Questions for the Eber family from Spot On magazine 

First of all, we thought that Spot On might find it interesting that Anya and Yvonne hold dual citizenship: both German and U.S.  Their father, Lorenz, was born near Hamburg Germany and came to the U.S. to study.  He met Paula in the U.S. and they got married.  However, they visit Lorenz’s parents, Gerhard and Ursula Eber and his sister Susanne and brother Moritz every few years.  Anya and Yvonne are fluent in German, but like your readers, they are learning to read and write a foreign language: German.  

1. Why did you decide to cycle around the world? 

When I  (Paula) was a child I spent many months at home in bed or at the hospital because of my asthma.  I would sit inside watching other children run and cycle and play outdoors and dream of traveling around the world and going on adventures that were impossible due to my asthma.  When I grew up, my asthma improved significantly and I began to cycle seriously with my family.  But I never forgot my painful childhood or my dreams.  In 1997 after we had cycled through Alaska (Anya was 7 and Yvonne was 5), it occurred to me that perhaps we could cycle around the world AND help to cure asthma.  So that’s what we did!

2. How did you have school lessons/do homework etc.? 

We (Anya and Yvonne) were homeschooled by our parents.  While we were traveling through Germany and Austria many people were surprised to hear that in America, parents are allowed to teach their children at home rather than sending their children to school.  This is called homeschooling.  Most U.S. states require that homeschooled children take an exam at the end of the year to make sure the kids have studied their subjects well.  Interestingly, most homeschooled children score better on these exams than do children in public schools.  In fact, both Anya and Yvonne scored so well on their tests they placed a year ahead in math, into Honors level Geometry (Anya) and pre-Algebra (Yvonne).

     Homeschooling was not always easy.  After cycling 60-70 kilometers each day, we would have to sit in our tents and study math or English or history.  Our parents gave us tests and papers to write.  We also learned a lot just by traveling and seeing different places and people.

3. Did other people help or travel with you? If so, who? What did they do? 

A few times we traveled for a day or two with other cyclists we met on the road.  Most of the time, it was just the four of us together.  However, we did meet many wonderful people who offered us food, or helped us to find our way, even in Asia where we couldn’t speak or read the language at all.  Some people actually did our wash for us or invited us to stay in their homes.   In Europe we often asked farmers if we could camp in their fields. We found people in Germany to be especially hospitable and generous and we made many friends there.  

     Since this was a ride to raise money and awareness of asthma, there were many people back in the U.S. who spent hundreds of hours managing the non-profit organization, World Bike for Breath.  They managed the donations, ran the web site, set up talks for us along the way, and even developed all of our film for free!
4. How did you plan your route? Which countries/cities did you like the most? And why did you like them? 

It took about three years to prepare for the trip, including planning the route, preparing the equipment and fund raising for asthma.  Our goal was to circle the globe completely,  crossing all of the longitudes and most of the latitudes by land where possible.  We also wanted to avoid countries that were at war or were unstable politically.  And we tried to find a route that went through countries without many serious diseases.  This is why we did not cycle through Africa, or South America or the Middle East. We also tried to avoid cycling in winter (we were not totally successful since we ended up cycling to the Great Wall of China in a snowstorm).  So our route went down to the equator and Australia and New Zealand during the months from November – April, which is their summer.

     We each liked many countries and places for various reasons.  But all of us loved Asia.  Mongolia was a highlight of the trip and Anya’s favorite country.  The nomadic way of life and their complete self-sufficiency with very few material goods was beautiful.  Yvonne loved the colorful night markets of China.  Paula found the people and the architecture and the breathtaking mountains of Japan to be her favorite.  Lorenz’s favorite country was Sweden, with its beautiful fishing villages, high standard of living and lovely countryside.

     Because we were on bicycle, we did not spend much time in large cities.  We all enjoyed Wellington, New Zealand; Sydney Australia; Beijing China; Washington D.C.  and, of course, Venice, Italy.

5. Were there any frightening or dangerous moments on the trip? 

We had many exciting adventures, but actually most people that we met around the world were extremely kind and helpful and friendly. Russia was very difficult however.  Entering the country, the border guards tore all of our possessions out of our bags and were most intimidating until we figured out they wanted a bribe.  

      Probably one of the most frightening moments was on the trans-Siberian railway as we were leaving Siberia to go to Mongolia.  When we got on the train we discovered our entire compartment was stuffed full of medicines being illegally smuggled into Mongolia.  After arguing with the conductor (who only spoke Chinese!!) we finally just put all the syringes and vials and pills into the corridor.  They disappeared mysteriously. Then just as we got to the border of Russia several Asian men suddenly started carrying huge heavy bags (containing the medicines) off the train and into the darkness.  A few hours later the train crossed the border and stopped in the middle of nowhere in Mongolia.  Imagine our surprise, when the bags of medicines, suddenly showed back up on the train again—in a nearby compartment, however.

       Other exciting moments included surviving two earthquakes (one a 6.6 in Taiwan); Anya being bitten by a molokau (20 cm. centipede) in Tonga;  Yvonne breaking her foot in New Zealand; and being attacked by a rattlesnake that was laying in the road as we cycled through Montana USA.

6. What was your favourite thing about the trip? What was the toughest thing? 
We each have our own answers to this.  Most of us agree that the physical hardship of living outdoors for 478 days in all kinds of weather was extremely hard.  Anya and Yvonne also missed their friends a lot.  Coping with the immense cultural differences was also very difficult: eating strange foods such as fried worms and seaweed; navigating in countries where the signs were in Chinese or Japanese or Cyrillic; and being unable to communicate except by hands and feet in many places—all were very challenging.

       Favorite things:  

--For Paula: meeting so many wonderful people from cultures all around the world, sleeping in a Mongolian ger (tent) under the stars of the Gobi desert, and cycling to the Great Wall of China.

--For Anya: riding the nomad’s horses through the desert sands of Mongolia.  She loved visiting all the historic sites such as the Parthenon in Greece, Stonehenge in England, the Great Wall of China and the Samurai castles in Japan

--For Yvonne: traveling to different countries and meeting different friends around the world.  My most memorable experience would be the night markets in China and Taiwan because they are so colorful and full of energy

--For Lorenz: taking thousands of unforgettable photos in exotic locations and sleeping in a Buddhist monastary.  Also the fact that we actually completed this ride, and turned a dream into reality—doing something that has never been done before (cycling around the world with children).

7. Did you make new friends on the way? How did you communicate with people? 

Perhaps one of the best parts of cycling around the world was making so many friends.  Because Paula and Lorenz speak several languages (English, French, German, Italian and Arabic), we were able to communicate pretty well in Europe and Australia and New Zealand and North America.  In Russia and Asia however, we spent a lot of time talking with hands and feet and drawing pictures.  But even there, we sometimes found someone who could speak English.  Perhaps one of the most important things we learned is that language is not really a barrier.  People everywhere tried to help us, and were excited to meet us.  So we would always find a way to communicate somehow.

      Anya and Yvonne now have many pen pals around the world. 

8. How physically demanding was the trip? How many hours did you ride each day? 
Physically this was the hardest thing we have ever done in our lives.  Because we camped as well as cycled, we spent 24 hours a day outside.  This meant we were cycling and camping outdoors in the rain, the snow, the wind, the insects and even the intense 40 degree heat of last summer’s heat wave in Europe.  We cycled over many tough mountain passes, including the 1300 meter Brenner Pass  in Austria and 5600 foot (about 1900 meter) Rogers Pass in the Rocky Mountains in the U.S.   We cycled anywhere from 30 – 120 kilometers a day depending on the terrain and weather.  Our average was between 60-70 kilometers a day.

8. What did you miss about home? 

Anya and Yvonne missed their friends very much.  We all missed having a bed and a shower every day.  Also it was very difficult not having our own rooms and privacy (Anya and Yvonne shared one small backpacking tent, and Paula and Lorenz had a second small one nearby).  Occasionally, we wished we could see food that we recognized.

9.  How much money did your trip raise for asthma (approximately)? 

So far we have raised $48,000 in cash and another $20,000 in equipment.  We will continue to fund raise until 2005.

10. Does/Did it feel strange to stay in one place after such a long trip? 

It is extremely hard for Anya and Yvonne to sit in a four-walled classroom without fresh air or sunshine after spending every day learning outdoors.  We are all used to six to eight hours a day of exercise, so sitting in a classroom or office is actually painful.  

      After the excitement and adventure of being in a new place every day, it is hard to settle down in one place.  For sixteen months, we have lived like nomads.  Our home has been our tent and our bicycles.  Life has also been very simple on a bicycle.  All of our possessions have been packed in six panniers that we carry on our tandems.  So it has been a shock to come back to our house and unpack over a hundred boxes filled with things that we obviously have not needed for the past year and a half.

      On the other hand, it is kind of nice to wake up in the morning and know where you are for once.  And it certainly is great to stop being hot, cold, wet, hungry, tired, sore, and bitten by bugs every day.

11. Have you become famous? 

We’re not sure exactly when someone becomes famous.  Over 150 television and radio stations, newspapers and magazines in 9 countries and 4 continents have interviewed our family.  Anya and Yvonne were featured in the August 2004 Teen Magazine, and the Sept. 10 issue of Time for Kids.  As we cycled across America, many people asked for our autographs, and that was fun.  But back home on Bainbridge Island, we still have to go to school and work and live a normal life like everyone else.  

12. Are you planning to go somewhere else soon? If so, where? 

Right now we need to earn some money and Anya and Yvonne need to finish school.  But we’re sure this won’t be our last adventure.

13.  Do you have any other comments or a message to Spot on readers? 

You should follow your dreams no matter how impossible they seem at first.  Often we want something but we get discouraged when it gets to be hard work or difficult.  But nothing important ever comes easily. Cycling 15,000 km around the world sounds like an impossible dream.  But if you just get up every day and cycle 60 kilometers, one day you will wake up and find you have made it around the world!  That’s how all dreams are. You have to take them one step at a time. 

