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My stories are usually solo adventure stories.
I have been travelling solo full-time for
almost five years now, always looking for
the extreme, for remote wilderness and for
unique methods of travel - on a bicycle, on
skis, with a horse and camel, even a donkey.
But last spring I went on a different kind of
adventure: one with my partner, bringing
with it totally new challenges of a very different kind.
Given my choice of lifestyle, for years it had
been near impossible to imagine how to
make a romantic relationship work logistically: I am always on the move and off the
grid for long periods at a time. But a lucky
chain of events brought me to meet Dave.
I met the handsome young Australian years
ago in the Blue Mountains whilst rock-climbing. I liked him a lot, but I was on a journey
that I was not ready to share yet. I moved on

but despite the distance we always stayed
in touch and we got to know each other
quite well. When we finally met again we
totally fell in love. We have gone on to
many adventures together like horse riding
in Mongolia, visiting the remote Reindeer
tribes in Siberia, hiking in Korea and exploring New Zealand.
Dave is pretty much as free as I am.
Although, or maybe even because, we are
both lacking 9 to 5 jobs or even a place
to call home, it is difficult to line up our
schedules but last April (2019) Dave came
to Europe. I was going to introduce him to
my family and friends and show him the
place I grew up in. I was both excited and a
bit nervous. We didn’t see each other for a
while and would now be together 24x7 for
the coming months. Us being us, we would
go on a bit of an adventure and decided to

explore Western Europe by bicycle.
While searching for inexpensive bikes
online, my unsuspecting eyes scrolled upon
a mighty 2-headed steed and lit up. A
Tandem! I instantly had visions of hilarious
struggle and strange looks. Before I could
give the idea any real judgement I was jumping up and down on the bed yelling ‘let’s do
a tandem trip! Come on, it’ll be fun’.
Still to my surprise Dave answered ‘sure,
why not’.
I don’t know if he doubted my seriousness
1. The first few kilometers;
2. The start of the adventure;
3. Day 1 - Excited for the trip ahead;
4. Happy with the new bicycle;
5. Dave testing his pilotskills around the lake.
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but I wasn’t going to give him the opportunity to take his words back. I immediately
transferred money to the lady who was
selling us our new adventure. Her name –
appropriately - was Joke, but this was not a
joke. We would pedal our new chariot out
of Holland, through Belgium and well into
France, stealth camping along the way and
living off baguettes and cheese.
The journey, fittingly, started of hilariously.
Joke had told us she wouldn’t be at home
but assured us we could take the bike from
the shed. In her garden we were working out on how to tie our gear to the bike,
when all of a sudden we found ourselves
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surrounded by three policemen and their
dog barking so loud they could hardly hear
my defence plea: ‘we are not burglars, we
bought this bike to cycle to the Mediterranean’. The policemen didn’t think our story
was very convincing, but original nonetheless. They managed to verify with Joke and
let us off the hook.
We took the bike for an embarrassing test
ride in front of our new friends. We had
to re-start a few times; we just skimmed
around a number of parked cars and other
traffic and concluded we were no way
near ready for the long haul. We went
anyways.
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Both being leaders by nature as well as
profession it wasn’t immediately clear who
would take the front seat and we could
have easily stranded in arguing about it
every morning. On a tandem bike, the person in front is in charge of everything like
the steering, the breaking, the bell and the
navigation; the person on the back is more
a passive paddler, not even able to see the
road ahead properly and is easily caught
by surprise if the pilot does not communicate well. It is a true game of trust.
The rules for riding a tandem bike are
very much similar to the rules for building
and maintaining a healthy relationship.

Communication is the key. Every minor
detail needs to be discussed, every decision weighed and reconsidered and every
thought and emotion pronounced.
It is essential to build proper foundations.
As time progresses there will be less need
of verbalizing every thought. I don’t need
to ask Dave whether he’d like a coffee in
the morning or whether my teddy bear can
join us in the tent, for example. But from
the start it went like this: ‘We will take off
soon. Are you ready? On the count of three:
one, two, three, go’. We fell over many
times. We needed to find our balance, to
have our noses in the same direction and
to understand each other on a level deeper
than words.
Both when riding a tandem bike and in a
relationship we always look for balance.
When even slightly unbalanced, we would
tip over. If one is leaning more to one side,
the other has to compensate by counterbalancing. Due to the physical proximity on a
tandem bike, as opposed to two separate
bicycles, the challenges of a stealth camping
trip and the intensive time spent together,
this was our chance to make huge progress
as a couple. An adventure like this brings

out both your best qualities and exposes
your worst. Misunderstandings will surface
quickly and there is no place to hide
anything. You will get to know each other
quite well, whether you like it or not. It
was up to us how to deal with that and
keep the bike moving in a direction we
both agreed with.
Every couple experiences their own challenges. Mine was this: I am so used to
doing everything by myself that I sometimes deprive Dave of being part of the
experience. I take the front seat, I navigate,
I make coffee in the morning and take
control of the cooking at night. When
Dave asks me how he can help I tell him
I’ve got it under control and he can just relax. Meant well, trying to release him from
any burdens, it takes out the ‘us’ in the
process. I enjoy doing all those things, but
I needed to learn to also enjoy letting go
of the control and doing things together,
maybe even to the point of asking him for
help when I don’t need it.
Online we had found the GPS trail of a
cycle tour from Amsterdam to Barcelona
which we loaded into the old, cracked
smart phone my sister had given us. We

1. Camping in the forest;
2. Cooking dinner on a farmfield;
3. Dave making a small fire at the campspot;
4. Dinner is cooking at the campsite in the forest;
5. Cycling on former railways;
6. Cycling through the tunnel into Lyon;
7. Cycling along rivers and historical towns;
8. Cycling through the vineyards of Bourgogne.
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enjoyed cycling through many little villages, which were dauntingly empty. We
replenished on water from taps we found
usually on the outside of houses. Sometimes
a cemetery or cafe would salvage us from
dehydration, other times we had to resort
to ringing doorbells. In my best French I
would ask for water and often the water
bottles were returned not only full but also
accompanied by a cold Coke or some fruit.
Every afternoon we would look at the map
to find a little slither of forest where we
were hoping to find a decent camp spot.
As a traveller, it is allowed to wild camp for
one night. Usually we
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ended up in gorgeous fairytale like forests
with rays of sun shining through the thick
canopy, but sometimes we had to hide in
a ditch along the road or occupy a corner
of someone’s farmland, holding our breath
as the big spraying machines passed us.
We didn’t always agree on where to camp
and learned how to communicate and
compromise. Dave being Australian and I
being Dutch, our different cultural backgrounds and mother tongue weren’t all
that helpful either. The Dutch are known
to be very straightforward, maybe even
rude at times, while Dave was more careful
in his wordings, leaving me wondering
as to what he actually meant. But with a
pure heart, genuinely happy
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to compromise and many questions asked,
we’d always find a way.
When heavy rain was forecasted, we agreed
on spending one night at an established
campsite. Our timing was perfect. The next
day the young Belgian couple managing
the place had many friends coming over
for a working bee. Dave and I joined them
and spent all day building a structure for
a herb garden. We were offered the local
delicacy - canned peaches filled with canned
tuna – but that didn’t sit well with me and I
was sick all through the night. Dave had to
compensate for my weakness the next day
and waited hours on the side of the road
while I was recovering.

It turned out to be the only night we paid
for. When not camping, we used platforms
like Warmshowers, an international network
of free hospitality exchange for touring cyclists. Still in Belgium, we stayed with Claire
and Jean-Claude, who were in full preparations for their wedding the next weekend.
Nonetheless, they took the time to share
beers and local cheese and charcuterie with
us in the sun, homemade pizza and French
wine for dinner. Though extremely appreciative of the system, we wonder: what
does it say about human beings and the
society we live in, when people shout out
on digital platforms to offer their hospitality to strangers? It is a great way to share
experiences with locals, but we struggle to
be on the receiving side of the hospitality
too often and try to balance out by bringing
gifts and doing dishes, but never feel totally
comfortable.
After a great sleep we left the dense forested hills of Belgium and cycled into the wide
open countryside of France. Country roads
were alternated by canals. Hundreds of
locks slowed down the water flow as well
as the retired passengers on the boats we
passed. With farm fields all around us, we
could see for miles. Many villages seemed
abandoned and Dave wondered whether
France is the least inhabited country in the

world? It was even challenging to resupply. Around the French-Belgium border
we stumbled upon a view bread vending
machines, but small shops like bakeries and
fruit shops seem to have vanished from the
countryside; or, if they do exist, are usually
closed between 12 and 2 pm, exactly the
time we usually end up looking for lunch.
Along with the ghost
was plenty to see on
We visited historical
like Verdun,
where the longest and bloodiest
battle of WWI
took place. In
the hills, where
36 million
trees have
been planted
since, we still
encountered
trenches,
bombshell
craters and
many monuments, commemorating
the lost
soldiers.
We

towns there
the way.
sites

thought about the idiocracy of so many lives
lost. For what cause, really?
We pushed on to St. Mihiel with its
outstanding architectural heritage and continued along the Meuse. A 1000 km cycle
route has been constructed all the way from
the Rhine delta in the Netherlands, through
the Belgian Ardennes Hills and the French
Vosges to the Langres Plateau.
Picturesque roads that wind through the
Meuse valley brought us through Commercy on to Joan of Arc country. Since the
age of 12 the young shepherdess had heard
voices and somehow managed to convince
the King about necessary war strategies.
The famous Lorraine lady, dressed as a man,
set off in 1429 AD to make a real difference
in the 100 year war against the English.
How could a teenage girl be so persuasive?
Her military career didn’t last long though;
she was burned alive at the age of 19. The
museum in Domremy-la-Pucelle is worth
visiting, so is the Basilique Bois-Chenu, with
1. The second day on the bicycle;
2. Occasionally having to push the bike along
obstacles;
3. Replacing the tube among the vineyards;
4. Feeling to sick to continue cycling;
5. WW1 Memorial in Verdun;
6. This WW1 memorial in Verdun is
too big for a picture.
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its interior decoration offering a flamboyant depiction of her story.
It was already 6 pm and we were still
admiring the tainted windows, when a
message arrived from Clement through
Warmshowers. He offered to host us. It
was already late and he lived just a few
kilometres down the road, so we happily
accepted his offer. He was not home yet
but his uncomfortably nosy neighbour was
more than happy to welcome us, tell us all
about the other guests Clement ever had
and was hard to convince that we’d rather
wait for Clement to arrive before entering
his house with her key. He rolled his eyes
when we told him about our warm welcome. We were happy that he allowed us
to cook him dinner and I enjoyed using a
real kitchen instead of my camping stove;
a painful contrast to my days in Michelinstar kitchens.
The next morning we cycled on further
south. We giggled over the signs promoting ‘Frexit’, a seemingly dumb idea. But
then we realized we received a few raised
eyebrows ourselves when we told people
we were cycling to Spain on this bike, basket on the front, baguette sticking out and

a stuffed eagle dangling as our mascotte.
As if untouched by time, the route takes on
a pastoral mood on narrow country roads.
We followed it down to the source of the
Meuse: an impressively unimpressive little
trickle which we would have totally missed
if it wasn’t for the big plaque stating its
presence. It seems far-fetched that this little
stream turns into a 950 km long river.
From here it was only a short ride up to
Langres, an ancient walled town on top of a
hill. The climb was so steep that for the first
time we had to get off and push the bike.
Many buildings are older than Dave has
ever seen in his life, with churches dating
from the 11th century. Nothing in Australia
is older than the 19th century. We left the
bike at the Visitor Centre and romantically walked the walls looking out over the
Langres plateau.
We stayed with a lovely couple that made
us watch the entire Eurovision song festival.
Next morning more winding roads led us
through farmlands; some off-road sections
shook everything loose. While doing some
bike maintenance in the next village, an
elderly woman approached to chat and

insisted that we take some oranges for the
road. That night we rode to Dijon, where
we indulged into my favourite croissants
and Dave’s favourite choquettes. The Musee
de Beaux Arts is a real highlight here and
the old town is as lovely as it is touristy.
Next day we travelled through Bourgogne,
known for its world famous vineyards. I have
tasted and sold many of the wines produced
here and enjoyed cycling through the villages I know the names of so well: MoreySt-Denis, Nuits-St-Georges, Puligny etc.
Though later than expected, the bike was
starting to fall apart. First the wheel started
wobbling, leaving my wrists in agony, but
finally the tube popped. On the side of the
road we unloaded and replaced the tube.
The bike wobbled still and we decided we
needed proper tools and possibly a new tyre

to fix this problem. We cycled to Chalon
sur Soane, quite depressive and grey, but
the nearest place with a bike shop. Before
we even made it the tube popped again.
Luckily the bike shop was only a 30 minute
walk away. While waiting for the owner to
finish his two hour lunch break, Dave headed for the nearest supermarket. I unloaded
and started our gas stove for a cup of tea.
When Dave returned he laughed at me for
looking like a proper hobo. Nonetheless he
accepted my tea and joined my hoboness.
The shop owner sold us a new tyre and
tube and we were on our way again,
towards our final destination: Lyon.
We had put the bike up for sale on LeBonCoin for the same price we had bought
it and unexpectedly received dozens of
replies. Who knew so many people would

be interested in tandem bike adventures?
We chose Boris as he planned to ride a
similar journey with his family. Though
happy the bike would be used well, it was
also a bit emotional to hand her over. She
had gifted us an amazing thousand kilometre adventure. It was unique, challenging
and very enjoyable. I learned a lot about
relationships, about myself and about Dave.
It brought us both far from home and closer
to each other. If we can ride a thousand
kilometres on a tandem bike together,
surely we can do anything!
1. On the bridge;
2. After cycling into France;
3. The place where Joan of Arc set off;
4. Charging the phone with a solarpanel;
5. Statue of Joan of Arc;
6. Tainted windows depicting Joan of Arc;
7. Basilique du Bois-Chenu;
8. With the host Christian overlooking Lyon.
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