely interested in learning about
marvelous discovery to realize one doesn’t
people of other cultures and went out of
have to go far to see and experience such
our way to make contact wherever we went.
things. It was only necessary to open our
Now we felt the need to know more about
eyes a little more and witness the unique
ourselves and our planet; in the past, we
places that Mother Earth has been hiding
mostly stayed with people we met, now the
just a few kilometers from home.
tent had become our protagonist.
We are now in the desert of the Navarra
From the moment of departure, something
region close to the lush Pyrenees forests,
extraordinary happened. Although we’d
the Bardenas Reales. And like all deserts,
already ridden most of the world’s contiits ability to press the nostalgia button
nents end to end, it was time to explore our
reminds us of days not so distant when
backyard, Spain, which, ironically, we barely
we crossed Namibia, Sudan and the
knew anything about. As I write this, it’s been
Atacama. Perhaps this is not a desert as
barely two months since we left and we’ve
big or with so many legends surroundonly covered a tiny part of northern Spain. The
ing it, but it’s still a desert where the
estuaries of Galicia, the mountains and valleys

Riding through Picos de Europa,
following a small gravel road
which connects the villages of
Sostres and Espinama.
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Early morning in the mountains of
Asturias, Spain. After sunrise we
packed our tent, and we were ready
to hit the road for another day.

loneliness of the night invites us to think
and to dream, and to remember that we
cannot stop believing in achieving those
dreams. Today we remember that those
dreams are still very much alive, no virus or
cancer has yet ended them. Today we are
feeling alive again. We are traveling one more
time Around Gaia.

Riding across the forest of
Northern Portugal, near the town
of Mira. We stopped to prepare
coffee and get a proper dose of
caffeine, our fuel for the ride.

Manu Torres (Spain) and Ivana
Colakovska (Macedonia) have
been traveling the world since 2007.
Meeting the diversity of humankind is one of their
main motivations for being constantly on the road.
After an experience with a Royal Enfield in India
back in 2011, they decided it was time to dream
big and in 2013 they acquired a Yamaha Ténéré
XT660Z to hit the world’s roads another way. It was
a journey that so far has taken them to 70 countries
and over 170,000 km. AroundGaia.com also on
Instagram, Facebook and YouTube.
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