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Day 9, Banja Luka – Kiseljak (Bosnia)
Distance
[km]

Metres of
climb [m]

Moving time
[hh:mm]

Time on road
[hh:mm]

Break
[hh:mm]

Avg. speed
[km/h]

Normalized
power [W]

159

1920

07:07

09:40

02:33

22,4

157

I had a good long sleep . I had prepared some sandwiches the evening before, for breakfast as well as
for my back pocket. The bike was also already packed and ready to go, so I didn’t lose a lot of time
between getting up and leaving the hotel at 4:40am. It was cool but dry and my Castelli Gabba jersey
together with the nanoflex arm and leg warmers worked very well , as long as I was riding and
producing some heat.
Already after 16km outside the town the first climb started together with some drizzling rain, which
soon became real rain, so that I stopped to put on my rain shoe covers and my rain jacket. The climb
seemed never ending and stretched over 40km, with some small descents in between. There was
almost no traffic, no houses – no life … I felt very lonely and my mood started to drop …
After 54km I reached the top and didn’t hang around before the descent, because I was freezing.
Later on Strava I noticed, that I set the 6 fastest time in this downhill segment, even in the wet (!),
23sec behind Ben May. Ben , Gualtiero and I were obviously the only TCR riders who took this route.
th

The next climb from 450m up to 1070m followed immediately and those 20km felt again never
ending. It was now 9°C and raining heavily, despite the conditions I was able to set the 5 fastest
Strava segment time on the last 5,7km uphill – not many riders seem to choose this road ;-) After the
descent more and more roads joined my road and the first cities appeared, which meant that the
traffic also increased. After almost 5,5 hours and 104km around 10am I arrived in Traunik, the 1
bigger town since Banja Luka. It was a bit early for lunch and I still had a sandwich in my back pocket,
but I was so wet and cold to the bone that I searched for about 10min for a restaurant that could
offer some hot food! Finally I found one where they served a Bosnian mixed grill together with
French fries – unfortunately I forget the name of this meal( Sač ?.)
th

st

At least it tasted quite good and I was happy that the restaurant was warm, because I was shivering
badly in my wet clothes. After 1:20h although it was still raining heavily outside I decided to
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continue. I was reasonably warm and I knew I couldn’t afford another early break like yesterday! I
hoped it would stop raining soon.
Back on the flat road, the traffic increased constantly. It was now noon on a rainy Sunday, but
Bosnian people seemed to enjoy their Sunday run out despite the bad weather. The road, was full of
deep grooves, which were filled with water from the heavy rain. Whenever I was overtaken by a car
or one of the many buses, I got a hefty wash from the road, as if someone dumped a bucket over me!
It was no fun at all and and I felt anything but safe under these conditions, due to very
poor visibility – I had to ride with my lights on during the day! About 40km after my lunch break I
stopped again at a betting shop to warm up again with 2 coffees – but that didn’t help a lot; My
entire body was shivering . My mood was at its lowest ebb . Thoughts like “What the hell am I doing
here?”, “I will scratch from the race now and ride to Thessaloniki in the next days to get my flight,
without time pressure and enjoy the countries and landscapes!”whirled through my mind. But the
most important thing now was, to find a hotel to warm up and put my dry clothes on – otherwise I
was sure I would be ill tomorrow … I still had 40km to Sarajevo ahead of me, which meant about
another 1,5 hours in that rain! One of the customers expressed concern and asked me in good
Austrian/German where I was going. He recommended a motel in the next town, only about 10km
away – my new goal for the day was set! Unfortunately the motel was not easy for me to find,
because it was situated some hundred meters outside the town on the way to Sarajevo, but finally I
found it and got a room on the ground floor for me and my bike. I jumped into the hot shower with
all my riding clothes on and took them off only after a few minutes when I felt warm again. It was
incredible how filthy I and my clothes had become from the dirty roads, the black water
streamed down my legs for ages.
With my dry clothes and a down jacket on I felt like a human being again. I washed all my clothes
and hung them up in the bathroom. I had no second pair of shoes, so I decided to put my cold wet
cycle shoes on without socks and to go upstairs to do all the check-in formalities . The guy on the
reception was so nice - he offered me a lift to the nearest restaurant. When I told him, I would
probably leave way before breakfast time, he even offered to prepare a lunch package for me and
leave it in the fridge at the reception! I gladly accepted both offers, and a few minutes later I found
myself in a warm nice restaurant, where I enjoyed again a 3-course menu with 2 beers. Eventually I
also found some time to post some news on my FB page and on my WhatsApp groups about my bad
state … I immediately got many encouraging messages back, and together with the good meal and
the beers my mood was raised. The weather forecast showed improved conditions for the late
afternoon – tomorrow I would be back in the game!
By the time I had paid for my meal, the rain had stopped and even the sun had come out, so I
decided to walk back the 1- 2km to the motel, when Gualtiero passed by. I shouted his name and
waved my arm, but he obviously didn’t recognize me and disappeared in direction of Sarajevo. Back
in my room I serviced my chain and stuffed some old newspapers inside my still wet shoes and went
to bed.
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Day 10, Kiseljak – Berane with CP4 (Bosnia – Montenegro, country #9)
Distance
[km]

Metres of
climb [m]

Moving time
[hh:mm]

Time on road
[hh:mm]

Break
[hh:mm]

Avg. speed
[km/h]

Normalized
power [W]

315

4108

13:26

17:23

03:57

23,4

165

My alarm rang at 2:45am after a good long sleep. I picked up my packed lunch from the fridge
upstairs and ate up this for breakfast, whilst I was packing my bike. My clothes had almost dried
overnight . At 3:33am I started my Garmin and rode into the dark. The roads were also almost dry.
After only 7min, my legs were anything but warm and then I experienced my first dog attack: about
7 big wild dogs appeared out of the dark and chased me and I had to do my first dog sprint – now I
was warm and completely awake! That was a really scary moment and from now on I carefully
observed the roadside. I spotted more dogs, but obviously I was already out of their reach, when
they spotted me, or I was not an interesting prey for them.

Bosnian breakfast: soup, omelet and coffee

my nice Bosnian waitress
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My legs felt quite good – the longer rest was definitely good for the recovery of my body. I was also
happy, that I had started so early, because there was almost no traffic on the big road to Sarajevo.
Near Sarajevo I missed an exit and had to continue on the highway-like road another 4km, until I
could ride in a southerly direction . There was a false flat for ~20km until the first climb of the day
started: 660m of climbing on 20km, up to 1160m. My mood was much better than yesterday,
although my Garmin only showed 10°C. After another 25km of descending, it was just 7am, my
stomach was already grumbling – well, I had already done 85km and my breakfast was 4 hours ago!
Unfortunately I was in a very remote area without cities, only a few houses from time to time, but no
signs of life as it was so early in the morning. I was not very optimistic to find something to eat, and I
still had 30km until the border to Montenegro ahead of me. Suddenly, from the corner of my eye, I
noticed a person sitting outside a lonely small pub, with a coffee and a cigarette. I stopped
immediately and rode back to ask, if they could offer me some food. The nice lady didn’t understand
neither English nor German, but she obviously understood, that I was hungry and showed me the
menu card. I ordered a warm soup and a large omelette together with a big coffee and water for my
bottles. Unlike in France, these people don’t care about the opening hours of their kitchen; when you
need something to eat they just go and cook for you, whatever you want!

“wild” house pigs next to the road

road to the Montenegro border – rough surface

Bridge over the river Piva after border crossing

view south

After my second breakfast enroute to the Montenegro border I had to ride ~30km on rough roads,
which had been washed away partially. There must have been heavy floodings recently. Thankfully
the soil had been removed from the road mostly, and the road was open! Otherwise I would have
had to ride a large detour.
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The border crossing was no problem – I entered an EU country, where I could pay with €uro again.
The next ~30km through the valley of the river Piva offered fantastic views and I had to stop several
times to take some photographs. I had tears of joy in my eyes a couple of times –at how beautiful
this country – and life is ! And of course knowing that I would reach CP4 in a few minutes and what
had I achieved so far! Another maybe 3 days and I could possibly be in Canakkale! And I would meet
some TCR guys again; I hadn’t met any of them since CP3! Actually Stefan Slegl was already sitting in
the restaurant in Pluzine, which was the starting point of the CP4 parcours to the Durmitor massif. A
bit later Karl Speed and David Winton joined us. It was a good feeling to meet familiar people after so
many days, and we exchanged our latest experiences and stories, whilst I ordered a delicious meal.
The other guys decided to continue their ride up to Durmitor after a short stop – they obviously had
a different time table regarding their food supply. But I was already more than 7 hours on the bike
and I knew I had to climb for at least 2,5 hours now without a chance to get something to eat on my
way to Zabljak.

Road along the valley on the left side

CP4 in Pluzine, I met Stefan Slegl and later David
Winton and Karl Speed

View back to Pluzine on the way up to Durmitor

One of the many small tunnels

I continued my ride 30min behind the 3 guys. Before I could start the climb, I had to ride back my
previous route for about 3km, with a fantastic view over the Pivsko jezero, which is the biggest
dammed lake in Montenegro. On the way up you have to cross several small tunnels on a small road
with almost no traffic. It was an absolutely fantastic day for climbing: the gradient was gentle, the
temperature between 16°C and 19°C and brilliant views, only the peaks of the highest mountains of
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the Durmitor massif were covered in clouds. I again had tears of joy in my eyes several times – that
was the most emotional day of my tour so far.

On the high plateau of the Durmitor
Only a few meters before the top I overtook Karl and I descended without putting on a jacket. After
195km I reached Zabljak, CP4, at 5:10pm on P36 – I had lost 8 positions since CP3 due to my last 2
short days! Karl arrived a few minutes behind me, and the 3 guys decided to go for lunch in a
restaurant in the town. I didn’t want to waste too much time, as I already had a good lunch in
Pluzine. I decided to eat only some sandwiches and coffee in the hostel and google an overnight
option. My goal was another 120km away in Berane, with only a few more small climbs, but more
descents and flat segments. I reached Berane a few minutes before 9pm, it was already dusk. The
first hotel in the town offered free rooms and a restaurant – everything was perfect. After about
30min I sat washed, refreshed and happy in the restaurant with a big fillet steak and a beer,
reflecting on the day. I had learned an important lesson: after the worst day of your life, the next day
can still be your best day! Never give up!

Durmitor peaks in the clouds

“never give up” – steering spacers on my TCR bike
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Day 11, Berane – Veles (Montenegro – Kosovo - Macedonia, country #10&11)
Distance
[km]

Metres of
climb [m]

Moving time
[hh:mm]

Time on road
[hh:mm]

Break
[hh:mm]

Avg. speed
[km/h]

Normalized
power [W]

275

2966

11:33

14:05

02:32

23,8

154

The day before was a very intense and long day with lots of climbing too, so I allowed my body half
an hour more rest than normally and set the alarm for 4:30am. I still had to pack my bike, and
unfortunately I didn’t get a lunch box in lieu of missed breakfast. I still had a dry sandwich in my
pocket which had to come into the game – what I would have I given for a piece of Charlotte’s cake
now! I started 5:15am directly with a climb after the town, from 680m up to 1330m over 16km. The
subsequent ascent ended in the city of Rozaje at 1000m height, where there was already signs of life
before 7am. The people looked Muslim and I entered the next best bakery, where already a handful
of men took their morning coffee. The elderly woman serving could only offer different sweet
looking pastries. I ordered twice, because I was already hungry, and tried to warm up with 2 cups of
Turkish coffee. I was shivering at 11°C outside, and inside the bakery it was not much warmer,
because the door was open. The lady pitied me and filled a big plastic bottle with hot water, that I
could put under my jersey – this helped immediately and I warmed up very quickly. Again had I met
so helpful and nice people in a foreign country who cared about me, what a good experience!
Immediately out of the town I had to climb another 760m up to 1780m at 10°C. But as long as I was
riding, I produced enough heat to stay warm. In front of me, only a few hundred meters away, I saw
another cyclist with luggage, apparently another TCR rider. In some segments I could catch up a bit,
then he enlarged the distance again – we seemed to have a very similar speed. At the top of the
climb, we both had to stop for the passport control at the border to Kosovo,and I caught up with
him. He was #91, Deneka Ryszard from Poland. We met again a couple of times during the day. At
the end he finished 8,5 hours and 8 positions ahead of me.
It was a very twisty downhill into Kosovo, but the road was good with only little traffic. But as soon as
I rode on the big M-9, the traffic was increasing and the car and lorry drivers did not show any
respect for cyclists. I had the impression, that there were no rules of the roads. I experienced 3 nearaccidents this day.
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•
•
•

One car overtook me, just to brake directly in front of me to turn right, when I was on my
aero bars.
The next car, which came in the opposite direction, made an U-turn just in front of me, so
that I had to lock my rear wheel.
Another one ignored my right of way and pulled out of a back road in front of my, which
caused a locked rear wheel for the third time within a couple of hours

Overtaking vehicles with 20cm distance, and cars in the opposite direction, overtaking without
respecting me, was a normal condition in this country. I had to stop several times just to breathe
deeply and to bring my adrenaline level back to normal. It was the most horrible ride of my life
through this country, and I would never recommend someone to ride a bike there. I don’t know, if
this was a common experience, or if I just had chosen the wrong roads – at the end of the day I was
definitely happy to still be alive!
After 110km at 11:10am I stopped at a restaurant directly at the road to have lunch. To my surprise
the young waiter spoke perfect German and it turned out, that he was German and helped his friend,
the owner of the restaurant, during the summer time. I ordered the meal, that he recommended me,
and I had to tell him my story. He couldn’t believe, like nobody that I had met, that someone could
ride with a bicycle from Belgium to Turkey in such short time. ☺
I checked the route and learned that I still have to ride another 95km to the border of Macedonia
and hoped, that the traffic would then be safer again. After the border I would have to cross Skopje,
the capital city of Macedonia. Cities after Skopje were rare, so I set my goal to reach at least Veles,
which was situated about 70km into the country.
I needed just under 4 hours to reach the border and met #91 again. We continued together to cross
Skopje. Unfortunately we arrived in the city during the rush hour, and it was a absolute chaos to ride
between the cars. Sometimes I tried to ride on the cycle path, but the surface was so bad with
broken glass, that I preferred the road again. Deneka was more hit-or-miss and disappeared very
soon. I would meet him again at the finish line 2 days later. The city had been subjected to big rain
storms and flooding with several deaths only a few days before. The district, that I crossed, was
obviously not struck so badly, as there were only little signs of that flooding.
It took 15km or 45min to cross Skopje and I hoped I could ride the remaining 40km in well under 2
hours. But I soon learned, that main roads in Macedonia can be worse than German forest tracks.
The road surface was broken with wide cracks and each bump hurt immensely my still sore buttocks.
The further I rode, the worse the road became, until it continued as a dirt gravel road with deep
potholes. I couldn’t believe, that I was on the correct route, so much so that I stopped several times
to check my route on my Garmin and on Google maps – but the only alternative to this path was the
highway, which was certainly not allowed for cyclists. It seemed in Macedonia the evolution of roads
had missed out some steps and they went directly from dirt roads to highways … Until now I did still
not had a puncture, but was very certain, that it would happen very soon! To my surprise I reached
the tarmac shortly before the lake Mladost without a flat! The hotel Romantik at the lake looked very
busy and like a holiday resort for the Skopje citizens. So I continued to ride to Veles, the next bigger
city. The reception of the first hotel was not manned, so that I rode another kilometer to the next
hotel, a very nice looking 4-stars wellness spa hotel. I entered the spacious entrance hall together
with my bike, and the receptionist gave me a room for me and my bike just around the corner
without turning his nose up at me ! :-). Also a lunch box for my early morning departure was not a
problem.
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Not a crash! Just to show the bad road surface!

Gravel dirt road before Veles

After my daily cleaning procedure I didn’t waste time in going to dinner . I was sure I would attract
attention with my shorts and T-shirt any way in this hotel restaurant and thought the white hotel
bathroom slippers would look better than my mountainbike shoes … Well, when I entered the roofed
restaurant terrace I felt like all eyes were directed to me …
I was already busy with eating my rump steak, when Stefan Slegl arrived on my table, still in his
cycling clothes. I was happy to have some company on , the first time after the start in
Geraardsbergen! We exchanged our experiences about the day and we both agreed, that we would
never come back to Kosovo. When it started to rain, we checked the Trackleaders page and detected,
that Karl was still on the gravel road, in the dark and rain … poor guy!

