
Biking Through Central Mongolia
The Motorbike Nomad Experience

Route: Ulanbataar ⇒ Gorkhi Terelj National Park ⇒ Erdenet ⇒ Orkhon Valley ⇒ Kharkhorin

Mongolia’s nomadic culture has long been a fascination of mine, but it didn’t become my reality
until July of 2019. That’s when I caught a flight to the Mongolian capital of Ulaanbaatar and
began the most amazing offroad ADV adventure I’ve ever experienced.

Renting or Buying a Motorbike in Ulaanbaatar
Ulaanbaatar is the only place to rent a bike in central Mongolia, so it’s essential that travelers
start their journey here. I rented a Shineray 150CC for $20 per day (plus a hefty deposit) from
Motorbike Mongolia, which has a location just a few miles from the Ulaanbaatar Airport. They
also rent motorbike gear and equipment, and they even offer city tours for those who want to
really experience Ulaanbaatar.

Travelers can opt to do the same as me or buy a new bike if they are so inclined. Prices for
bikes usually start at around $900, but you’ll probably have to spend a bit more to get a
Japanese or Russian model that can really stand up to the elements. If you go with this option,
make sure the bike is at least 150CC -- navigating rural Mongolia requires some power.

Biking in Ulaanbaatar
There are a fair amount of things to see in Ulaanbaatar, from murals to markets to museums to
the improbable Beatles Square located between the State Department Store and the Circus.
The thing is, the city is not very bike-friendly. The roads are dominated by cars, and Mongolian
drivers are pretty aggressive.

I spent about two days biking around Ulaanbaatar. In hindsight, I wish I had just rented a bike,
booked a hotel for the night, and set out on my journey the next morning.

Biking from Ulaanbaatar to Gorkhi Terelj National Park
As I head east from Ulaanbaatar on my trusty new steed and proceeded down highway AH3, I
got my first bucolic taste of rural Cambodia. The urban jungle of Ulaanbaatar falls away
surprisingly quickly once you reach the inner city limits, and from that point onwards it felt like I
was driving through a very expansive village. The occasional supermarket or government
building were my only reminders that I was still technically in a city.



Finally, I turned off the highway and even the thatched huts and paved roads fell away and I
found myself biking through the genuine wilderness. My bike kicked up dust from the road,
which was unpaven but obviously well-used and easy to ride on.

At one point, I crossed a large bridge across the majestic Tuul River and entered a lush forest
with some incredible vistas. I soon after that began to see buildings pop up. I was in the city of
Terelj, the gateway to the Gorkhi Terelj national park.

Gorkhi Terelj National Park
Gorkhi Terelj is an absolute paradise for ADV motorbike riders. There are what seem like
thousands of miles of networked dirt roads that are well-kept enough to provide smooth riding
but wild enough to provide that rustic feeling that places you in the midst of your own adventure
movie. In addition to breathtaking views, the landscape is dotted with local features such as
horses, camels, and yurts.

My First Nomadic Experience
My highlight of my trip to Gorkhi Terelj, though, was my experience staying with a nomadic
family. At one point, I went over a particularly bumpy rise in a hill and knocked the spring off of
my bike’s kickstand so it was dragging on the ground. I got off to examine the damage, and a
man by the side of the road joined me. He spoke a little English, and we soon got into a
conversation about bikes. He introduced himself as Qadan and before I knew it, he had invited
me to stay with him and his extended family in their yurt for the night. As I hadn’t made any
sleeping arrangements yet, that was fine by me.

At Qadan’s family’s yurt, I learned that Mongolian nomads really know their way around
motorbikes. Whereas they used to live their lives on horseback, the mode of transportation most
of them use nowadays is motorbike. Because of that, they need to be experts as on-the-go
maintenance. They insisted on fixing my kickstand while I sat off to the side sipping tea. They
also filled up my gas tank with one of the canisters they were carrying and cooked me a dinner
of some kind of meat with rice and Tibetan-style dumplings. I slept on a floor cot next to the rest
of Qadan’s family members. And yes, I did have a mobile data connection there. This sort of
all-in-one hospitality would become a theme on my journey through Central Mongolia, as you’ll
read.

Biking from Terelj to Erdenet
This leg of the journey was the meatiest part, and it was my favorite portion of the trip. Erdenet
is about 450 km from Terelj and the route goes back through Ulaanbaatar, but the journey is a
once in a lifetime opportunity to fully experience the nomadic lifestyle for yourself.



Navigating Mongolia
First of all, navigation was like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. The roads do not have
signs and there is hardly ever data service out in the sticks to help you with turn-by-turn
directions, so you’ll be forced to journey into the unknown a bit. That’s not a bad thing, though.
Remember, the Mongolian culture has been a nomadic one for millennia, and the nomadic
groups have become experts at blazing their own trails through the wilderness. You can do the
same by traveling down the roads you find that lead in the general direction you want to go. You
may not get to where you’re going as the crow flies, but you’ll get there on your own terms.

Food, Accommodation, and Bike Maintenance
The second incredible thing about traveling among nomads is that you can lean on your fellow
wanderers for support. People considering a bike trek through Mongolia often ask questions
centered around how they will get by in such an undeveloped landscape. Questions such as:

● Where will I get gas on my journey?
● Where will I eat along the way?
● Where will I sleep?
● What if my bike breaks down?

But all of these questions can be answered in five words: the locals will help you. It’s not a
burden imposed by some clueless tourist, either. Helping fellow travelers is the way most of
Mongolian culture operates, and how it always has.

If you ever run into an issue like those posed above, you won’t have to look far for a group of
travelling nomads. They populate the wilderness of the whole country, and it’s rare that you’ll
have to walk further than a few hundred yards to find a group.

I should also mention that you are allowed to set up camp pretty much anywhere in Mongolia
except for the National Parks. So if you’d prefer to have your own sleeping space, rent or buy
some camping gear in Ulaanbaatar and carry it in a saddlebag on your bike. I’m an extrovert
and absolutely loved interacting with the locals as much as possible, but camping by the side of
the road is a good option for introverted adventurers.

ADV Biking Conditions
Biking Central Mongolia is not the hellishly difficult task many sources make it out to be. Most of
the roads are unpaved gravel but make for easy riding. The offroad riding is obviously bumpier,
but it should be fine for even intermediate riders as long as it did not recently rain. If it did just
shower, offroading is a muddy task best left to advanced riders only. The rainy season in Central
Mongolia is from July to October, although during the summer months there are mostly only light
showers that actually make for pleasant riding.

All that being said, bike journeys through rural Mongolia are not for those who need the
excitement of cities. The towns you encounter are tiny and usually don’t have internet access. If



you are an adventurer looking for a tech detox experience, though, biking through Mongolia is a
dream come true.

Erdenet
After three full days on the road, I biked into Erdenet. And although biking there had been an
incredible experience, I was tired. I spent the next two days recharging from my journey.

Biking in Erdenet
Erdenet is much more sedate than Ulaanbaatar in terms of traffic, and most of the vehicles on
the road are motorbikes instead of cars. So it was a much better city to bike around, and it was
nice to explore the streets of urban Mongolia without constantly fearing for my life.

It has the service shops you normally see in cities, although they are a bit hard to find without
the help of a local since most navigation apps do not map out the city’s shops. Garages, cafes,
clothes shops, and restaurants are easy to find. You’ll also be able to get mobile internet again.

There are also things to see like museums, temples, town squares, and a botanical garden. To
be honest, though, I didn’t find any of the attractions worth a recommendation.

Staying in Erdenet
There are only a few hotels in Erdenet. I chose to stay in the Gold hotel for $37 per night. It had
hot water and other modern conveniences, and it even served a breakfast of ham, eggs, and
toast. There are a few other hotels around town, but I hear the Gold is the best one.

Biking from Erdenet to Orkhon Valley
After two relaxing days in Erdenet, I biked west to the large village of Bulgan, further West to
Saikhan, and south to Khushuut. I then left the highway and wound my way south to Tsaidam
Lake along a series of dirt roads. I did get a flat tire on the off road portion, but a nearby group of
nomads helped me get back on the road within an hour.

Tsaidam Lake was awesome. The landscape is more dry and desert-like than what I had seen
to the east, so it was interesting and different. Ugii Lake, just about five miles southeast, is one
of the biggest lakes in Mongolia and the area is a bit greener. There are a few campgrounds
around the latter lake, including the Ugi Nuur campground that I stayed in.

The next morning, I continued southwest to Orkhon Valley National Park. In specific, I headed to
Orkhon Falls, where I had heard there are tourist campgrounds that rent tents. I found one
overlooking the admittedly small waterfall for about $10 per night.

A. Orkhon Valley Sites
B. Kharkorin



II. Return to Ulanbataar
III. Advice for motorbiking Mongolia


