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There are three members of Team Just Married: Shane, Georgia and Georgia’s wonderful car of five
years, Martha. Shane and Georgia first met travelling on another adventure across the world in 2009,
and after eight happy years together they tied the knot in 2017. The Mongol Rally marked the beginning
of their honeymoon adventure, and they are now continuing their travels from Asia to Australia and
around the globe. To read more about their Mongol Rally journey or to follow the rest of their
adventures, visit www.shaneandgeorgia.com
***
How do you solve a problem like Martha?
‘Hi, it’s Dave from the garage. I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news.’
Georgia sighed on the other end of the phone. It sounded like her beloved car, a gold 1996 Nissan Micra,
otherwise known as Martha, had failed its MOT yet again.
‘What’s she failed on, and how much is it going to cost?’ asked Georgia, ready with a notebook and pen
to make a note of the issues and relevant prices.
‘The thing is, given the age of the car and the mileage it’s done, it’s not going to be worth your while
repairing it.’
Georgia had heard this line before, and wasn’t phased: ‘I know it’s an old car, but I love the car. Can you
tell me what it’s failed on and how much it would cost to fix?’
‘I’m afraid we won’t be able to repair it for you, it’s what we call an uneconomical repair. It’s a no-go I’m
afraid. We can help you organise scrappage’, Dave answered.
‘No’, said Georgia, ‘I can’t scrap Martha. I’m driving her to Mongolia next month.’
There was a pause on the line, and then Dave erupted into a fit of laughter. ‘I’m sorry’, he spluttered,
‘that’s the funniest thing I’ve heard all day. If you want to drive to Mongolia, you’ll definitely need to
take a different car’.
Unconcerned by Dave’s reaction, Georgia calmly replied: ‘I’ll come and collect Martha this evening, and
I’ll send you a photo when she makes it to Mongolia.’
***
The dangerous squirrel and the wrong insurance
The journey to Dover took longer than expected. We avoided an accident on the M25 and drove along a
country lane behind some seriously slow moving vehicles, and by the time we reached Dover it was midafternoon, and there was over an hour’s wait for the next ferry. Our plan to drive for another three
hours after reaching Calais was looking increasingly ambitious, and as the Mongol Rally WhatsApp group
pinged with news from other teams who had reached Amsterdam, Bruges and even Germany, we were
still yet to leave the UK.

Once we reached Calais, we drove East through France to reach a lake in South East Belgium where I
was hoping we could camp. We had planned to wild camp most nights during the rally, both to save

money and for maximum freedom and flexibility, but as we pulled off a quiet road through even quieter
farmland to find a good place, Shane started to have reservations about the remote location.
It was late at night, it was dark, we were both exhausted and we hadn’t eaten for several hours, so we
argued about what to do. Shane wanted to try and find a more established campsite, as the current spot
was down a dead end.
‘If an axe murderer comes along, we won’t be able to escape’, he worried.
I thought it was fine, that the likelihood of an axe murderer coming to kill us was slim, and I wanted to
go to sleep. ‘If you can’t cope with remote wild camping in Belgium, how are you going to cope in the
Turkmenistan desert?’, I quipped. I won the argument, and we snuggled down for the night.
All was well until I heard a noise. I woke Shane up, panicking that an axe murderer had indeed come to
kill us. Shane poked around the tent, while I lay in my sleeping bag, wondering how we were ever going
to get to Mongolia when we couldn’t survive a night in Belgium. Eventually, Shane discovered the source
of alarm: there was a squirrel outside.
Over the next few days, we drove through the European countryside by day and stayed in secure
campsites at night. We passed through Germany, Luxembourg, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary and
Romania, and began to enjoy our new-found freedom.
On the fifth day of the Rally, we took Martha on the twisting, winding and dramatic Transfăgărășan
Highway, which weaves through the Carpathian Mountains in Romania for 100 kilometres and reaches
heights over 2,000 metres. We enjoyed the beautiful mountains, forests, rivers and waterfalls, while
Martha enjoyed the sharp bends, climbs and drops, feeling that the adventure was truly underway.

From
Romania we took a bumpy, windy, single-lane road through Bulgaria to the Turkish border, where I
bought some car insurance, no one could be bothered to search Martha, and one border officer asked
to sign the car.
But as we carried on down the road towards Istanbul, the journey began to take a turn for the worse. I
had been driving for around nine hours, hadn’t eaten all day, and I needed a break. I asked Shane if he
could take over the driving, and he gently pointed out that we had a little problem. I had managed to
buy car insurance for me (and for Martha) but not for Shane, which meant I would have to keep driving.
Then we got lost. Having left European Union territory, we could no longer roam the internet for free, so
we relied on a free map app as our only navigation tool. It wasn’t long before we found ourselves driving
down a big toll road in the wrong direction, with no idea how to pay the toll and no way off the road for
another 30 kilometres.
Running out of ideas, we stopped at a petrol station for help and asked a nice man who spoke English
whether the insurance I had bought covered Shane to drive. His answer provided little reassurance: ‘This
is Turkey, so… of course you can drive. The Police can’t even read this insurance document.’ The man
obviously felt sorry for us, as he also tried to pay our toll. Of course, we could not let him pay for our
mistakes, so we thanked him and were on our way.
But on our way to where, exactly? We looked for a wild camping spot, but couldn’t see anywhere safe.
We attempted to navigate using our rubbish map app, but ended up on a terrible pot-hole filled road,
driving at snail speed, and worrying that any campsites we found would be full or closed by the time we
arrived. Getting desperate, we pulled into a restaurant to ask for some advice, ended up staying for a
delicious meal, and becoming the star attraction as we made several new friends who wanted to sign
Martha and hear about the journey. Our new friends also told us that there was nowhere safe to camp

in the area, and suggested we drive another 30 kilometres to the beach. Of course, we got lost, and
instead pulled into a truck stop not far away from the centre of Istanbul and attempted to sleep in the
car.
This turned out to be a mistake. There was no room to sleep, and the car was so hot that I opened the
back window for some air. This also turned out to be a mistake. After a sleepless night trying to get
comfortable and panicking about local axe murderers, I woke up to find I had become a mosquito feast
in the night. At five o’clock in the morning, I could see someone trying to get into the car through the
open rear window, and screamed so loudly I woke up the local residents.
***
Driving in Georgia
Hoping that things could only get better from here, and vowing to find a proper campsite for the next
night, we drove away from Istanbul and reached the town of Samsun by the afternoon. In Samsun, we
found a proper campsite and spent a lovely evening drinking tea with some local residents and swapping
stories. Further drive days to Batumi, and then Tbilisi in Georgia followed, but while the cities of Georgia
were a delight to explore, with beautiful architecture, the beaches of the Black Sea, and of course, some
serious merchandise with my name on, the driving conditions started to deteriorate. These are some
reasons why driving in Georgia was challenging:
1. There were cows everywhere – Cows had free reign to walk across roads, including motorways. This
wasn’t ideal at any time of day but was particularly dangerous at night.
2. People walked across motorways – Despite a lack of crossing points, pedestrians would happily jump
over the central reservations and cross the motorway anywhere, at any time.
3. Cars crossed over motorways – If there was a shop, a service station or even just a man selling melons
on one side of the motorway, and you were on the other side of the motorway, there was no need to
wait until you saw one on your own side of the road. It was perfectly acceptable to pull over and then
cross six lanes of traffic in order to get what you want.
4. Cars reversed down motorways – Even if you drove past the shop, service station, melon seller or a
friend of yours, it was alright to reverse back up the motorway. This didn’t need to be done on the hard
shoulder, and as long as you reversed slowly enough, everything would be fine. This was also the case if
you came across road works and didn’t want to wait in a queue. You could just reverse back to the last
junction, zigzagging through lines of cars.
5. There was a mix of left-hand and right-hand drive cars in – It seemed that Japanese cars were righthand drive and German cars were left-hand drive. This made for some interesting overtaking
manoeuvres and lots of swerving in and out to check for oncoming traffic.
6. There was no minimum-standard cars had to meet in order to be deemed roadworthy – this led to a
lot of smoking cars which could fall apart at any time.
7. There was no compulsory car insurance - the standard of driving generally seemed to be low, leading
to a question mark over the standard of driving tests and minimum hours needed in order to pass.

8. Everybody blows the horn - Either to say they are passing, or to say hello, or just because they wanted
to. In cities the sound of horns was virtually continuous.
9. Road quality could be good, but it could also be very bad – Good quality roads could lull you into a
false sense of security, as big potholes popped up out of nowhere.
10. Trucks and cars were loaded to the brim – with people, hay, or anything else.

We continued to navigate the treacherous driving conditions, and another day later we arrived in Baku,
Azerbaijan. Rising out of the desert landscape, Baku was a strange mix of old and new as well as Asian
and European. We spent a much needed day off driving and walked the streets of the old city, visited
the Palace of the Shirvanshah’s and admired the Flame Towers. The landscape was changing fast,
Azerbaijan was flat and immense, and the heat was intense. Central Asia beckoned, and only the
Caspian Sea stood between us and the next stage of our adventure.
***
Crossing the Caspian Sea
To reach Central Asia, we needed to take a notoriously unreliable ferry across the Caspian Sea from
Baku in Azerbaijan to Turkmenbashi in Turkmenistan. When we heard that a boat was ready to leave,
Shane and I arrived at Baku port and soon met Viktorya, who seemed to be in charge. She directed us to
sit in a waiting room until she had some information about whether a ticket for the ferry could be

purchased, but returned with bad news. She didn’t have enough cargo to justify the sailing, and the boat
was too empty. We were told to come back tomorrow and try again.
The next day we found three other Mongol Rally teams at the port, as well as a waiting room full of local
people who were eager to board the ferry. When Viktorya arrived, it was with more bad news: the ferry
was now too full. There wasn’t enough space for everyone who wanted a ticket, and we were all told to
wait to see whether there would be space for us. After a lengthy wait, it seemed we were at the end of
the queue, and wouldn’t be getting on the ferry this time.
But Viktorya had an idea. As there was plenty of space for cars, just not for passengers, she suggested
that four car drivers board the ferry with their vehicles, and that the remaining passengers take a speedy
passenger ferry the next day, so everyone would reach Turkmenbashi at the same time. The four drivers
in the queue (Charlie from Team Genghis Cart, Lucas from Team Silicon Rally, Roland from Team The
Flying Dutchmen and me) agreed that this seemed to make sense, as it would get the maximum number
of people to Turkmenistan as soon as possible. We each bought our tickets and said goodbye to our
passengers.
While my rational brain could see the sense that came with Viktorya’s plan, the idea of getting on the
ferry and going all the way to Turkmenistan without Shane wasn’t appealing. I would miss him, and I
started to worry about what could go wrong. Where and when exactly would the passenger ferry go?
Where would everyone meet in Turkmenbashi? What if one of person got stuck on one side or the
other? Out of all the parts of the trip where we could be split up, this seemed like the worst place to
separate. It suddenly felt like a terrible idea, and I felt quite panicked.
At the last possible moment, Viktorya realized she had one extra space for a passenger on the ferry.
After establishing it was just for a passenger (now there seemed to be a space for a passenger but no
more space for cars), the other teams suggested Shane buy the ticket, as we were the only team of two.
It was our lucky day, but at this point we didn’t appreciate just how lucky.
The Mongol Ralliers were the last people allowed to board, and were obviously given the worst available
cabins. The journey was hot and not always comfortable, but it was also an interesting experience. We
made friends with the locals (and were invited to share their dubious cheese, tomatoes, soft drinks and
vodka), watched Russian films, were invited to explore the bridge and relaxed watching the sunset over
the Caspian Sea. It was lucky we were having a good time, as we ended up stuck outside the port of
Turkmenbashi for 22 hours, ensuring the total crossing time took significantly longer than the advertised
18 hours.

When the boat finally docked, we gave our passports to the officials on board. Shane went to get the
paperwork we needed and I found myself alone in a room with a man who wanted me to follow him
through some windy corridors around the ship. I started to feel a little anxious, as I wasn’t sure where he
was leading me or why, was on my own, and no one (including Shane) knew where I was. The man
opened a door and told me to follow him into a room.
A wave of cool air washed over me. This room was air-conditioned and there were plates of cherries,
sunflower seeds and cold drinks. ‘I am the captain’, the man said, and invited me to sit down and enjoy a
cold drink, a bite to eat and some Russian films. We had been communicating and watching Russian
films together for a while when I heard Shane’s voice outside calling for me, so I shouted back, and he
joined in with the eating, drinking and a Russian soap opera.
After two or three hours with the captain, it was time to leave the air-conditioned oasis and step off the
boat. As we reached land and mobile phones picked up signals, there was bad news. The promised
passenger ferry hadn’t materialised, and the passengers from the three other Mongol Rally teams were
still in Baku, with no idea when they might get on a boat. We only had a five-day visa to get across
Turkmenistan, and the passengers were at least two days behind. Despite our delayed ferry crossing,
they wouldn’t be able to catch up.
The problem became even clearer as we started the process of entering Turkmenistan. We found
ourselves with an inflexible itinerary dictated to us by the border officials, and there were no options to
change visa dates, or even to wait in Turkmenbashi for others to arrive. Shane and I were the only ones
lucky enough to be together, and we planned to stick with the drivers from the three split teams for as
long as we could.

Entering Turkmenistan, we encountered bureaucracy on a whole new level. There was an 18 step
process to complete, which included filling in forms, paying various charges in different currencies,
collecting a myriad of stamps and one serious car search. After six hours of moving from office to office,
handing over wads of cash and seeing my name and details written in more notebooks than I could ever
imagine, we were free to go.
Well, as free as you can be when you have been clearly told that you must drive the eight hours to the
capital of Ashgabat that day, and it was already 6.30pm.
***
Turkmenistan and the road to hell
We tackled the road to Ashgabat in convoy with Charlie, Lucas and Roland. As we drove off, the border
guards cheerfully reminded us not to worry: ‘You will be very safe here. Immigration knows exactly
where you will be at all times’. Reassurance was served with an unmistakable side order of threat.
If first impressions of Turkmenistan were that it is an inflexible maze of bureaucracy, filled with stamps,
repetitive notebooks and ridiculous charges, second impressions were that it was one big desert. On the
road to Ashgabat the landscape was filled with sand, some camels, a few small settlements, and some
more sand. Once the sun went down, we found ourselves in a giant sand cloud. Despite being on a
highway, there seemed to be no rules about which side of the road to drive on. Cars hurtled towards us
at breakneck speeds, but also approached from behind. At one point, Lucas pulled over. ‘Are we driving
on the right side of the road?’, he asked. It remained unclear.

After nearly ten hours of driving, we finally pulled into Ashgabat at around 4AM. Ashgabat looked like a
bright, white city, lit up like a Christmas tree, in the middle of the desert. The Lonely Planet had warned
that there was ‘no budget accommodation in Ashgabat’, and this seemed to prove true. We identified
one “mid-range” hotel, but it was full. Across the road stood the five star Grand Turkmen Hotel,
complete with secure parking, air conditioning, swimming pool, breakfast and limited Wi-Fi. They had
rooms, and although it wasn’t cheap, the idea of a bed for the night (not to mention a comfy bed with all
the available amenities) was appealing enough for everyone to blow their accommodation budgets and
check-in. A day of sleeping and sightseeing followed. As we wandered around Ashgabat, it seemed no
expense had been spared in making the city look fantastic. Every building was massive, grand, white,
immaculate and accompanied by a varying number of fountains. Huge monuments and gold statues
littered the city. There were giant “independence” squares and “independence” parks everywhere, filled
with symmetrical fountains and plants. There were also a considerable number of gold statues, many of
which were of the previous President (apparently he had given in to the “huge public demand” for
thousands of statues of himself.) A stomach-churning amount of water was used to keep the city green
and keep the thousands of fountains going in the middle of the desert. The city was also spotlessly
clean, and you could be fined for having a dirty car (luckily no one spotted Martha, who wasn’t exactly
sparkling after driving through a desert sand storm).

Despite the grandeur and obvious desire to impress, Ashgabat was empty. There were plenty of police
officers, and no shortage of cleaners keeping the place sparkling, but there were no residents or tourists
in the parks or looking at the fountains. Photo taking was not allowed in most places, and as we tried to
walk across the city we were met by Police telling us not to go any further. Ashgabat seemed torn
between being desperate to impress and being desperate to stay completely secret.

With only five days to get through Turkmenistan, we didn’t stay in Ashgabat for long. Our next stop was
a crater of burning gas in the middle of the desert, otherwise known as the “Door to Hell”. We said
goodbye to the Lucas, Roland and Charlie, and headed for the flames.
In a few hours, we reached the track to the crater along with some other Mongol Rally teams. The track
was very sandy and Martha was soon firmly stuck, so we bargained with the locals to take us to and
from the crater and a long, bumpy ride followed. Once we reached the burning gas crater it was huge,
spectacular and hot. As the desert fell away around it, it looked like we had indeed reached the entrance
to hell.

We camped under the stars and in the morning started our 250-kilometre journey to the TurkmenistanUzbekistan border. We imagined the journey would take around three or four hours, and that we would
be out of Turkmenistan by lunchtime, but this didn’t go exactly as planned. The start of the road was
bad – it was bumpy and littered with potholes. Then it got worse, and worse. We found ourselves
driving on gravel tracks, no tracks and in giant craters that could have killed Martha. Shane expertly
avoided the bumps, but it was very slow going. We finally reached the border at 4PM, after around eight
hours of driving, and found it strangely empty: it was almost closed. Luckily we reached the border just
in time.
***
“There is no petrol in Uzbekistan”

Once we passed on the other side, we drove to the nearest town of Nukus and met two other Mongol
Rally teams and decided to have dinner together. Our first experience of Uzbek food was tasty and
filling, but then the bill arrived. It was far from expensive, but the restaurant would only accept payment
in the local currency, and none of us had enough.
It wasn’t quite as simple as popping out to the ATM. In Uzbekistan, there was no easy way to get money.
Hotels and hostels only accepted payment in US dollars, while most other places would only accept
payment in local currency, the Uzbek Som. Nowhere accepted credit cards. We needed to carry both US
dollars and Uzbek Som with us at all times, and there was a chronic lack of working ATMs and official
currency exchange offices. To get hold of local money, we had to buy it on the black market, and as the
currency was so weak, changing more than $20 at a time was next to impossible as hundreds of notes
were needed.
So, faced with a restaurant bill we couldn’t pay, Shane and I traipsed around Nukus looking for someone
who might change US dollars. Banks were closed, and ATMs were non-existent. We asked at a couple of
hotels, but both refused to do a deal. Eventually, we met a local man in a hotel lobby who helped us out.
We went back to the restaurant, and triumphantly handed over a giant wad of cash to pay the bill.
The next day we drove 200 kilometres north of Nukus to visit the town of Moynaq, and a big desert
which used to be home to the world’s fourth largest lake, the Aral Sea.
Moynaq was once a busy port city on the edge of the Aral Sea. Its main industries were fishing and
canning, and it was home to tens of thousands of people. In the early 1960s, the Soviet government
decided to divert the two rivers that fed the Aral Sea to irrigate the desert, in an attempt to grow rice,
melons, cereals and cotton. Many of the irrigation canals were poorly built, so lots of water leaked and
evaporated. The Aral Sea began to shrink, and by 2007, the Sea was only 10% of its original size. This has
been a disaster for Moynaq. The fishing and canning industries have collapsed, leading to an economic
disaster. The area is severely polluted by agricultural chemical runoff and toxic chemicals left behind as
the sea has shrunk. There are frequent toxic dust storms, and the weather has become more extreme. It
was not a great place to be.
Arriving in Moynaq, we found a ghost town, a monument to what used to be the Aral Sea, and a vast
desert filled with seashells and old, rusty ships still sitting in what used to be the sea. We explored the
old seabed and the ships, and experienced the extreme weather conditions the town faces first hand.

Back in Nukus at the end of the day, we realised we had a problem. We had used up the majority of our
petrol, and with no working petrol stations in the entire region, we didn’t know how to get more.
Luckily, an old lady who worked in our hotel said she could help, and joined Shane for a drive in Martha
to buy some dodgy looking petrol which came in five-litre water bottles. We filled Martha up with
“petrol” and continued with our journey around Uzbekistan, stopping at the beautiful old cities of Khiva,
Bukhara and Samarkand to explore the beautiful architecture, watch the sunset from different angles,
and, of course, continue the hunt for more money and petrol at every opportunity.
***
The Pamir Highway
After a week of sight-seeing and petrol-searching, we left Uzbekistan and headed for Tajikistan and the
Pamir Highway. The Pamir Highway is an excellent challenge for a large four-wheel drive vehicle, but we
were confident that Martha would manage it. The 1,200km road starts in Dushanbe, Tajikistan, crosses
the Pamir Mountains, and ends in Osh, Kyrgyzstan. It is known as the “roof of the world”, as it reaches
dizzy heights of 4,700 metres, and it is also known for its challenging road conditions.
The first days on the Pamir Highway were slow-going. We drove from Dushanbe towards Khorog, and
eventually reached a valley the river Panj, which marks the border between Tajikistan and Afghanistan.
Being so close to the Afghan border made it difficult to find somewhere to camp, as a wrong turn could
lead to a Taliban controlled area or a late night military adventure. To stay safe, we spent two nights
camping in small villages with local residents, making friends over tea and fruit, and talking politics and
religion.

On our third day we reached Khorog, left the Afghan border behind and climbed higher into the
mountains. The road improved, the temperature dropped, and the landscape started to open up. It was
so open that we struggled to find somewhere secluded enough to set up camp in the evening, and
decided to follow two cyclists to the town of Jelandy, where it was apparently possible to get a hot
shower. The rumours were true: there was a place in Jelandy where you could get a hot shower. But this
was no hostel or hotel, and there were no other tourists staying there. This was Sarez Sanitarium.
Nevertheless, it was comfortable enough. For $4 per person we were given two beds, free use of the
sulphuric hot spring where we could - and did - bathe, free private parking and free use of the
unattractive outside squat toilet.
The next day we climbed higher and higher into the mountains. The road started to disappear again, but
the views were spectacular – there were snow-capped mountains, a wide and open plateau, and we
spotted our first yak! Martha drove further and further uphill, eventually making it all the way up the
highest mountain pass 4,700 metres above sea level. At lunchtime we stopped in the isolated and bleak
town of Murghab. We visited the town’s container market where Shane managed to buy an expensive
banana and I ate some shashlyk and bread for lunch in a little shack café. If Murghab looked like a
slightly depressing place to live in the summer, we could only imagine what it must be like in winter,
when the temperature plummets to -40°C.

In the afternoon the drive continued through spectacular scenery, and eventually we reached Lake
Karakol, a bright blue lake sitting beneath the mountains. By the lake sat another bleak looking village,
so we asked about the best place to set up our tent, and a young couple let us camp in their yard and
use their facilities. As we set up our tent, the temperature began to drop. We tried to cook, but as our
water boiled at a lower temperature due to the altitude and a cold wind blew across us, our pasta was
cold. We quickly wrapped up warm and huddled into our tent.

Our next stop was Osh, the endpoint of the Pamir Highway. After navigating terrible roads to the
Tajikistan-Kyrgyzstan border, we found that leaving Tajikistan involved haggling with border officers
over the various fictitious “charges” they said needed to be paid, while entering Kyrgyzstan involved
waiting for the electricity to come back on so we could be processed. In Kyrgyzstan we found better
roads, a greener landscape and the charming town of Osh where we explored Central Asia’s largest
bazaar and the world’s only three storey yurt.

***
Making it to Mongolia
Some long and uneventful drive days through Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan followed. By the time we
made it to Barnaul in South Western Siberia we were looking out for another team to tackle the
Mongolian terrain. We had heard rumours that the roads in Mongolia were worse than anything we had
experienced on the Rally so far, and previously perfect cars had been completely destroyed. Team Kiwis
Crossing (made up of Taygen, Debbi, Mike and Nick) turned up at just the right time, and our teams
convoyed through the scenic Altai mountains to the Mongolian border.
The road from the border to the tiny town of Tsagaannuur was unpaved and filled with potholes, so we
were happy to stop when we met a local man who offered us a stay in his hotel for the night. When we
reached the hotel we discovered it was his family’s house, with one room where everyone could sleep
on the floor. Nevertheless, it was warm, and there was yak for dinner.
Before we could eat and rest, the man wanted Shane, Mike and Nick to help him with a little job.
Another Mongol Rally car was stuck nearby, somewhere off-road. Shane, Mike and Nick went off on a
local truck to perform a rescue operation, only the truck needed rescuing more than the car. First, the
truck didn’t have enough petrol, so they stopped to get petrol. Then the truck overheated, so they
stopped by a lake to put water in it. Then, they were asked to lift the car onto the truck, but found it was
impossible, so they pushed the car onto a bank, and then onto the truck. Then the truck broke down
again. By the time they returned it was dark and cold, and they were glad of the warm stove back at our
“hotel”.

Over the next two days, we drove around 700 kilometres, sometimes on dirt and gravel tracks, and
sometimes on smooth tarmac. We passed through the towns of Olgii and Khovd, camping by some yurts
and then in the wild Mongolian desert, where came across some more Mongol Rally teams: Fiat to
Believe it and the Mongolia Independent Trading Co.
Before long, we were outside the small town of Altai. From Altai to the next big town of Bayankhongor
there were no roads, and for 270 kilometres Martha would have to drive off-road on dirt, grass and any
other surface we came across. Rumours from other teams were that this was the worst stretch of the
entire Mongol Rally and had claimed the lives of many perfectly healthy and happy cars. Martha had
been perfect so far, but she could die at any time. We all resolved to stick together as a convoy, and set
off on what we assumed would be the hardest, scariest and most adventurous part of the whole
journey.
What we found was altogether quite different. Shane did the majority of the off-road driving, and he
loved it. Martha also loved it. Even I loved it. We had been planning to drive very slowly, but soon
discovered there was no need. Martha loved driving as fast as she could, sprinting with other cars and
deliberately sliding and skidding around, reaching speeds of 100 kilometres per hour on the dusty tracks.
This wasn’t the worst road of the rally at all – in fact, it was the best road! It felt as though Martha was
made for off-road racing. As darkness fell, we pulled off the road and camped in the Mongolian desert
again.

The next day we decided to detour for a bit more fun and some sight-seeing, and ventured off-road
looking for some hot springs. After taking a few different tracks, stopping to ask for directions at a
village, where Shane performed a hilarious mime of bathing in a hot spring, we found a strange holiday
resort with a small pool. As this was our sixth day without a shower, it didn’t take much time or
persuasion to hop out of our dirty clothes and into the warm water.

All was well, until we noticed that Jamie from the Independent Mongolian Trading Co. had disappeared.
He had been persuaded by some nearby locals to visit their house to see their dead Marmot, drink their
horse’s milk and watch Titanic (unfortunately, not in English). Thankfully, no one missed out, as the
same locals followed him back to the pool and insisted everyone drink the horse milk and come to visit
the dead Marmot when they were finished in the hot spring. It was a fun afternoon.

After more driving, we pulled over near some yurts in search of a place to stay. For a small fee, we found
a lady who was happy for everyone to stay with her and her daughters in her yurt, and she made us a
very large meal of goat, noodles and potato. As we ate and warmed ourselves by the fire, she proceeded

to tell us the story of how her eldest daughter was conceived. Despite the language barrier, her detailed
mimes gave a good idea of what had happened. Approximately nine years and nine months ago, a man
called Michael had come to visit, stayed with her for two nights, got her pregnant, and then flew back to
Germany and left her. Whether Michael knows he has a daughter in the middle of Mongolia remained
unclear.

On our sixth day in Mongolia, we finally made it to the capital, Ulaanbaatar. Driving into a big city after
days of empty desert was a surreal experience, and it didn’t take long to find the nearest Irish pub for
some celebratory beverages. This quickly descended into chaos, and by the next morning there were
three lost phones, a lost passport and a lost wallet. Thankfully, none of these items belonged to us.

After a few days of sight-seeing in Ulaanbaatar, visiting the dinosaur museum and Genghis Khan statue,
it was time to drive back into Russia and to cross the final finish line. After seven weeks, 15,000
kilometres, 20 countries, at least one argument per day and no breakdowns whatsoever (not even a flat
tyre), we finally crossed the finish line in Ulan-Ude, Russia and completed the Mongol Rally.

A few days later, I sent pictures of Martha in Mongolia to Dave from the garage who had refused to help
Martha meet her MOT requirement. This time, he didn’t laugh.

