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Coming Back to the World

 
It was sunny and warm when I stepped off Amtrak's #507 Cascades line in Portland, Oregon. Paul was waiting on the station's oak pew; he stood and I gave him a hug with my free arm.

 
"One-arm hug, huh?," he grinned. Mucho macho, we are.

 
My heavy, black goatskin Langlitz jacket, still squeaky-new, smelled like bad folks wearing good leathers. I got measured in Portland while on R&R, then picked up my custom-cut masterpiece after I redeployed. It has a gun pocket sewn in. People moved away, trying to be subtle.

 
It's hard to care about scaring the home folks. I'll get used to them as they get used to me.

 
 Twenty miles south, my black beauty lay waiting. We drove straight to the storage unit and pulled boxes off her. Unearthed after 12 years, she had two flat tires and gray layers of dusty crud, but otherwise looked about the way I remembered. It's not always that way, is it?

 
We aired up the tires with her onboard squeeze pump and I pushed her half a mile in the sun to Paul and Mom's house, sweating happily. Then we worked her over for a day and a half.

 
As a mechanic, I make a pretty good wheel chock. But Paul, Jedi warrior of the garage, makes parts that he can't find, and he's pretty well memorized every last bolt on vintage BMWs. So I immersed myself in his short induction to the mysteries of de-varnishing Bing carburetors and lubricating ignition flyweight arms. We put in a new, vintage-look battery he had stashed: six volts of thundering fury! Ah, well, the magneto will spark even when the thing is dead as a doornail. We adjusted the idle, replaced the right side carb slide when it wouldn't quit sticking (an old habit of this bike), replaced the balding Magura throttle grip (after disassembling the original Hella bar-end winker), adjusted the idle again, checked the timing (slightly retarded to run on crappy, 91-octane "premium"), adjusted the idle some more. We stepped back and looked at her: still dirty, but chuffing away with industrial purpose. Beautiful.

 
"Some of the that dust is probably from Steen's Mountain," Paul said, referring to a good, long trip we took with passengers and tents, fifteen years, two college degrees, a wife-and-a-half ago.

 
Then he rolled out his workhorse R90/6, and we went for a shakedown ride, south over the road to the shop of a guy who does boutique restos — i.e. no dust! That guy comped me a petcock liner so I could run in the "AUF" position without running out of gas every two blocks. He's good people.

 
Our second stop was at the house of Paul's old buddy, Ben. 

 
Ben's a nice guy, practicing engineer and wood technologist. He lives in an octagonal house carefully handmade from recycled and exotic woods, overlooking a pond, with a stream running through and under the place. Once upon a time in Vietnam, Ben was a scout/sniper. We checked out his house, enjoyed the details, took note of the guard tower, scoped rifles at the doors, and the armory and reloading center that are not shown on the plans. He took note of my stained desert boots.

 
"I used to walk my perimeter with a weapon every night," he said as we were adjusting the idle once more in his driveway. "I don't do that anymore.

 
"So long, my brother. Be well."

 
So long. I tightened down the left side mixture adjustment nut, shook his hand, clunked her into gear, rolled around the barn and back up to the road.

 
"He's kind of, uh ... stuck, isn't he?," I asked afterward, through a mouthful of roadhouse Reuben.

 
"Yes. Ben's good for three or four hours a day, then that's it."

 
"I don't want to get stuck like that."

 
Paul smiled his slight smile, dry but warm. "That's what motorcycles are good for."

 
That night, I bungeed a big CFP-90 rucksack onto the bike, got some last minute tips from its long-term owner, and gave Paul a hug. With both arms.

 
Then I rolled out my summer bag in his pickup bed, pulled it up against mosquitoes, and slept my series of one-hour periods, startling up to check my water-proof, impact-resistant, scratch-defying, gas-illuminated watch five or six times before finally sitting up and pulling on my boots in the purple predawn, listening for movement, checking for roaming packs of feral dogs. 

 
Hollow, agitated feeling. Got to move. So quiet with no prayer call. Need to go before the neighbors get up and wonder. Familiar heavy feeling of gear and helmet, but no weapon. Just Honey and me, bag and baggage.

 
This bike and I are old friends reunited. She's an R69-S, the U.S.-market model with telescopic forks (Euro bikers of the Sixties got the sidecar-friendly Earles fork arrangement), scrambler-style handlebar and wide American-style "comfort" seat. I call her "Honey" by default, because it suits the way I talk to her: "Let's go, honey," or, "Ah, come on, honey!" when she's recalcitrant or mysterious. 

 
Her seat's a little wider and softer than I remembered, but isn't that always the way with an old flame? Memories are fickle. A little morning tickle to her Bing buttons, then she started on the second kick and we were off into the fire-born dawn.

 
Bye, Mom.

 
En route to Estacada, I stopped for gas, mostly to dry the stinging tears with which the sun was punishing me for riding east at dawn. I bought a Power Bar inside, walked up to the side of the bike and kicked down the start lever mit follow-through, which simultaneously started Honey and snapped off her sidestand bolt flush at the frame lug. I wrestled the foundered, sputtering motorcycle back onto her wheels and took inventory: one sprained ankle (my four times-broken left leg, which sprains in a high wind), one busted toe and a dangling sidestand spring, calling for its mother. 

 
Great start.

 
The attendant goggled through the glass, but didn't say a word. Scary biker man, I guess, or just good entertainment.

 
Shut down the bike, sat on the curb, taped up my toe with electrical tape from the tool compartment in the tank, ate the Power Bar. Got warmer. Thought of roads sweeping through the Cascade range. Good to be home. Good to be alive. Good to have a center stand. "Hmm. 

 
"Bet I can still start that bike ..."

 
Yup.

 
Highway 224 runs two sweet lanes southeast from Estacada through the Mt. Hood National Forest, flowing sinuously along the Clackamas River. I missed my planned turn east at the Oak Grove Fork due to throes of extreme road ecstasy, and ended up 40 miles south in Detroit, Oregon in time for a nice breakfast and a tankful of premium. 

 
A Beemer-mounted couple (R1100RS and F650GS) greeted me as we swapped nozzles at the busy gas station pumps.

 
"Where're you coming from?," the man asked. Now there's a poser. I settled for where our house is. "Seattle.

 
"Is there a good spot for breakfast?"

 
"The place across the highway has great food, but we waited 90 minutes for a table. They said they're putting on another cook, if they can find him."

 
The place across the highway was surrounded three cars deep. I passed it by, only to find a log roadhouse three blocks further on. It was attended by seven or eight prominently posed Harley-Davidsons, looking new and shiny. I parked off to the side under a shade tree. 

 
Inside, the menu face had a note: "We speak ...," followed by a little graphic of a motorcycle. The owner was dressed in a black shirt with stitched-on flames. He held court behind the counter, making eggs and conversation. Allowed as to how he liked old Beemers pretty well, even if they're not Harleys.

 
My waitress was a blonde girl of maybe nineteen with a sunny side up disposition and a startling lack of focus. She shorted the couple ahead of me ten bucks at the till, then overcompensated by handing them a twenty. Then she forgot to hand back my credit card, offering a giggle and a dazzling smile as her apology when I pointed it out.

 
"You know, I've just been like this all day." Longer than that, I imagine, but the eggs were good and the coffee had flowed.

 
That day was filled with rivers, forests, and roads to make you weep for their beauty. We touched the Mt. Hood, Willamette, Deschutes, Ochoco, and Malheur National Forests, crossed or tracked along the Clackamas River, Oak Grove Fork, Santiam River, Breitenbush River, White Water Creek, Metolius River, Squaw Creek, Deschutes River, Murderer's Creek, Crooked River and John Day River — to name a few. Honey and I straightened many a bent road on our fantastically inefficient one-day jaunt to John Day, Oregon. 

 
These roads were fresh to me, but not the region. Growing up in the Pacific Northwest, I always itched to leave for some less boring place. Now, wherever I go in the world, I always know I'm coming home to here. Polite people living among stunning natural beauty are not easy to appreciate until you've un-spoiled yourself with grimy Third World exotica. Musical accompaniment this day included the constant murmur and splash of clean, fast water; rush of wind through the trees; hum of tires older than my teenage daughter (!) and the balanced drone of aircraft-quality, vintage German engineering.

 
Known in her day as the Gentleman's Express, BMW's dreamboat R69-S easily nabbed the U.S. coast-to-coast speed record in the mid-Sixties. Smooth, powerful, durable, well-featured and classy, this was the bike for chomping big bites of highway with swift ease.

 
"Gentleman's Express" or not, a 1969 time capsule is nobody's hyperbike today. This was the last of the Slash Two BMWs, produced the same year Honda shocked the world with the first "superbike," its CB 750 with four buttery little pistons and a hydraulic disk brake. Suddenly, BMWs were considered more premium for their prices than for their engineering — even if they weighed in a hundred pounds less than the big-chested Honda.

 
Unlike my late-lamented, rubber-band Ducati, since passed along to a steadier lover, you don't chainsaw up the road on an R69-S, dodging gnats and hula-hipping the rear with tight throttle grabs. You don't stand her on her nose at a corner entry, nor paw at the air in the lower gears. Honey offers a balanced palette of subtler colorations.

 
Too mature for slam-dancing, she asks for more of a graceful waltz. Even with a fresh shot of 7w Bel-Ray, her long-travel fork is on the squishy side. The big ass cushion squeaks like an old bed spring when you jounce over potholes or speed humps. A hard hand on the double-shoe front drum slows you at a predictable rate; "controllable" is a sweeter description than "weak," but that control requires a powerful paw. Anyway, Honey's lovely low CG and modest torque mean it works best to simply carry speed through the corners — always with attention to those tires. Step, shuffle, sli-ide to your right; step, shuffle, slide to your left. It may be slow dancing, but it's still dancing, by God. And we danced and danced and danced ...

 
I don't do lunch on bike trips, unless there are others along. A late breakfast can carry me all day if my machine is willing, and I just suck down water or Gatorade at gas stations when I'm "on mission." When I hit John Day around eight that night, where I planned to roll out a bag at Clyde Holliday Park, I was righteous hungry. The Ore House on the Main vein accommodated me with a steak barbequed rare and the stout, cheerful waitress easily conned me into a colossal "individual" berry pie afterward.

 
With the joy of just riding and the surprising degree of comfort in a "yesterday's standard," it's hard to realize how tired you're getting as hundreds of miles quietly strip ephemeral layers of rubber off your rims. 

 
Honey had toted me across most of Oregon that first day. Oregon's not one of your smaller states. Without so much as a beer in my system, I was so woozy from overeating when I stumbled out the front door that I nearly crashed Honey on a patch of gravel as we turned out from the curb. With laziness judged the better part of vacationing valor, I turned right and stopped at the Dreamland Motel, one block off the highway to the north.

 
Funny look from the manager preceded, "So, d'ya got triple-A or anything?"

 
When I parried, "Do you have a military discount?,'' she brightened up instantly.

 
"Sure, we . . . well, no. 

 
"Not really. But I'm giving you one!" She started a receipt, scratching off about fifteen bucks.

 
If that won't bring a smile to bug-stained lips, I don't know what will. "Thanks.

 
"What do I owe you, all together?"

 
But first she wanted to talk. Her niece is a linguist, serving in Afghanistan on her second tour of SW Asia. Turns out the young lady is an officer who formerly worked on General Tommy Franks' staff. Then Tamara suddenly stopped and looked at me, taking in the road dust, smashed bugs and dirty stubble.

 
"Um, you are in one of the services . . . right?"

 
"Yeah. This one." I pulled out my army ID. My mug shot, post-tour and hung over in battered DCUs, is even less flattering than the reality with which she was presented.

 
"And you're active duty?"

 
I'm a Reservist, actually, just like I was when I got called up, but my hair is still short. I wear military eyeglass frames — the round wires, not the big plastic racquetball protectors. Haven't been back long enough to get fat yet. So I fudged it with the simple truth: "Just got back from Iraq."

 
She looked at me for a minute. Her son, sitting in the corner, looked at her.

 
"Your discount tonight is one hundred percent."

 
"You don't have to . . ." She waved me off, handed me a key.

 
"Sorry it's not ground floor. I know guys on motorcycles like to be on the ground floor."

 
"I'm sure it's perfect." And it was: a big, exceptionally clean, non-stinking room with two queens and a kitchenette. Unbelievable. "Thank you."

 
By 0530 the next day, I was showered, shaved and dressed, packed, primped and primed. I knocked out a few pushups and strapped everything onto the bike, balanced on the left rear peg with my right toe, and stabbed at the kicker with my gimpy left leg one, two, three, four, five times: nothing. Hmm...

 
Too much idle adjusting?

 
Checked the gas: RESERVE (hadn't fixed that petcock liner yet). Messed with throttle settings from zero to WFO. Drained the float bowls, both sides, twice. Pushed Honey downhill off a slight rise in the corner of the lot, five times. Changed the left side plug. Traced wires. Prayed. Sweated like a Mississippi mule. Cussed like a Tennessee preacher over a burning moonshine still. Kicked her at least fifty times until finally, a muffled pop. Then more pops. Rest break. More kicks, some pops, and she decided to run a full 70 minutes after I walked outside with my rucksack. That's one way to warm up on an ice-cold summer morning.

 
I was a hundred miles down the road before I realized that I'd never tickled her prime buttons. Not even once. For the rest of the day, Honey winked at me by starting first kick, every time. And that was good, because my leg needed the rest. I should never have tossed that old t-shirt my dad gave me, the one that read, "I'm not real smart, but I can lift heavy things."

 
Caught final directions to the Brownlee Reservoir from a guy gassing his truck in Baker City, Oregon, where my dad lived on a cattle ranch during his high school years. It was just plain "Baker" then. Now it sports about 50,000 people and, per my service station directional patron, around 35 percent unemployment. 

 
"I've been looking for a job myself for seven months," he told me, looking not at all bothered about it. I resisted the urge to tell him the military could always use another good man. He was nearly my age, way too old for our various wars.

 
Richland, Oregon is close to the Idaho border, close to the reservoir, and billed as the Entry to Hell's Canyon. I went straight on past a sprawling boneyard of obsolete agricultural equipment under a sign reading, "The Power of Yesteryear," and stopped at a fuel station in the hamlet of Halfway, just in time to get beat to the pumps by six glistering HDs burbling in from the other direction. I nodded politely, snapped my shield down and went on back to the highway, unwilling to wait and not wanting to talk.

 
Their bikes were as new and shiny as the Harleys I'd seen in Detroit, mostly stock with a frosting of shiny gewgaws. One-percenters would call those windshielded baggers — the SUVs of the motorcycle world — "garbage wagons." Of course, one-percenters are jackasses.

 
The riders, bottle blonde women in XL chaps hugging men wearing Kirkland jeans and lightweight beanie helmets to preserve their follicle plugs, had what the Chinese call a "prosperous look": well padded around their chrome-tanned middles. Doubtful that any of them popped extra for the toolkit; that's what credit cards and cell phones are for.

 
As the army seal says: "This We'll Defend."

 
Sneer though you may about the Costco biker set, they do get out and ride. You might be faster, and you're probably cooler (keep telling yourself that; it's important), but I'll bet they post more mileage. "Real" riders work on their own bikes and memorize every racer's name from Mike the Bike Hailwood to that Italian kid, Rossi, who smokes everybody now. These people just go out and ride, find out or remember that it's helluva a lot of fun, then go out and ride some more.

 
Keeping to secondary roads for nearly two thousand miles on this trip, I saw a ton of Harleys, a fair number of Wings, a handful of Beemers, zero "standards," shockingly few sportbikes. And not one bike as old as Honey, but I kept telling her she's much classier and more beautiful than a bikini-clad Speed Triple or some tit queen Harley. Hey, some people talk to plants.

 
I made my gas stop at a last-chance station perched on the edge of Hell's Canyon, serving one flavor: 87-octane unleaded, perfect for this year's Mercury outboards but less than outstanding for a late-sixties, high-compression roadburner like Honey. A well-tanned, well-fed, thirty-ish canyon coquette walked out and looked at me oddly until I remembered there's no self-serve in Oregon.

 
"Uh . . . mind if I fill it myself?"

 
"Nope."

 
"Got any premium hidden around here?"

 
"Uh, nope."

 
"Do you sell octane booster?"

 
"Ee-yep." Which brought my price for boat gas to about five bucks a gallon. Thank G-D for good mileage. Honey had returned a 47.2 mpg average over the first two tanks I measured, mostly in town as Paul and I shook her down. On the Great Road, she was making well better than fifty. Checked the oil, transmission (four speeds forward, as Gott im Himmel intended), shaft housing, and rear box. All levels good, and no gear oil blow-by on the back rim. Perhaps it's time to adjust that idle again.

 
And thence we went down by the riverside. Down by the riverside not to lay down my sword and shield (I may need them again), but surely to leave some things behind.

 
The road edging the water shows up on the map not in black (and therefore paved) nor in gray (and therefore dirt), but in brown. At its entrance near Oxbow Dam is a large sign, advising in the strongest possible terms that it is a private road, the county and state are not responsible for maintenance, and you are in every way at your own peril should you choose to take it.

 
We took it.

 
Winding along the edge of the lake, sometimes well above and often just at the water level, the Brownlee Reservoir road is no superhighway, but it is competently maintained by the power company. It is also narrow, barely graded, high-crowned... and virtually abandoned. We waved at three fishing boats pursuing the elusive bass, passed two parked trucks with empty boat trailers, and saw zero moving vehicles on this road.

 
Burbling softly through the late morning stillness, I looked to my left and saw sepia and green hills sloping down to and into the hushed waters, so calm that the negative reflection continued all the way to perfectly rendered hilltops halfway across the reservoir's surface. My grandmother's favorite verse from the 23rd Psalm came unbidden to my mind: "He leadeth me beside still waters / He restoreth my soul." I stopped and dismounted, sat on my goat hide jacket at the edge of that well of peace and looked long, and prayed hard, and remembered:

 
A sergeant from Michigan, on his second tour, who didn't have to be there. He was gunning a Stryker, running up his enlistment so he and his wife could settle back home with their kids and he could take his place as a diesel mechanic in his uncle's shop. 

 
A sawed-off butterbar who rode his bicycle all over FOB Sykes. He loved a good joke and could take one, too. We used to jump out at him and salute, see if we could make him crash trying to return the salute. He grinned big, and laughed readily, and I never saw him mad.

 
An Iraqi major, commanding a line company patrolling from Tall Afar to Muhollibiyah. He used to freak out Americans who didn't know him by insisting on a face kiss. I got out of our up-armored HMMWV and rode standing in his tiny, weaving, grinding jeep with a squad of six IA soldiers. No roadside bombs that day.

 
A hundred thousand other soldiers I either knew or didn't, who either died or didn't, who believed in our cause or didn't, who were American or weren't, whom I liked or didn't, who swore an oath and went and struggled, and did the best they could while they walked on this earth.

 
I sat in the Oregon dirt and thought of those guys, and pulled a small, heavy chunk of metal out of my pocket. Once on a castle wall, it zipped into the sandbag next to my head. Sss-SS-zzss, thwip.

 
"What was that?," Steve, our commo sergeant, asked.

 
"SKS, maybe."

 
"Oh. We should get down." And we should have, but I wanted to find that bastard and greet him properly. I never spotted him.

 
Later that evening, after the AIF sniper stopped ops for lack of night vision equipment, I dug his slug out with my Leatherman and looked at it for a long time. It wasn't the only bullet, the first or the last. But it was perfect, virtually undeformed by its muffled collision with bagged silica. I kept it close as a lover, and it whispered to me for months, chasing me like a ghost. It was my rosary, skeleton key, ballistic lodestone, taunting me with a papery laugh even after its author died in his barricaded window, head-shot by a better soldier than me. Zzzzip.

 
I showed it to no one, as ashamed to carry it as if it had been needle tracks on my arm.

 
Now I stood and held it up to let it know a place of peace before I drowned it. Then I threw it as far as a shredded rotator cuff could manage, out over the reservoir and down to the bottom forever, hushing its sibilant hiss, killing my own death. 

 
For now. 

 
Back underway, we putted across the one-lane Brownlee Dam bridge and climbed slowly up over the canyon rim, through Midvale and on into Cambridge, Idaho. Honey was still toting my rucksack's worth of baggage, but it felt somehow lighter.

 
Cambridge was enjoying a tourism mini-boom of lady bicyclists doing the Ride Around Idaho, which benefits research into cancerous female troubles. Temperatures were in the nineties, and part-time pedal pushers relaxed in the shade of a handful of bistros and cafes that I don't remember from when I lived near here. 

 
Staying well out of their fashionable way, I downed an iced double mocha. I poured ice water over my hair, soaked down the t-shirt under my jacket and the bug-stopping bandana around my neck. That attracted a few stares, but odd looks from women dolled up in hyper-stressed orange Spandex carry low credibility with me: "WARNING: Contents Under Pressure." A wardrobe failure here, and somebody loses an eye...

 
Winding through the high mountain valleys of western Idaho felt more and more like another piece of home. Passing between the peaks en route to New Meadows, I murmured briefly through Council and saw its familiar press offices staring empty-eyed over Main Street. About a decade back, they printed a book of fictional local news columns (Kokanee and Other Tales) under my nom de plume of "Gunnar Cratchit." Kokanee sold out its massive press run of 300 paperbound copies. Eventually.

 
McCall, Idaho is nothing like it was, for good or otherwise. I remember when my dad dropped through there circa 1991, pre-bankruptcy when he could fly his own airplane anywhere on earth, and it took an hour to locate the house his parents had owned, since doubled in size and transmogrified into a clothes boutique. Since then, the same has happened to the entire town.

 
Once the area's one assigned Idaho State Policeman (Gus; I knew him only too well) could park his Blazer on the downgrade from Brundage Mountain ski hill and issue a booklet of speeding tickets as fast as he could scribble. Now you pass the 30 mph signs at a blistering 18-per, trailing a line of home center trucks, building contractors, new second home owners and chromed-out Hummers. Payette Lake is still there, and still probably the last place in the U.S. that meets municipal water standards without purification, but I didn't go to the water's edge for fear of trespassing over some condophile's postage stamp of Heaven.

 
Stopping for a cold Coke at a street café, I stumbled back out to find a knot of people clustered around Honey. Their consensus, despite holes in the seat cover and fresh bugs over old dirt: "great looking bike!" And she is. At a distance, Honey strikes a pose as alert as a Rottweiler, strong as a Lab, friendly and eager as a beagle pup. Up close, she's much more special.

 
Older BMWs were generally issued in black, with no more adornment than white pinstripes on tank and fenders, plus the pretty cloisonné tank badges. And, like a good worsted suit from Savile Row, lack of cheesy pretension points up deeper aspects of quality. Honey's double-cradle frame wraps around a gorgeously sand-cast engine, perfectly rendered right down to its classically proportioned aluminum fins. Her substantial "comfort" seat, air-cooled engine and questing, chrome-ringed headlight put one in mind of mousy Ralph's steed in that kids' classic, The Mouse and the Motorcycle. It's all I can do not to sit on her seat and say, "Brrr-RRRM. BR-RRMM!," and see if she'll start to move. Since it looked like one of the kids had that same idea, I cut through the crowd, cranked her up — on just the one kick, thankyaverymuch — and broke camp from McCall.

 
Down the Long Valley, then, through Lake Fork and Donnelly over the highway I've driven before through foot-deep snowdrifts, interpolating the right of way by adding the parallel fence lines and dividing by two, to the county seat of Cascade. I can't call it the Town of a Thousand Loggers anymore since the population dropped by 50-odd souls in the last census. Their mill, once the economic heart of the valley, has been razed flat as a clear-cut. Its massive buzzsaw blades are probably backgrounds for folk art now.

 
But don't think that Cascade is immune to Idaho's tourist boom. If Montana is, as Wallace Stegner put it, "the last good place," then Idaho has surely been crowned the "next good place" to mint a pile of development money. Cascade Reservoir keeps their boat launch busy with Boise fishermen pursuing athletic, foot-and-a-half-long kokanee (hint: it's a fish, not a beer). Tamarack, the new mega-resort perched on a nearby mountain, holds untold revenue promise. Here then is a toast to trickle-down, and may it really happen for families who hunt to eat, not to display the glass-eyed heads of ruminant corpses.

 
Feedlots are practically illegal now in this valley that's hosted an annual cattle drive since the 1850s, and the zoning commissions steadily dice up minimum lot sizes to accommodate lifestyles of the rich and famous. Was it Kurt Vonnegut who described us as a nation of realtors? Real estate agents busily buy and sell the town where I once jammed gears on a twenty-year-old Ford pumper for the Cascade Rural Volunteer Fire Department. They're probably still driving the damned thing. It'd be about Honey's age now.

 
Maybe it still holds water.

 
I parked in the old Advocate lot, got directions from some new gal in some new little office of some new agency, and lumbered across Highway 55 to where a brown-eyed, handsome man with a walrus mustache stood grinning at me.

 
"Big Jack! I knew that walk. What're you doing here, man? How've you been?"

 
"Well, I try to come by every decade or so, whether I need to or not . . ."

 
"What kind of bike're you riding this time?"

 
Mike Stewart is Cascade's editor-publisher, general purpose Hell-raiser, and my old boss who taught me to fly fish badly. He stood us to root beers next door to his office with too many free refills ("they know me here"), and we caught up on a lot of time and a couple of wives passed. Mike's still got a gleam in his eye, battle in his heart, and plans to make "big money, BIG money in this valley." I walked out of there already making plans to go back. Life is too short when you have friends, but it sure would be long and bitter without them.

 
Pocketing another piece of home, I adjusted Honey's idle again and set off down Highway 55 to where it edges the middle fork of the Payette River, one of the West's better roads when uncrowded. Every winter a half-dozen or so cars shoot off inside curves and wind up in the drink. Some are never recovered. That's how good it is.

 
On the straight stretch south of town, a carload of kids in their mom's shiny new Hyundai, frustrated by my 65 mph pace, blasted through a fractional gap between oncoming county concrete mixers. Their license plate number started with 1A (we used to say "One Asshole"); obviously Boise flatlanders fleeing the mountains after weekending in McCall. I smiled a little, behind my chin bar, and kept tiddling along on my 594cc of antique fury.

 
Three miles south, the road started to shimmy. I was parked in their trunk inside of three minutes. Just for grins, I passed the little sedan between curves, boogied away and never saw that car again. I swear I heard Honey snort as we went by.

 
Midway down the Middle Fork is a pit stop called Banks. Get there early, and the roadside café serves cinnamon toast and eggs over easy to whitewater junkies and anyone else who stops by. But it was well past lunchtime, so I turned east up the tributary creek onto absolutely the best motorcycling pathway in existence anywhere: the road bypassing Crouch, through Garden Valley and Lowman. Idaho's Highway 21 fires up the south fork of the Payette River like a corkscrew rocket and leaps over Banner Summit at 7,056 feet, dropping into a high, wide and handsome mountain valley where Stanley is the only town big enough to spot on a map. After Stanley, it pelts through Obsidian, up over Galena Summit at 8,701 feet, and cascades down through winding sweepers between the Sawtooth Mountains into Ketchum.

 
Late sun still roasted the ground when I stopped at the Chevron station in Garden Valley. That station is in exactly the right place, just as I remembered from hustling a Yamaha V-Max — a porky muscle bike with a huge engine that handles like a greased anvil and hides an undersized fuel tank beneath its seat — through here several years back. Slicked up in kit-matched leathers, I wasn't packing much heavier than a credit card on that trip. A young guy with long hair, squiring a camp-packed Slash Five BMW, sneered wordlessly over the pumps at me back then. We evidently didn't see eye-to-eye on the "no bad motorcycles" theory.

 
Bike on centerstand, tankful of hi-test jet fuel, squeegeed the bugs off my face shield, checked the oil: standard drill. Clucked over my Michelins, which were balding quickly (rear) and badly checked (front), but holding air like champions. Well, that's what inner tubes are for — and repair kits. Found a tap and a shortie hose near the restrooms to soak down my t-shirt and bandana again, almost snapping into hallucinations from the icy bite. That's mountain water, by God!

 
Dripping my way back to the pumps, I ran into a man who didn't ask the standard, "What year is that bike?"

 
"Is that the 'S' model?" Fair question. Honey's German silver fender jewelry, identifying her as the fearsome 42-bhp powerhouse that is "R69-S," hasn't survived the years. "I really like those," he remarked in a mild voice. "Yours looks good."

 
"I can't take any credit," I shucked. "My step-dad's done the care and feeding for over 20 years."

 
"So it's not restored?"

 
"No, she's not. Maybe someday, when I feel rich."

 
"Don't do it! Listen, that bike's in great shape. It's worth a lot more with original paint. They were meant to be ridden, I think.

 
"I have a couple of old bikes myself."

 
"Really?" Disinterested, I wanted to move on. Everybody has a story, an opinion, a posterior gastrointestinal excretory pore. "What kind of bikes?"

 
He was driving a rusty compact pickup, painted white, toting dirty flower pots in the back. His white hair wisped under his hat brim like a captive fog.

 
"Well . . .," he said, "I actually have about 60 motorcycles. Some of them are BMWs. I also have some Whizzers and old Harleys and things. They mostly all run. 

 
"I have 75 acres up the road, grow flowers and ornamentals for the big homes. Mostly poinsettias, lately."

 
Sixty motorcycles? Now there's a singular man. Also single, most likely. 

 
 "You should stop by sometime." That I should. I gave him Paul's number, in case he ever needs head work done, and bid him farewell. Forgot to write down his name, of course, or get a number. Or an address. Or a business name. I sure wish that weren't so typical of me.

 
He left the station before I got my helmet on, depriving me of the chance to show off Honey's good-natured one-kick lightoff. Seven miles up the road, I caught up with his cruddy pickup just as he turned off the highway toward a bank of greenhouses on the hillside. Guess I'll just have to ride Route 21 again sometime, and visit that fellow. I waved big, and kept riding.

 
Something about that road just encourages misbehavior. Despite reminding myself that there was no one around to police up my bleeding scraps if I blew a corner, despite the gathering dusk, and despite my time away from the saddle, we sailed up that closed-in-winter road like water splashing magically uphill. A twist on Honey's factory-stock steering damper cut down on the chassis wiggles induced by the forty-pound pack lashed to her rear rack, and I made the most of the dappled daylight remaining to us. It's not safe and I know it, but I always ride faster into the twilight.

 
So speed-addled was I when we crested Banner Summit that I kept edging over 80 mph across the high mountain valley of Sawtooth National Recreation Area — imprudent on a bike whose high-speed harmonic balancer went by the wayside long ago due to an endemic tendency to self-destruct every 2,000 miles. Big speed is also tough on the driveline seals. I would find gear oil hemorrhaged onto the back rim that night.

 
From my last gas stop in Stanley, it was a smooth drop into Ketchum, the town that is the real heart of "Sun Valley." It's a long, contemplative sunset in the summer there if you're pelting southwest toward the western limit of Mountain Time. The sun was arching orange flames over the Sawtooths, and I took full advantage of the purple mountains' majesty.

 
My brother Peter was waiting for me when I rolled up. I hadn't seen him in almost five years. Around five-foot seven, he can crush bowling balls in his hands. He gave me a rib-shattering bear hug, even though I was dripping with high-altitude bug juice.

 
"Dude! Where have YOU been?"

 
"Long story, bro."

 
"Yeah, I guess so. Are you all right?"

 
"Pretty much. Getting there, anyway."

 
Pete's gotten to be a wheel in the Sun Valley area, way ahead of his big brother when it comes to career tracking. But he wouldn't talk business while I was there.

 
"Your mission here is to rest, relax, and have fun." Which, ably abetted by Pete and his general manager Jim from Brooklyn ("How YOU doin'!"), I did. There are no weekdays in Ketchum during the summer — nor, I guess, during the winter. It's a full-throttle party town. For three days straight, we sampled its wares.

 
On our third night of semi-pro drinking, I found or made a reason to get back on the bike and ride out of there. After we closed down Whiskey Jacques, the loudest place in town, yelling various good nights to people we either knew or didn't, a young man across the street took sudden and vocal exception to our presence. My little brother, to his everlasting credit, turned and walked away. I stumbled along behind him. It was his town.

 
But the fella wouldn't let it lay, and when he came after us, I turned and took three steps back toward him. I have conceived a strong distaste for people charging up behind me. I pawed for a weapon to stand him off, and came up with a handful of nothing.

 
What the hell was I doing, walking around without my carbine?

 
Once in a far-off alleyway, a drunken Iraqi policeman yanked out a 9mm Glock, just like one I have at home, one that we U.S. taxpayers bought for him. He was way too close to the soldier I was overwatching, and he came skinny-close to earning a 5.56mm reprimand before he threw up his hands and showed me his ID. Infantry soldiers assigned to that sector laughed at me: "Hey, he's one of the good guys.

 
"Ibrahim's cool. He's just drunk."

 
Later, that same cop went rogue for real. He was detained by U.S. forces after shooting up civilians in his own city. He murdered five outright that day, members of a competing tribe. Shot them in the face. Three were women. Maybe Ibrahim was just drunk again.

 
This meth-addled local was no terrorist, just punked by badly managed testosterone that snapped him into junior high-style, chimpanzee-territorial mode. He probably would have jumped around, waved his arms and gibbered. Not much more. He was just trying to impress his girlfriend, but I haven't the patience to sort faux threats from real.

 
He twitched a punch toward me. I laid him out flat with a straight right that neutralized the threat.

 
From half a block up, my brother arrived in two or three seconds. We recovered my specs, left the guy sleeping peacefully, and exfiltrated the AO without the old t-shirt that his girlfriend shredded off my back. Acceptable losses.

 
The next day, on attorney's advice, I left Idaho. Abandoning plans to wash and wax the bike, I settled for a quick oil top-up of the shaft, and hasty packing. Who was coming up behind me now?

 
The journey home turned bleary. My hand ached, but I couldn't pull my glove on over an Ace bandage, so I ignored it. My perfectly fitted Arai helmet suddenly felt too small, and the pounding in my ears seemed to echo off its liner. 

 
I changed Honey's oil that night in La Grande, Oregon. Froze my ass the next morning until stopping by the Pendleton Woolen Mills and scoring a thick wool offcut —for two bucks! — to use as a scarf.

 
I bought 2001 Reserve Merlot for Lily at Columbia Crest Winery around Paterson, Washington; crossed myself at the Stonehenge WWI memorial overlooking the John Day Dam where my granddad had kept the books; crossed the river again to buy gas at Biggs, Oregon.

 
After being blown around like a leaf by triple semis blasting by at 80 per, I had abandoned my original idea of droning straight back on the superslab, and instead wended west on Highway 14 along the north bank of the Columbia Gorge until breaking abruptly north through White Salmon along State Route 141 and on into the Gifford Pinchot National Forest, where I have been lost before. 

 
Honey and I nosed our way northward through to State Route 12 at Randle without incident, except to cough out her mirror glass on a twelve-mile stretch of bumpy dirt. A real "standard" can be ridden anywhere, I think.

 
West from Randle to Morton, then north by northwest through McKenna, where we own a rarely visited woodlot, into Yelm and along SR 510 into Washington's capitol. In Olympia, I collected the name of an excellent VA counselor from a friend who was once court-martialed by the Marine Corps while he lay in a coma. He woke up, against all predictions, and pushed their shamed faces to the wall. Now he's a medically retired sergeant, all-around crazy Irishman and beloved friend, married to another beloved friend. We ordered pizza, talked for hours. For at least the third time, Rusti and Sean proved to be better friends than I have earned.

 
And so on to Seattle, to home. At ten of midnight, I dug a carefully interred house key out of my bug-smeared jacket, quietly opened the door, and walked straight into the arms of my wife.

 
"I missed you," she said into my shoulder, holding tightly, but I could not speak. Warm is the woman who welcomes you home.

 
None of this may make a lot of sense now, thumb-typed with a padded aluminum splint bandaged onto my broken throttle hand, through the fog of my elastic memory, coruscated through crisscrosses of grief, panic, warmth, nostalgia, paranoia and love.

 
I'm home again, back from long blue roads, from wars abroad; back to the jihads of internal struggle and marital strife and off-site parenting. I have a business to build, a household to husband, a heart to heal. I have a cat who rides on my left shoulder and growls into my ear when I put a foot wrong. Everything familiar is here, but I see it all new, through wondering eyes, as though I were a Japanese tourist fending off this shocking reality with a battery of loaded Nikons.

 
I will carry no weapon, because I am not afraid — but I miss my rifle every day.

 
Being not-dead makes decisions and actions imperative. It's not me who caused the war to kill my brothers. It's not me who hides behind yellow car magnets, or picket signs; not me who asserts that we may not discuss war until it's over and the dead are counted and stacked — or that moral justice demands irrational, emotional reaction. Those protestations, those loud assertions are a luxury earned for (not by) the privileged many; earned lately by 2,000 men and women who authentically learned what it is to leave it all on the field.

 
I took my chances, spun the wheel, prayed every day to bring my guys back alive. They came back scuffed but whole, and I'm back, too. After a long swim under burning waters, I surfaced beyond the flaming slick to gulp cool, northwest air into my urgent lungs. 

 
It's time to be off now. Time to get started, time to get unstuck. My war fighting days, my bar fighting days are behind me. I need to stop looking back there, head into the wind and make progress forward. I find myself once again a live man, at large in the broad world.

 
And once again, there's a motorcycle parked in my garage. Could be time to get that idle set just right.




Calling in the Nine-Line

 
This column is addressed to combat veterans. If you're not in that group, turn the page now. Nothing here will be explained to your satisfaction.

 
Listen up, people. You need to stop using my favorite sport to decimate my only respectable peer group.

 
Picture of a soldier ready to die, as outlined on the U.S. Army Combined Arms Center safety blog: male, grade E-4 or E-5, 20 to 24 years old. Redeployed for less than six months, SGT Snuffy crashes his high-speed-low-drag sportbike and sounds off "dead" at his next formation.

 
It's so safe here in the Land of the Free that it feels wrong all the time, and some of us go looking for risk just to remember what it feels like to punch the Reaper in the beak. As my former gunner said the other night, "It's like, what're ya gonna do — kill me?" He rides a 2009 GSXR 750 with a pipe and a Power Commander.

 
We already walked through the world's worst neighborhoods with bullseyes painted on our chests and drove every single highway to Hell in dog-slow trucks with hillbilly armor. We look twice at things most Americans never even notice. We check the pattern. We watch for movement.

 
The only enemy capable of putting us down is... us.

 
There was a different guy in my detachment. We'll call him "Hi-Speed." Hi-Speed was impatient with our training. He thought it was weak.

 
The rest of us just held Hi-Speed back. Hell, all of USASOC held him back, especially when it issued us M16A2 "muskets" instead of carbines. Then one day at Ft. Bragg, our spankin' new M4s showed up, complete with ACOGs. Hi-Speed "got wood" (yeah, I'm quoting him), but Hi-Speed was ate up like a soup sandwich.

 
He shot our only one and only bolo. Turned out it wasn't about the Cool Guy rifle after all. It was about training. It was about keeping your shot group tight.

 
If you redeploy, throw your SRB down on a hyperbike and set out to see how fast you can cane it down the road, you're likely to go down like a sack of hammers and crashing is messed up. Crashing is a No-Go.

 
Big Boy Rules apply. Walk into a motorcycle dealership with a fistful of folding green freedom and they won't talk you down from that Hayabusa or Streetfighter — not in this economy. Their job is to sell bikes, not take care of the troops. Yet those bikes deserve the same respect, training and professional awareness as a weapon — and you never got issued weapons without serious training.

 
The most at-risk riders in the military community are risk-tolerant, adrenaline-juicing combat professionals — airborne, jarheads, PJs and door kickers of every persuasion. You know who you are. Guys with wings and tabs and combat badges. Cocky guys who know some stuff.

 
CQB and CLS training doesn't make you a better rider, and being a vet might just make you a worse one. Yeah, I went there. You can be the best Mk 19 gunner who ever walked, but it won't keep your cheek off the pavement if you outride your motorcycle skill set. 

 
You're either the best or you're not. Dying on bikes more easily than squishy civilians is not evidence of being "the best." 

 
The Joint Service Safety Council identified motorcycle safety and training as the number one non-combat safety concern across all services. Why? Because the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety estimates annual U.S. rider fatalities at around 7.5 per 10,000 — but for the Marine Corps, that rate runs almost 10 in 10,000. In 2008, we lost more Marines to motorcycle accidents than to hajji action. 

 
Unacceptable.

 
An old cadence runs like this: If I die in a combat zone, box me up and ship me home. Pin my medals upon my chest. Tell my mama I did my best!

 
There are no medals for sliding under an SUV and crushing your chest, none for smacking a Jersey barrier and bruising the one and only brain you'll ever get issued. Pending a line of duty investigation, you could even be denied your medical benefits or death gratuity if you weren't properly trained and equipped. Will they tell your mama you did your best, or just quietly hand her a hospital bill alongside the folded flag?

 
Most commands have long prohibited riding on- or off-post without passing an approved motorcycle safety course. Rider courses are FREE for active duty, so go sign up if you're still in. Bring a protective jacket, retro-reflective vest, quality helmet, solid boots and riding gloves or they'll send you back to try again later.

 
Already know it all? Try a higher level course, tough guy. Some army posts and all naval bases now require MSF's Military Sportbike RiderCourse if you want to ride a sporting machine. And you do want to ride a sportbike, even if you don't know that yet. As Lawrence of Arabia put it, "A skittish motor-bike with a touch of blood in it is better than all the riding animals on earth."

 
The army even springs for virtual reality immersion courses. Emplaced at Camp As Sayliyah, Qatar, the Honda Safe Motorcyclist Awareness and Recognition Trainer (SMARTrainer), a kind of flight simulator for bikes, helps prepare redeploying soldiers for the realities of Stateside riding in mixed environments. 

 
CONUS bases host motorcycle safety rallies like Ft. Hood's Phantom Thunder and Ft. Gillem's First Army Commander Safety Ride. The army also cribbed a rider mentoring program from the air force. 

 
Former 500cc world champion and superbike guru Kevin Schwantz has become a Pentagon spokesman for rider training, and 2006 MotoGP champ Nicky Hayden films military safety spots funded by the American Motorcycle Industry Council. The services are spending money, forging alliances and working hard to drive down off-duty accidents, so do your part.

 
What about prior service road casualties? Nobody tracks the number of skitchy vets who pop smoke on bikes. Freshly released from General Order Number One with money to burn, adjustment issues and no chain of command to shove the cork back in the bottle, we don't need no stinkin' safety course. Hell, we can ride better drunk than civilians could ride on their best freakin' day. We got... we got situational awareness! And fine, fast bikes.

 
To crib from Lance Armstrong, it's not about the bike. What kind of rider are you? What kind of man are you? 

 
Something different than you were before you got shot at, blown up, mortared, fragged. Traumatic brain injuries and PTSD etch permanent physical changes into your thinking apparatus. If you have trouble remembering things, lose your way sometimes or your temper a lot, fight with strangers or stay on edge all the time, don't try to work it out at 130 mph on the causeway. Go see someone at the VA and get in touch with your inner amygdala. The counselors there know a few things that you need to learn. And practice.

 
While you're at it, take a rider training course. Practice that, too. Ride more, suck less.

 
I'm no holier than thou. Every stupid thing you could do on a motorcycle, I've probably done twice. I've ridden like a jackass on public roads, failed to PMCS my equipment, gone "just around the block" for a few hours with no pro gear because it was hot out. Like hot is some big deal...

 
I've ridden twisted, too. Fast and hard. I didn't care what happened, and I liked not caring. I wanted to ride so blindingly fast into the night that it would all drop away behind me and I would be clean again, and free. I couldn't hurt anyone but myself so it was okay...

 
Don't do that. It's not the way home. Someone I care for very much asked me not to do it anymore. She reminded me that I would hurt my people that way and maybe someone else's people, too. For that reminder, I bless her every day. 

 
Someone cares for you, too — maybe someone you haven't met yet. Don't blow that chance. You have a duty to the future.

 
Find a racetrack or a superbike school, and do your need for speed right. Go ride up the canyon with your buddies without setting the interstate lap record. Get a dirt bike and hit the desert races, or screw on supermoto rims and scare yourself silly skittering around paved courses. Don't use the public road to show everybody what a bad motor scooter you can be.

 
We already know what a badass you are. Thank you for being that when you were called — we couldn't have had anyone better. Thank you for not being that around my family, and for not using my favorite sport to take yourself out of the gene pool.

 
When the best of Americans smear themselves into wet, red stripes it doesn't just embarrass us. It defeats us, and I hate losing. I served with winners and earned the right to ride with you. So vets, tighten up your shot group.

 
Going out in a bright white bang, still young enough to make a good looking corpse, may sound more honorable than slow death in suburbia, surrounded by peace-fattened civilians, but you know that "slow death" you're worried about? It's called "life."

 
You earned some.




Slow, Ugly and Indestructible as an AK47

 
As many do, I know a guy. 

 
Ivan is a mechanic from Russia. He keeps a shop in Kenmore, a greasy tatterdemalion of parts bins, overflowing tool drawers and half-corpses of intended and unintended donor machines where he'll fix anything with wheels. Like sausage-grinding, his work is no spectator sport for the squeamish.

 
"In Russia," Ivan tells me, dropping his mask and firing up the torch for an acetylene death match with an '84 Caddy, "everything is shit, shit... nothing but shit! We learn to make shit good."

 
Which brings us to our subject, the Ural. Ural is famous for three things: obsolete electrics, massive build and low performance — but that's the Ural electric guitar. 

 
Like Yamaha, Ural's name appears on musical instruments. Like Kawasaki, there are Ural generators and industrial equipment; like Honda and Suzuki, the global Ural hegemony (!) has produced cars and trucks as well. All of these products appear carelessly tuned to a vast sucking sound.

 
The motorcycle bears a richer story, starting with its curious provenance. Competing stories exist. Enthusiast mythmakers recount a tale of five BMW R71s purchased through Sweden (an equal-opportunity collaborator) and subsequently reverse-engineered by Soviet intelligentsia.

 
The prosaic version is that BMW re-tooled for its new R75 and passed off its obsolete R71 production line to the Sovs as part of the Molotov/Ribbentrop Pact, a non-aggression treaty signed in 1939 that resulted in various other technology transfers, including equipment to build the Opel Kadett K-38 car.

 
The R75 successor model represented the state of mid-century engineering art with a locking differential, hydraulic brakes and a dual-range final drive. When the Wehrmacht drove across the Soviet frontier just two years after Hitler's wink and a nod to Stalin, they were saddled up on these refined chariots with meticulously machined MP-42 Maschinengewehren traverse-mounted to the noses of their sidecars.

 
Prior to the blitzkrieg, the Soviets (nèe Russians) had hastily tooled up a Moscow production facility and cranked out several hundred straight copies of the predecessor R71 bearing non-driven sidecars, cable brakes and a single final drive ratio. Designated M-72, they were dead simple and field-repairable by farm boys.

 
Cossacks brandishing stamped-steel PPSh submachine guns clanked out to meet the foe on their atavistic steeds, determined to prevent the Fatherland penetrating Mother Russia. War with Nazi Germany cost the Soviets some 23 million casualties — nearly 14 percent of their population.

 
By the time Operatsiya Bagration pushed the Germans out for good in 1944, the Soviets' motorcycle production had been moved from the ZIS auto manufactory in Moskow to a safe location in an Irbitzk brewery near the base of the Ural mountains, and Irbitskiy Mototsikletniy Zavod (IMZ) had delivered 9,799 military hacks to Russian recon troops.

 
The IMZ/Ural plant continued to supply army materièl until the late 1950s, when Ukraine's Kiev Motorcycle Plant (KMZ) took over Red Army supply and IMZ switched to civilian output. As in Britain, postwar economics made sidecar rigs attractive alternatives to cars and trucks — although how this could possibly be true in western Siberia, where the Ural plant is located, is something you'd have to ask a qualified Russian.

 
In 1964 the Soviet army received updated rigs from Kiev with 750cc, overhead-valve engines and driven sidecar wheels and could finally claim they'd nearly matched the engineering mark set by the Germans a quarter-century before (still no selectable-range final drive, though). Those Ukrainian-built bikes, called Dnepr, are out of production and included here primarily to confuse you, good reader.

 
Further muddying the waters, in 1957 the M-72 specs and molds were sold to China. Thousands of 750cc, 22-bhp "Dneprs" were built by Chang Jiang for military and civilian applications. Seeing dozens of them in and around Beijing, each one reverently sidewalk-parked alongside streets teeming with scooters, donkey carts, bicycles, imposing Mercedes and tiny vans, I wondered how many Chinese privates were beaten bloody when they couldn't get their vehicles moving.

 
Between the Russians, the Ukrainians and the Chinese, some 3.2 million of these commie Clydesdales — the AK47 of adventure touring — have been delivered worldwide. Bizarrely, that may just make the R71 derivative BMW's most successful model.

 
So what about these modern-day Urals? When Tom Lynott started importing them through Washington as a kind of moto-novelty in 1994, they were so unreliable that he simply rebuilt them at the distributorship. The bikes broke anyway, but accrued a merry following.

 
According to Madina Merzhoyeva, an employee from the wayback Ural America days who now serves as Vice President of Sales & Marketing to current corporate iteration Irbit MotorWorks of America, "Those bikes were pretty much a project for the garage."

 
Now under private ownership, IMZ still forges bikes in their repurposed brewery, but leaner times mandate crisper efficiencies and new focus. No longer a weapons platform or light farm truck, the Ural combination is marketed primarily to Western markets as a kind of full-scale Dinky Toy — simple, decorative and built of solid steel. The customer cohort is no longer cranky old komendatura with billion-ruble budgets, but newly-minted grandfathers who buy a bike for cash. Compared to a Harley-Davidson Ultra, Urals are cheap by the pound. Annual deliveries now hover in the hundreds, not the hundreds of thousands.

 
To raise the quality bar for new markets, by 2007 Ural had become a "world bike." While a three-foot tool roll and roadside wrenchability still lead the features list, the factory incorporated a long roster of foreign-sourced bits to cut down on the number of times you have to break out that roll. Per Merzhoyeva, 14 countries now contribute components.

 
From Japan, 770 watts of Nippon Denso bright-think replace the crumbly Russian alternator and Keihin supplies the carbs. Ignition by Ducati and a floating Brembo up front grant Italianate suaveness if you squint until the tears come. Solidifying the Axis triumvirate, gears are now cut by KTM's Austrian supplier Herzog. In a Cold War rapprochement, the wiring harness is U.S.-designed and Chinese-built.

 
Power is also expected now, and the Ural has... some. Chrome cylinder liners and 8.6:1 compression pound out 40 raging bhp on 91 octane fuel. Sporting only two fewer ponies than a 1954 Triumph Tiger Cub 110, the Patrol model's recommended top speed is 62 mph — actually pretty good for a military vehicle. I drove M151 army "Mutts" in the mid-80s, and those things were spooky over 40 mph.

 
 Which underscores the obvious: This is your grandfather's Oldsmobile. Urals are clunky, low-tech, retro... and delightful. Exterior styling, frame and bodywork belie its modernized innards.

 
The spare tire mounted over the Ural's boot shows Model A Ford charm, and its leading link front suspension is more steampunk than reruns of Wild Wild West. It's the only production vehicle simultaneously as agricultural as a Massey-Ferguson and frivolous as a parade float, guaranteeing more social intercourse than 30 grand worth of turbo Haya-blinga. Squids, soccer moms and O.C. chopper wannabes all grin at Stalin's Revenge.

 
Slow down to enjoy the scenery on a sportbike, and some jackass hustling his four-by to the pose lot will blast you right off the road. Do it on a cruiser, and some jackass on a sportbike will do the same thing — but feel free to just amble along on a Ural. People will smile and wave.

 
Ural rigs are delivered in three configurations. The Tourist, with non-driven sidecar wheel, is the basic goodness. Patrol models — default color Subaru Forester green — are fortified with sidecar drive. The Gear-Up and Sahara are camo-painted, post-apocalyptic survivalist vehicles based on the Patrol. 

 
We shall not speak of the carless Ural Wolf, chopperized spawn described by factory literature as "a wild child created from an unconventional union between the Ural factory and the Russian Night Wolves biker club," as it makes your faithful correspondent want to stick forks in his eyes. Unconventional union, indeed.

 
Compared to a 1967 Vanagon, Ural's tech sheet is awe-inspiring. There's a real disk brake on the front wheel (rear, car and spare wheels have matching drums), a boot suitable for unlimited picnicking, and a selectable reverse gear. 

 
Forty horsepower may not be much for roll-on poke, but when backing half a ton of loaded hack uphill it beats Hell out of a Gold Wing's starter motor. Ural is likely the world's fastest motorcycle in reverse.

 
Reverse isn't the only lever mounted alongside the exposed driveshaft and its truck-like u-joint. On Ural's Patrol, Gear-Up and Sahara models, a lever near the rear drive engages a driveshaft to the sidecar wheel for solid-axle, 2WD traction that converts it into a sort of Jeep with a zero-slip rear end. It should be rigorously avoided on pavement unless you've dispensed with the notion of intentional steering, but in a notorious Craigslist swap, a Ural Patrol is said to have replaced Alaska's gubernatorial jet.

 
The Ural is a go-kart, a poseur's pet, a jeep, a startlingly effective chick magnet... even makes perfect French fries! This critter defines its own niche as uniquely as a tole-painted half-track.

 
More specs: three nineteen-inch alloy-hubbed steel rims (plus a spare); four speeds forward (plus reverse); five Sachs shock absorbers; six inches of ground clearance. Valve seats are hardened for crappy unleaded fuel (91 octane), and thanks to some early prototyping by Seattle Guzzi dealer Moto International, electric start complements the old reliable kick lever.

 
A comprehensible fuse block — no CAN-BUS nonsense here — mounts handily under the car's cowl. Romantic absurdity once lurked in an aircraft-style master electrical switch under the saddle, but the upgraded wiring harness no longer admits of constant small losses while parked. Also missing from the crank-up routine is turning on the gas, as Urals now feature vacuum petcocks.

 
"Now people don't fix them," said Merzhoyeva. "They ride them."

 
Still, the motorcycles remain rough, ready and cobblestone-simple. 

 
Some bikes are made to be worked on at the dealership with specialty tools, others you can tackle in your garage. A Ural is meant to be repaired in a bar pit, using only its onboard toolkit, a cornucopia of canvas-wrapped chrome including every wrench you need to get below the base gaskets plus full-scale tire irons, touch-up paint, tire pump and even work gloves.

 
Despite recently extended service intervals, Urals demand commitment. A factory maintenance manual (happily available in English) is strongly recommended, but chores are straightforward and the tinkering is pleasant work. If you can cold-start your own lawn mower, you'll be fine — but if you report to your dealership for tire pressure checks, try a different bike.

 
A Gear-Up package won't impress the kid jonesing to screw blue neon pose lights and a Hot Bodies undertail onto his R6, but will bring a smile to anyone who remembers Rat Patrol on afternoon TV. Decked out with shovel, spotlights, red-starred ammo box, camouflage tonneau and a jerry can, the Gear-Up appears as grittily self-sufficient as a Land Rover Carawagon. Mount a winch, lifting shackles and a crew-served weapon and you could head straight for the front lines.

 
Of course, you could go the other way and shun drab camo for the carousel colorations available to the Tourist buyer (this year's options are bright red, glossy black or maroon) or the tuxedo-sharp Retro in pinstriped black.

 
The Tourist I rode was dolled up by factory pin striper Svetlana Zyryanova in gzhel, a fluidly hallucinogenic Russian folk art reminiscent of scrimshaw crossed with Delft ceramics. Hard-bitten Cossack Corps lineage notwithstanding, it's the frilliest bike I've ever ridden.

 
Ran nicely, too, subject to one small glitch. The bike lit right off with the choke plungers drawn out, but only after some quick nutdriver action to reinstall an intake manifold that fell off the left side carburetor at 53 miles of recorded travel. Like a trusty old Shovelhead, obsessive attention to fasteners may reduce such inconvenient back-outs. Also like an old H-D, nearly every bolt on the rig can be duplicated at any decent hardware store — or found in that rusty coffee can on your garage shelf.

 
And then I was off into the world, bobbing and weaving and waving at girls, as enthralled with the moment as Mr. Toad barrel-assing through the Wild Wood in a pink Cadillac convertible.

 
Town or countryside, poking around on Urals is a full-immersion experience, and not just due to the sundry social distractions lumped under the heading of "UDF" (Ural Delay Factor). Herding a hack is something like riding a motorcycle but steering a light truck — right up until the third wheel flies and you're countersteering all over again.

 
Sidecar inertia makes the rig pull right on acceleration and dart into oncoming traffic under braking loads. "Pull away, come together" is a useful mnemonic, but good luck remembering it in a picosecond. Like any flavor of motorcycling, it's best to practice correctly until muscle memory becomes reliable. Pretty soon, you find yourself automatically fudging the bars to the right every time you declutch for an upshift.

 
On the road, our Ural toddled along cheerfully, cheating slightly to one side or the other whenever the radius of the road crown shifted — ever wonder why hacked bikes lean left on the level? — occasionally frisking a bit on right turns, and asking little more of its rider than hanging off in turns like a Columbia Gorge windsurfer. I sustained semi-permanent sidecar marks on my butt from performing right-handers with the car unladen.

 
The new gearbox, orders of magnitude improved over a few years back, shifts about as well as a 1978 Kawasaki Z-1 that was only drag-raced by a little old lady on Sundays. Neutral is easily found — frequently well north of second gear — but the neutral indicator is elusive.

 
The massive front suspension felt immune to side loads, allowing me to spin along with the sidecar flying at its balance point of around 40 degrees, wheel cocked up in the air like the hind leg of an insouciant hound. Easier than wheelying and you can do it at a sedate 20 mph all the way down your block, cheerfully saluting perplexed neighbors with an unobstructed view of your undercarriage.

 
Riding down in the sidecar is a separate reality. People and dogs often giggle about it, but then some people pay to be flogged with knotted cords. I generally prefer to keep my whip hand on the throttle, but sometimes it's your turn in the barrel...

 
Tipping the windshield forward raises the chrome grab rail out of your way. Once ensconced, the rail drops across your lap like the safety bar at Six Flags over Siberia and off you scoot, chair monkey for a day. Legroom is generous and weather protection excellent, but you pell-mell along with the fatalistic resignation of a mosquito in a twister. Throwing your mitts into the air and squealing like an eight year-old girl does enhance the affair, but when I did that, ride wrangler Sergei admonished me firmly in Russian: "Keep your hands and arms inside the car at all times."

 
The more riding experience you have, the more readaptation is required for the business end of a hack. Pushing the front end is perfectly acceptable, and with a little practice you can slide the tail with fine control even at walking speeds. One sidecar show-off trick is to spin it into a curbside parking spot and wind up facing the street, then nonchalantly hop off and walk away whistling. Properly done, a Ural will rotate inside its own length.

 
Tales of the cultic legions of Ural assume the patina of legend: A couple with two Great Danes who bought a pair of Tourist rigs to leave no dog behind. A P.U.D. worker who threw a chainsaw and come-along into his Patrol and went out to clear roads in a blizzard when the county trucks couldn't move.

 
What won't the Ural faithful try? Not much. In the lobby of IMZ sits a streamlined Ural on which Fredda Cole earned a fistful of land speed records in 2001. 

 
I always thought sidecars were for lazy old fat guys. Turns out I needn't have waited that long. It's more physically draining to push a hack to modest speeds than to ride a streetbike fast, and it requires equal concentration. No matter your riding experience, the first time a sidecar shows its badger-like teeth it will command your utmost attention. There's nothing like floating into the oncoming lane of a busy arterial intersection to jack your pupils right open.

 
And that's entertainment. Feeling jaded by $10,000.00, 100-horse literbikes? Try a $13,000, 40-horse, 2WD bikeosaurus. Riding a Ural — to the store, to the mountaintop, to the symphony with your sweetie, to the middle of nowhere with your dog wearing goggles — may not convert you to a babbling sidecar proselyte, but it will permanently expand the way you look at motorcycles.

 
Crank 'er up with the button, or use the kick lever if you feel nostalgic (and why wouldn't you?). The Ural sits panting like a puppy with a ball, slyly inviting you to go play outside.

 
Listen to those valves tick. Are they counting away your dead-end life, or calling you to go seek your misfortune? Excuse me a moment...

 
I need to go find out for myself.




They Were Beautiful, These Sidecars in the Mist

 
Tire warmers were insufficient. Pushing through our 27-degree fogbank, I wanted asphalt warmers. A lousy morning to be up on two wheels, but just right for sidecar frolics.

 
Boeing Space Center hosts several ranges of riding instruction administered by the Evergreen Safety Council. Holding the contract for Washington State motorcycle safety instruction, Evergreen is the elegant avenue to buffing up your endorsement collection. Completion card in hand, you belly up to the DoL counter, pay 25 bucks for yet another lousy picture and walk away with another skill set franked onto your license.

 
Once you pass the course.

 
Evergreen's S/TEP (Sidecar/Trike Education Program) instructors are serious people packing a detailed syllabus. Riding a three-wheeler isn't rocket science, but it's remarkably unlike any two-wheel experience. Like SCUBA or skydiving, you must absorb unnatural knowledge — tip line equations, accelerating against your brakes, and sudden shifts from truck steering to countersteering.

 
Like college, there's no money-back guarantee. For 125 bucks, you get a one-weekend opportunity — come rain, shine or hyperborean fog — to grasp something new and demonstrate competence. 

 
Can't hack it? Try again in a few months. Because this constituted my only chance to S/TEP up before a planned Ural adventure, I paid close attention to primary instructor "Krash" and tried not to smart off too much.

 
Starting with ballast monkeys, we progressed through basic turning and braking to complex maneuvers, throttle-brake balancing and emergency evasions. Once our monkeys climbed out, vehicle dynamics instantly became less balanced and more interesting. Like youth soccer, swerving a sidecar outfit amuses onlookers more than participants.

 
I spent my weekend on a Ural Tourist, a demilitarized (i.e. no machine gun mount) Soviet army M-72 sidecar rig. The beast carries more ferrous metal than our hatchback, and a pair less horsepower than my 1969 BMW "Slash Two." Fortunately, our instructors were good enough to point out where the transitions lurked between "riding" and "driving," because this was like no motorcycling I've ever done.

 
Left turns — performed on the gas with front Brembo dragging, power wheel spinning and car wheel drifting — were a cross between snowmobile shredding and sprint car driving. Hard rights were like wrestling, ever so politely, with an amorous alpha sow. You do not want to wear a hat with a 717-lb. dry weight.

 
After a written exam on Saturday night, we took the performance evaluation around noon on Sunday so the instructors could cut our two trike guys loose, then proceeded to dessert: flying the car.

 
That part is a curriculum bonus, not a testable item. Lofting the hack, like spinning an aircraft or sliding a motorcycle, is something you can either practice under control or learn on your way to the crash site.

 
Finding the balance point to live that long, delicious moment as a gravity scofflaw is epiphanic. So nerdy it's cool, it's the white guy's funky chicken. Cage drivers are outraged by sidecar riders lifting their leg at the world. It looks like cheating.

 
Maybe, on a bleak January day featuring black ice on the road, it really is.




The Longest Journey Begins with a Modest-Displacement Step

 
It wasn't the Harley Sprint that I blasted down the parkway at Evergreen State College, sneering through the bugs in my teeth at the poor collegiate denizens trapped in the smoky confines of their microbuses. Nor was it the pur sang IT (for "international trials," dontcha know) that did its pipey best to cripple your devoted scribe.

 
No, it was a mannerly, medium blue Yamaha of the "enduro" persuasion. "Enduro" is an archaic term that used to mean, "I can ride this damn thing anywhere." They're now called "dual-sports." That seems... limiting.

 
I bounced on its black loaf seat in the parking lot of my dad's business while he negotiated the price downward from several hundred to a few hundred dollars. By that evening, our garage sported a low-mileage DT175, the world's shiniest All Areas Pass.

 
The unbreakable engine had seven moving parts in a low state of tune, but a reed valve gave it a modicum of two-stroke cred. Six forward speeds were a 50 percent increase from our Harley's four-cog box. My maintenance ritual was to tank up, check the Autolube reservoir and go riding. If the battery was dead dry, I never noticed — the kick-starter and rectifier got the bike going just fine. If the uniblock tires were more or less round, I hopped on and went. Rode it for a year before I learned about chain lube, but it didn't make enough power to stretch the chain much.

 
Carpet never came more magical. The DT would putt through tight woods, wail up and down sandy quarries, and get me to school late every time. It had rear pegs and just enough seat for a date if she was lean, flexible and possessed of the requisite sparkle-eyed sense of adventure. You could ford a tank-high stream w/o stalling if you were reasonably expeditious about it.

 
What did I learn from the little blue Yammie? Sliding, for one. Half the riders I know these days have never ridden bikes off road. Consequently, the least slip wads their panties tight. That makes as much sense as a pilot who never takes spin training. Muscle memory is what you fall back on when only the seat of the pants will save your ass.

 
Wheelies and jumps, for another. Trivial goofiness it may be, but it was revelatory to a clumsy kid with bad balance that I could get away with those little stunts intact. My areas of teen competence were few. One, actually.

 
Safety gear was a big lesson, absorbed in the time-honored fashion from my dad: "If I see you on that bike without a helmet one more time, I'm selling it." Alrighty, then! Less hardheaded these days, I'm happy to be in the armored hat habit.

 
Respect for law enforcement. Not always for the law — our speed laws are criminally draconian — but for the guys who have to walk the line between humane and authoritarian behavior. I was pretty pissed about pushing my Yamaha three miles home after I got busted riding to freshman two-a-days, but it beat hell out of an impound. 

 
Lack of respect for limitations. That little bike was slower than a CB750 — unless you were dodging muddy roots. It wouldn't jump as high as an RM250, but I could ride mine to high school on the public roads (well, after I got my license and endorsement, anyway).

 
It was a real bike, with a real kick-starter, because that's how dreams are cranked.




Sullied, Spoiled and Gone to Seed

 
Always check magazines.

 
My antique Savage .32 automatic stows flat across the chest and travels well, with a gracefully nasty profile and no jagged steel to snag on the draw. Two mags should do it, each with a couple of snakeshot rounds up top, backed by eight Winchester Silvertips for enhanced tissue disruption on bigger game... no, wait. Security requirements should be low.

 
They had set me up for a full-house BMW factory gig, double-secret safety-checked and fully catered from soup to nuts to deep-chested Bavarian doppelbock. Legitimate staffers were booked solid with exciting new bikes, leaving not a bench warmer in sight to post-pre-review the pre-ridden F800GS that was already being delivered to buyers all over the country. Editor Catterson had already gone deep and bounced off the back of his Rolodex by the time I emailed him, whining about imaginary back pay from 2006, and inspiration hit: "Hey, Mikey... that dumb bastard'll eat anything!"

 
Wheat-tressed Valkyries in six hundred dollar pants, checking and double-checking, would delicately curlicue each scharfes S and punctiliously dot every punkt. Any snake found on the trail would suck a fangful of Zyklon B, the last thing its flicking tongue would ever smell in that arid Mormon rockpile. If pistols were required, I could expect to be issued a finely oiled Luger holstered onto a sleek, ankle-length leather overcoat...

 
Just a copy or two of Motorcyclist then, for the hard-core press credibility that's in it and a soft, glossy solution for any emergency trailside pit stops. Truly, it's the magazine best suited to any authentic adventurer's survival kit.

 
Taking me at my word when I threatened to ride the event in shredded Levis, piss-yellow ski goggles and tile setter's kneepads, the Editor set about making connections as though I weren't some back alley bike ronin.

 
Vaulting past our slavering hound, UPS rodeo clowns scampered lithely over felled Douglas firs in our front yard to deposit mysterious packages on the porch. From Western Powersports came the first off-road pants I've pulled on since I nearly tore off my lower left leg on a graveled road in Olympia, some three decades back. Things have changed since then.

 
Name be damned, Fieldsheer Mercury pants won't make me any more fleet of foot, not with these knees. But serious armor extending from over the kneecap to just about the top of the boot meant my knees might make it through the rock pile without mayhem. The pants zip all the way up the side and are stuffed with zip-out thermal liners lofted from the finest of first-shorn infant peach fuzz. Cozy!

 
There's more armor over the butt, not enough to make me the world's most callipygian white guy but enough wiggle for a little faux badonka-donk, thank you very much.

 
What to say about the Fieldsheer Adventure jacket? I'm late to the plastics party. It always struck me as the artificial answer to an unasked question, proper kit for boy-men with pocketsful of iPods and Palm Pilots and Blackberry pop tarts. It burst out of the bag looking like a puffy bench cushion for a metal-flake 70s jet boat, weighing in as heavy as my alt Schule Langlitz goatskin.

 
But lo, attend: how snuggly doth it drape! Pockets everywhere, including one perplexing pocket apparently sized for those cigarette three-packs once disseminated by heroin-chic honeys in downtown L.A. hotel lobbies. Spine-protected, weather-cuffed and lined with the same helium-infused infant furze as the Merc pants, it was toasty-soft from the first shrug-on. Once Pretty Wife showed me how to tighten the little snap bands that hold its elbow armor in place, I was all set.

 
Turns out, neither the jacket nor the pants were pedestrian Cordura apparel with Scotchlite retro-reflective and Gore-Tex waterproofing (o, simpleton!). They are, if I read the blizzard of tags correctly, "Carbolex," slathered with "Rainguard" and "Phoslite" (the baby fuzz, for its part, is neo-traditionalist 3M Thinsulate). It looked stout, felt fine and whispered the thrilling rustle of new gear.

 
One box should have produced a fabulous new Shoei Hornet DS cross-dressed, triple-jump, pilot-visored sport helmet, fully suitable for knights-errant of road and desert. Foreswearing a majestic plume, I would elect in favor of technology. Alas, it was not to be.

 
The Shoei never showed. At the last minute, I borrowed a decade-old, carbon fiber THH hat with screaming yellow graphics from Toucan, a 270-lb. Supermoto racer who promised to crush my head — inside the helmet — if I dinged it up.

 
Preparation is everything to the professional. Tearing into military surplus boxes overflowing with squandered taxes, I unearthed an NOS pair of "GOGGLES, SUN WIND AND DUST" from the Mine Safety Appliances Co. of Pittsburgh, PA to strap over Toucan's vintage brain can. Next, I clipped a PRM-101 infrared personnel recovery marker to a fresh 9V Eveready and lashed the tiny works to the side of my borrowed lid under a thick layer of combat acetate, sealed down with six turns of duct tape.

 
If I was gonna test a high-tech package of bucks-up gear, I was determined to test it properly and there was no point in trying to find my own way on the strait and rocky gauntlet they had planned for me. It would be up to the search and rescue helo to pull my smoking carcass out of the first abyss to yawn at me like a hooker at dawn... best not to piss anybody off, then. Not right away.

 
Yanking gear out all over the living room, I crow-hopped into my new pair of Red Sea-parting FLY Milepost boots and tugged on Fieldsheer Aquasport gloves, color-matched to the jacket and obviously suitable for snow machine moose hunting with Troy Palin.

 
No damn wonder we all think we're ready for the Long Way Around these days. The minute I stood royally attired in that kit, I felt bulletproof for the first time since before I got shot at. Mackin' like that, I clanked out the door in my new armor to chainsaw up a few limbs in the yard.

 
"Where are you going?," asked Pretty Wife.

 
"Gotta get some scuffs on these boots," I mumbled. "Credibility's not free, y'know."

 
"Stand still!," she snapped, snipping off the tags.

 
With riding gear firmly stuffed into a mammoth rolling case, I spared a fond last glance for my Savage, then stuffed it back under teenage Sonboy's fetid socks where no one has the witless courage to look. My name already blots every TSA watch list, and I knew from bruising experience that their extended queries would be sufficiently probing without the need to explain an eminently portable pistol, no matter how elegant or collectible.

 
Checklist mostly complete, then. Without the least qualification, I was saddling up for a sere encounter with desert solitaire, plonking along on a borrowed motorcycle, fully kitted out in someone else's clothes. Nothing left to do but pull on my Under Armour and run down to Laughing Buddha to have my blood type, social security number and the letters "ADV" tattooed onto my taint where the flames reach last...

 
Live to pose, pose to work.

 


 
There would be no way to get the straight story from smooth corporate flacks, chicly attired in BMW Santiago Suits over functional layers, and I wasn't about to talk to any middle-aged "re-entry riders" scrabbling after implanted memories of virility.

 
No. To get the real skinny, you go straight to the dealership, skirting warily past ownership, management, sales, and anyone wearing trademarked tasteful attire.

 
Gator, my usual tech connection, wasn't around — probably off beating more probies into his retro-Honda gang, where the beer flows like federal bailout money and you really do meet the nicest people — but Bernie Nipples saw me kicking at the demo GS that was sidestanded out front. Checking to make sure the general manager was hiding in his office and pretending not to goggle at porn clips, Bernie sidled out for a high five on the low down.

 
"The 650 has the same engine as the 800," he sneered. "Lower seat, weaker brakes, softer wheels. You don't want to jump it. 

 
"Weighs a little less, at least."

 
"So, basically a neatly gelded adventure Schwinn for whiny little girls and the elderly?"

 
"Ayep."

 
"Sign me up."

 
We watched a Nissan Flagship Battlewagon Armada, hi-viz yellow with dock bumper tires, idle carefully into the no-wake zone and drop anchor. Its silver-tipped pilot slid down the ratlines, programmed his surgically precise features to "gunfighter squint" and sauntered across the parking lot with an arthritic tough-guy strut.

 
"Must be inconvenient," I muttered, "driving around town in all that Gore-Tex and Cordura."

 
"He's here to buy a GS," Nipples answered. "They all drive those f$ckin' stupid things."

 
"Got any GSs in stock?"

 
"Nope."

 


 
I secretly hoped that the press people would stun us with a short, sharp application of the Munich mavens' narrow, nasty new "enduro," 450 cc's of barely street-legal power with a fulsome top-end snap waiting to drill us into the ground at the clip of a neutering wire, but it was not to be. That bike is for factory riders and X-Games punks with glazed pupils and rubber bones, not middle-fat freelancers sporting expansible trou.

 
No, we'd be out cow trailing in the care of nanny riders, albeit on Neanderthal stone paths where cows desiccate to jerky in time for afternoon tea. As advertised, we'd be mounted on twin-cylinder, liquid-cooled, fully optioned Clark Kent commuters, ensuring that the first bike to pin me to the rocks would weigh a solid 456 lbs. dry. That's the weight of two (2) Chevy 350 bare blocks with a first-grader jumping up and down on them. Unless, of course, I crashed out on the 800cc "650," in which case my maladjusted first grader would be demoted to a toddler.

 
What's the worst that could happen?

 


 
"Open up my email and see if you can pull out any phone numbers," I barked into my scratch-fogged flip phone.

 
"Isn't there anyone there with a sign or something?," Pretty Wife asked reasonably.

 
"There's like a forty-foot limo out front, but that can't be right."

 
"You should check. Oh, by the way, your new helmet just came in."

 
Turned out the stretch Lincoln was in fact occupied by various moto and men's mag journos, insouciantly sprawled across pale blue leather under twinkling starlit ceiling mirrors in the kind of sordid tableaux that constitutes a prom queen's night terrors in full living color.

 
One of my Bic Round Stics (mark of the working professional) had exploded into my helmet bag during the flight, spattering Toucan's racing hat with smeary, blue-black teardrops. I wiped an ink-sticky palm across my second-hand jeans, stuck it out and shook the hand of the guy closest to the door.

 
"Jack Lewis, (mumble)cyclist," I growled.

 
The gig was on.

 


 
BMW doesn't fart around on these junkets. This is well known. But I had no conception of just how pampered an "adventure ride" could really be. Sorrel River Ranch Resort & Spa is a rustic cattle spread on the Colorado River, if your definition of "rustic" encompasses that peculiarly Western novelty of tender cosseting with dulcet luxury overlaid by the thinnest scrim of a rough-hewn aesthetic. It could have been the lodge at Sun Valley, Lake Quinault or Timberline, where the purpose of cowboy hats is protecting $300 foil jobs. I smiled smugly and stopped worrying about gnarly technical bits. 

 
Maybe I shouldn't have.

 
Fresh off the assembly line, vertical twin GSes were sprinkled liberally around the ranch, including a pair posed against the Colorado River in a gentle wash of color-gelled spotlights. The Colorado itself was conveniently placed adjacent to the hosted bar (just where a pretty river should be), and I was several Dead Horse Ambers to the good by the time we stumbled in to receive a chipper and highly detailed product briefing by several highly informed factory sources. No idea what any of them said, but we were thoughtfully provided with switchblade flash drives stuffed with pertinent data.

 
A striking German girl (we'll call her "Liesl") then exhorted us all to wear BMW "apparel items" as frequently as possible. Sparkling, deep brown eyes, endless legs and an enchanting Bavarian lilt made Liesl marvelously persuasive. Epiphanically gob-smacked, the spirit was urging me forward to confess my ill-accoutered sins.

 
BMW loves us, but we can all do better. You yourself should invest in closetsful of fashionable BMW clothing systems — immediately, please, as your loyal scribe would very much like to go adventuring again in the style to which I've suddenly became accustomed. Zipping open the rondel-embossed organizer placed on the table in front of me, I clicked open my case-hardened, inktanium alloy BMW-logo Kugelschreiber and made a note to get right on that.

 
A few minutes later, Liesl's voice cracked slightly. Fired by lightning journalistic reflexes, twenty experienced arms lunged for iced pitchers. I was first to the pretty girl with a full water glass. Remember, students: kids who sit in the front row get better grades.

 
It was the last time I'd be first in anything on that trip.

 


 
BMW motor culture is a curious phenomenon, luxury crossed with purposeful seriousness and multiplied by a traditional Protestant work ethic — not the one where Jesus is your drinking buddy, but the one where G-D blesses the gifted and industrious. Accordingly, chow call was 0700; safety briefing 0745; kickstands up and locked by 0815.

 
I stumbled out to the bike burdened by certain regrets. Liesl had joined me at dinner, smiling, laughing at my slack-jawed jokes and murmuring softly of the sensuous satisfactions offered only by those "BMW apparels." As the only two there who knew absolutely that we couldn't ride off-road worth a crap, we giggled over cabernet sauvignon until well past the dessert course (note to self: espresso ice cream has real espresso in it).

 
"Enough!," I resolved, mopping up the last drips of pear pudding with a practiced swipe of my supple lower lip. "I must prepare!"

 
I stumbled out to purge my sins under the coal-black purity of a Utah night but Liesl followed at my elbow all the way back to my room, lighting our path with the magical sparkle of her luminous indigo eyes (a BMW factory option, as it turns out). Ambling slowly toward adjacent rooms under the star-crystaled Utah sky, Liesl pretended not to know about the Milky Way just to make me feel like an expert in something.

 
Defying the soft charms of her insistence, I kept a white knuckle grip on my fig leaf of journalistic integrity and took from Liesl only test pairs of GS gloves (lighter than my pre-packed Aquasports) and Boxer goggles. You have to draw the line somewhere.

 
By morning, the only thing I could remember to regret were all those Dead Horses beating me. Liesl sensibly opted to drive the truck.

 


 
We rode motorcycles, too.

 
At the morning briefing, we happy few were split into two groups: the Blue Group and the Kick Jack's Ass group. My false-flag operation as an experienced representative of Motorcyclist magazine having borne fruit, I was duly sentenced to the latter group.

 
Does it need pointing out that these guys can really ride? I was over my head before we left the parking lot, but the quickest way to improve is to play above your ranking...

 
Incremental practice is the safer road to improvement, but it was too late for that. When last I messed around with off-road riding, I was 16 years old and it nearly took my leg. I pushed that out of my mind as we shut off our ABS (one-button actuation, no key cycling required) and tore into the first dirt section, 13 miles of loose rocks and sand with 22 water crossings. No brain, no pain.

 
I discovered I freakin' love water crossings, and not only because of the happy otter splash. There's an ego-securing mystery to it when you can't see what's under the surface. If you never saw what knocked you down, it clearly wasn't your fault. Taking my neighbor Tony's pre-trip advice ("Gas on, brains off; you can't get hurt in the air"), I blasted through dozens of creek beds, giggling deliriously as the bike stolidly refused to throw me into the rocks.

 
As a bonus, the FLY Mileposts only took on toe water once when it poured over the tops — and my feet were dry by lunch without changing socks. There might be something to this technical clothing fad, after all.

 
Zipping through corners felt sweet, too. The middie GS may not be magic, but I found it a real au pair for the dirt, nursing me through a thousand foolish errors with my hide (if not dignity) intact.

 
Following the faster guys underscored where dirt riding differs starkly from street riding. "Trust your tires" is right out, for instance. But it also reminded me of one great similarity: corner exits are the fun part, but if you blow your corner entry bad enough, you flop through the turn in a bar-sawing, crash-dreading, full body flinch. I got tired in a hurry following those guys (did I mention they were fast?), and after blowing a dozen corner entries in a row finally remembered that they were easing along at a comfy, all-day pace while I was dialed out to eleven-tenths with redlined eyeballs bouncing on my cheek bones.

 
That first section was tight and rocky stand-up riding with stone cliffs offering stony shoulder berm shots to the unlucky and an unhealthy smattering of crevasses and cliff faces for the truly screwed. Slow down before you bail, wing nut! I set myself a second gear limit. Call me a pussy, Bucky, but the bastard does 70 mph in second and peels away tire knobs like old, dry scabs. It's like some mutant superbike for the dirt.

 
I'd been dreading "Baby Head Hill" since the ride briefing made me sick to my breakfast. Slick and narrow, with one decent line between the ruts and a thousand rolling red spheres the size of toddler skulls, it looked ominous enough on the overhead even before our safety briefers warned us, "It's way steeper than it looks in this picture."

 
We had a few rock-picking slow sections to practice along the way, and I decided the engine was my friend. It may wind out to street bike power —we sure as shit didn't have 85-horsepower dirt bikes when I was a kid — but it also pokes along at the bottom of first gear as contentedly as a donkey browsing clover. As for the chassis, it seemed in no hurry to throw me onto my beak. I had to appreciate that... 

 
Still, after one twisting, narrow climb that topped at yet another stunning vista across rusted rainbow canyons, I stopped and pretended to admire the view while I caught my breath and wondered how in G-D's name I'd make it up Baby Head. 

 
My left shoulder compensates for my torn right rotator cuff. It was fried hard. My knees weren't in pain yet but had stopped approximating any kind of shock-bearing utility, and a short stack of herniated lumbar disks were telegraphing threats of lurid vengeance all the way to my feet. The bike was purring like a kitten, tight as a virgin mosquito, but the rider module was smoked. Our ride leader pulled up next to me.

 
"So, how'd ya like Baby Head Hill?"

 
There you have it. Some journalists are fast, I am unworthy, and the bike is magic.

 
Not immortal, though. We weren't three miles in before Ron Larsen's 800 spit off an improperly torqued brake caliper and broke his sub-fender off the left side. Served him right for picking a gray bike. Everyone knows yellow is faster. All his brake bits were found after brief searching, and it turned out to be a trailside repair — but not with the underseat toolkit. The calipers are rider-proofed with male Torx bolts.

 
"It's like a Torx outie," Ron said, scratching his head. "What the heck?"

 
Seizing my multitool, he snubbed down his caliper bolts. The Leatherman Wave is the American Express of off-the-reservation travel. Don't leave home without it, Hero. Even my brilliant Fieldsheer Adventure jacket doesn't have enough pockets for a rollaway full of tools.

 
We gave brief consideration to tearing off the unbroken side of the subfender, but since it provides the routing points for all front brake lines the consensus was to let it flap.

 
Those two front disks are all you need and then some. Even on the street, they're a powerful two-finger stop. Shut down the ABS and you can howl it to a stoppie even on knobby tires.

 
Second wind for your Faithful Correspondent came when the trail system opened up and I transitioned from herding a two-cylinder trials bus to Mad Max desert blasting. Crow hopping from rock to rock at 80 mph is fun, Bubba, an alluring scent of bad fun that'll land you in the trauma ward in a hurry... This bike is the St. Pauli Girl of motorcycling. No matter how coarsely you slap her broad Bavarian bum, she just smiles and serves up another round.

 
Cutting way too deep into one corner, I tapped the back brake and got bent badly out of shape, sawing at the bars and kicking lowside rocks out of the way until the only thing left to do was pour the coal to it and pray... 

 
The Yellow Peril's back end snapped around, drooling wanton as the twitching hips of an ovulating stripper... Snarling and biting at the snaffle bit of my discretion, she clawed furiously out of the turn, perforated the sacred Native American ground with little black scores of toasted knobby, flat-out-belly-to-the-ground and I. Slowed. Down.

 
I've seen fractures, experienced them, treated them, precipitated them, and walked on them. It was time to let the dust clouds stretch out ahead, and maybe live to ride another junket. Breathe, Lewis. This is just for fun.

 
Just before our break, on a fast, right-hand, uphill sweeper along a perfectly packed dirt road, nirvana politely introduced itself. Within 150 steep yards, the terrain transitioned from rocky desert to semi-arid alpine territory and we plunged broadside into a whispering boulevard of quaking aspens, quietly chiming their breeze-stirred leaves, yellow as the front fender of my bike. If there is a better way to squander some hours of life than this, I have not found it.

 
I had remembered my jacket liner in the chilly morning but forgot to ask for a tank bag to stow it in (OK, I didn't forget — the thing pokes up as inelegantly as a podium built by remedial vo-tech students, but it sure looked useful in retrospect and I wished I'd requested it. BMW's excellent Vario expandable hard saddle bags are also available). By the first planned break, I was as knackered, sweaty and out of place as a show pony pulling plow. Over a nearby peak, rain clouds gathered.

 
"We're going up there," our guides grinned. Oh, thank, G-D. I've been hotter in gear before, but rarely as a form of recreation. It wasn't until after I got back home that I discovered my Fieldsheer has a big tail pocket to stow its own liner. Hey, I don't read instructions! Asking directions is for pansies, too. We tough guys just follow the BMW wrangler...

 
A word about Beemer-style breaks: we're not talking piss-warm Gatorade from the fanny pack (although I found a nice fanny pack in the basket delivered to my room). BMW's event management is as rigorously detailed as Mom's arrangements for my seventh birthday party. Umbrella girls lined up under a sun fly practiced princess waves over the bounty spread before us: iced energy drinks, 40 brands of upscale protein bars and fistfuls of handy painkiller packs. Go off in search of a tree to water your horse, and they chased you down with a bathroom trailer featuring hot and cold running everything. Like a homeless guy at the King's Table buffet, I furtively tucked a couple of spare lens wipes into my jacket...

 
Rested, ready and back on the road, I assessed the character of our adventure versus the suitability of the bike. How would an F800GS do in the middle of an African savannah without magic maintenance fairies, goggle nurses and Class A restrooms in hot pursuit?

 
Pretty damned well, I'd say. The nature of the F800GS is to stay out of your fun-havin' way. About a hundred pounds dropped away every time I let out the clutch (could have been those fairies again), and it steered with confidence through the dirt — with one exception. In a naked attempt to make me feel at home and suitably annoyed, some wiseass had imported hundreds of tonnes of Iraqi "moon dust," the sifted flour of steering disaster.

 
Relying on dim flickers of memory from 28 years previous, I had come to terms with setting the GS into corners with its handlebar and steering it out on the rear tire but that lunar dust was a different story, so loose and greasy that neither end was connected to control. The only hope was to lean back, twist its neck and supplicate Buddha with all the desperate sincerity my panicked heart could fake. The deficiency of that tactic lay in the relentless acceleration of the bike. Riding out an 80 mph tankslapper is not my notion of dirty delight.

 
Turns out I wasn't the only one who noticed. Ron, who after bolting his brakes back together had been roosting my sorry butt all morning, said, "Y'know, for awhile there I was thinking these (Metzeler Saharas) were completely amazing. Then I got into that loose dust... 

 
"They're good tires, but they're not amazing."

 
Following a spirited descent from the stone ridges of Utah onto the high plains of Colorado, lunch was served on brilliant linen under a white awning at the Gateway Colorado Auto Museum. As chefs flourished their toques over unpronounceable savories, all our brake calipers were perfectly torqued by preventive maintenance pixies. I'd never really imagined such a distinct juxtaposition of hard riding and soft living. Bavarian moto-gnomes had stitched us a tapestry of luxury, sport and security on the order of a presidential candidate's snow boarding trip.

 
Falling into my seat, I took a breather, 800 mg of ibuprofen, and stock of the situation. 

 
Lessons learned: if you're gonna ride a long adventure loop in the desert, best be a skilled off-roader or in stunningly good physical shape — not neither. The first question you should ask yourself is, "Self, can you stand up on the pegs for 150 miles?" If the answer isn't well north of "maay-be...," you should probably go anyway, but in the full knowledge that you're going to get your ass kicked firmly and continuously.

 
It came down to a Hobson's choice of pain. Stand up and immolate my knees like beeswax candles, or sit down and get my can pounded. Either way, I'd be all right. Sore knees and pounded asses are well-documented risks of freelancing.

 
After a lingering look at dozens of the world's sexiest cars — like Sophia Loren, a '32 Auburn Speedster never goes out of style — we remounted for post-prandial larking about.

 
What a truly good badlands bike this is. We fled fluid and fast across the open range, tearing out of corners on silky crescendos of torque. I can't report our average speed or fuel consumption, as the bottoms of my bifocals fuzzed out the clever LCD menus of the optional computer. Besides, I hadn't brought my 13 year-old son along to explain the functions to me. At least the engine was easy to grok.

 
Like an original Stoner rifle with the selector set on rock'n'roll, the saddletwin opens up smooth and steady and just keeps on cycling faster if you hold the trigger down. It lugs, it guns and it raps out clean. Back in the pre-Corinthian era when I rode dirt bikes, they didn't weigh a quarter-ton or have radiators bolted to the front — but they didn't make 85 hp, either.

 
Climbing into alpine territory again, we were all having a high old time scooting through tree-lined roads when we rolled up on an M&M-red minivan parked in the dead middle of the road. Standing next to it was 324 lbs. of shivering Fine American Woman tightly squoze into four strained ounces of cinnamon-peach double knit, surely the most terrifying sight of the day.

 
I watched her Scottie dog leap and snap at the three bikes ahead of me while the mountain woman videotaped an unmoving box canyon and jabbered obliviously into her cell phone. Miraculously, all the guys ahead got through without squashing the darting fur ball. I missed it, too. Note to self: next time, pack the Savage into checked baggage. A .32 ACP dust shot cartridge is just the ticket for dispatching antagonistic terriers at close range.

 
I cherish a working theory that to each of us is allocated a measurable daily dose of stupidity — and that this is not a per-capita percentage. No matter how far you venture from the endlessly teeming stupidity of town, your personal inanity quotient will track you down. Even the Legendary Motorcycle Mavens of Germany couldn't plan around it. 

 
That episode was our Calvinistically predestined moment of transcendent Hell, and the Fine American Woman was dropped right into the middle of Freakin' Nowhere specifically to provide it. She and her dog may actually have vaporized after the last bike disappeared back into the woods...

 
Two turns later, I slid out of a corner and blasted onto a veritable esplanade lined with even more glorious, golden aspens. Bursting into the sound of music was my first impulse, but it turns out off-road helmets don't have the same lovely resonance as full-face street lids. Also, rain hurts your face. Who knew?

 
Previous to this trip, I had been unaware that BMW engineers were capable of fine-tuning the weather. The rain cooled me down, woke me up, showcased the many virtues of my Fieldsheer Adventure jacket (not just lots of pockets but pretty darned waterproof, too) and dampened the roads and trails just enough to improve traction. Joseph Smith smiled as we worshiped reverently at the Church of the Latter Day Supercrossers.

 
By this point, I was sitting most of the time. On open dirt roads, the tall, flat seat of the GS lets you slide up close enough to bejewel the fore-mounted air/battery box, stick down an outrigger boot, cross up the bike and flat track it through the sweepers. That, friends and neighbors, is the king of fun. 

 
There may be no bad motorcycles, but that doesn't prevent there being some very good motorcycles. The hornet yellow (actually, "Sunset Yellow") GS gave me the confidence to run hard on unknown roads with changing surfaces. It is a very good motorcycle.

 
My squawk list was short. The shock (innocent of linkage) could use more rebound damping, and I wondered if an Öhlins unit would be optional. 

 
As an aside, the swingarm is a pretty thing, made lighter than Afrika Korps boxer GSes through the wonders of shaftectomy. Its countershaft sprocket aligns with the swingarm pivot. Perhaps BMW will finally be the outfit to successfully patent this notion.

 
Heavy rear peg risers that stick out should be unboltable, not welded to the frame, because pillion pork merits a line-item veto. Say "no" to earmarks for extra pegs!

 
Mid-morning, I experienced an odd midrange fueling gurgle for about six minutes. Could have been a slurp of water in the gas, or a panicky throttle hand. The sticker on the subseat fuel tank demands high-test, but if you need to ride through Somalia (or Newark) the bike's gas-huffing computer has the olfactory judgment of an oenophile. It allows the bike to drink Third World gas at the cost of a squib less horsepower.

 
Worst gripe: the skid plate is inadequate. In a curious engineering decision, the 8GS has a plastic plate that doesn't wrap up in front of the engine and seems insecurely penetrable. Surely a thicker engine condom wouldn't impair handling feel... The plate needs to be able to resist the bike and rider's full weight dropping onto a sharp rock. 

 
It also needs to wrap a few inches up in front of the engine. One rider sucked a rock through his oil/water heat exchanger just an inch above the leading edge of his skid plate. For the record, that bike quit steaming and finished out the day in a feat of magical self-healing worthy of a Messerschmitt limping home over the Channel.

 
What is good? The transmission is good. I've owned three German bikes and ridden dozens, and this is the first BMW that shifts like buttered silk even through my bolted-up kluge of an ankle. It felt Japanese enough to send shivers of Axis worry down my padded spine.

 
The riding position is variable and good. Better riders griped about the plastic wings forward of the seat, but when standing I was mostly too scared to notice them.

 
Spiffy pegs have rubber street tops that pop off, exposing useful croc teeth.

 
The engine is very, very good. An F800ST mill tipped up to near-vertical, it has a dummy rod to ensure that the tasty little snarl it makes isn't translated into Magic Fingers grip vibes. Torque and power claims of 61 lb.-ft. at 5,750 rpm and 85 bhp at 7,500 rpm make for a modestly exciting streetbike and a king-hell off-road snorter.

 
The best feature is BMW's heretofore unannounced Autopilot Rider Replacement (you read it first in Motorcyclist), which trumps ABS and traction control with a robo-gestalt solution for rider safety. 

 
Mid-afternoon, I entered a downhill, off-camber, decreasing radius left-hander. Too sexy for my skill set, I was coming in hot when the surface transitioned inconveniently into moon dust and I realized for the forty-sixth time that day that what you can see can hurt you. 

 
And was about to. 

 
I poked out a boot and was levering at the handlebar like a pellet-crazed rat when I slid past the apex and straight across the bow of an onrushing Dodge Ram pickup.

 
Aiming for a narrow strip of road to his right, I missed completely and segued nimbly into a nasty high side. By the time I finished wincing at imminent traumatic amps, I was deep into a bar-banging tankslapper and headed for the rocks.

 
I don't know what happened next. Suddenly, I was rolling gently along the ditch bottom. A little burp of throttle eased 'er back onto the road, and off the bike and I went, both of us shaking our heads in wonder. This year's Gelände/Straße is like a jet pack for adventure squids. Near as I can tell, I crashed two or three times right then and there and Chitty Chitty Bang Bike just refused to cash the check.

 
If BMWs can do that, maybe they don't need skid plates at all.

 
Overall, my bike was as quietly disciplined and relentlessly competent as a Special Forces expense claim. When attacking paved twisties at a pace that was moderately short of "madman," tipping it into 90 mph sweepers resulted only in a tiny hunting sensation as the front knobby squirmed in protest. 

 
A short straight saw 115 very blustery mph indicated. Although there's a sit-up sweet spot of around 70 per, road wind made me want to test the accessory touring windscreen. With its stout brakes and modest weight, a GS on streetier tires and perhaps with stiffer fork springs would make a fairly fierce road assault weapon.

 
Factory reps indicated that supermoto wheels aren't contemplated, but I don't think that's this bike's mission, anyway. A gender-bender bike with the 800's motorvation and an upgraded "650" chassis might really star in the streetside hack-&-squirt role, but this horse was built tall in the saddle for gazing over the top of your commute traffic, all the way to a distant horizon.

 
Utah blessed my sight with interesting fauna all day long. My critter count for the ride included morning deer, enough squirrels to feed a whole trailer park, one golden eagle fattening nicely on squirrel meat, two jackrabbits and one streaking lynx. Plus a fine and beastly bike that never ran away from me all day. Like a young but smart horse, it put up with my shenanigans long enough to make it back to the barn for fresh oats.

 
Is it the horse for me? I don't know. The GS was sumptuously comfortable through every inch of off-road, but I paid for my fun on straight paved sections as my spine, momentarily undistracted by survival concerns, peevishly ran down the litany of my every episode of foolish living. Hard to say how that would play out for in-town riding and let's face it: I won't be spending 90 percent of my riding life haring around Moab. Besides, it's only 14 lbs. lighter than my R1200S street bike, and I can make up half that difference by unbolting Black Betty's passenger pegs, and all the rest with her Akrapovic pipe.

 
But the F800GS is almost 50 lbs. lighter than its big dual-sport brother — and about a thousand pounds narrower. If the mid-F is a two-wheeled jeep, the R1200GS is a Land Rover station wagon — and the ginorphantine R12GS Adventure is a Unimog.

 
My wife can't get over the sexy singles scene. I know lots of folks like that. "Some of my best friends," etc. Like many of them, she rides a 2004 BMW F650GS.

 
Make no mistake, you can strap coffin-sized panniers to an Aulde Academie 650GS single — washing machine motor and all — and flog the thing to Prudhoe Bay and back. Many have.

 
With a team of mules and a modest DoD grant, you could also wrestle an R12GSA up the Rubicon Trail, although I'd hate to watch.

 
But an F800GS would make those things fun, and I came home to an unused Shoei dual-sport helmet that cries out to be field-tested.

 
I hear Argentina is nice this time of year.




You Can't Find the Edge Without Looking Over

 
In the end, we're fertilizer. We invent immortality so we can dream god-heroes to transport us beyond death and reassure us that we're more than that, more than meat with a punch line. We are each of us begotten in the radiant image of Adonai (sure y'are...).

 
We reassure ourselves that our cultures are immortal, despite the ruins we walk over; that our philosophies will resound down the epochs — and never mind the dearth of Zoroastrian evangelists chatting on Oprah.

 
Fertilizer we may be, but fertilizer on the hoof can always persuade itself it's something special and undoomed.

 
Anything but the same old shit.

 
Like Casey Jones in the old song, Pete Conrad mounted to the saddle and he took his last ride to the Promised Land. Except he wasn't stoking the fires of the Cannonball Express like Casey Jones, or strapped into another titanium tuna can with another 200-ton bottle rocket shoved up his ass.

 
The retired astronaut went out for a gambol on his bike. He missed a corner and chucked it into a culvert, sustaining fatal injuries. Captain Conrad put his lights out in much the same way as another famous military man, 64 years earlier. T.E. Lawrence, aka "Lawrence of Arabia," also died in hospital following a late lunch of roadside dirt. The 1996 Harley-Davidson Conrad rode actually may have been a tick slower on the top end than Lawrence's 1932 Brough Superior SS100 but after all, Lawrence was a much younger man.

 
Commentators clucked over his bad judgment. Mission Commander Conrad should have worn a better helmet, should have watched his speed, should have taken a safety course. Most damning: at 76, he was old enough to know better. No one seems to consider that an aeronautical engineer and Navy test pilot who flew to the moon and back may have retained the confidence to take a big boy's chance without adult supervision.

 
Anyway, I'm guessing none of those precious little scolds ever worked among the hallway wailing and piss pong of a nursing home.

 


 
Wicked hangover this morning, the kind of cup you beg G-D to take from you and promise anything — any sacrifice, be it goat, son or birthright — in cheap barter for a moment's relief, or at least for the mess of pottage stirred from caffeine, ibuprofen, sugar, acetaminophen, sweet doughnut lard and pseudo-epinephrine. But there's no alcohol sloshing through my system; no oxy, ex or meth. Nothing so dull receding from my central nervous system, crisping lobes of liver on its way out the back.

 
Yesterday my new motorcycle, thunderous and demon black, took me up the mountain, closer to G-D, backward through time, skittering to the crumbling edge of a highway falling into the dark side of forever. The harder I flogged her, the more she tittered through her shiny black mask, and I'm the one with sore shoulders today.

 
The road to Paradise is crowded and over-patrolled, but there is another road, on another mountain. Strait and narrow, heaved and broken, often closed: you can go that way with friends, but you'll reach the end alone. Giggling, if your moment of grace is unexpired; steaming and bleeding in the other event.

 
Promise broken, then. 

 
Pretty Wife and I traded pledges to stay away from stupid before she embarked for the Holy Land of Perennial Combat and I settled in to hold down our little suburban fort. Saddling up with the mousiest of good intentions, I waddled down Maple Valley Highway toward our Black Diamond link-up at a respectable, middle-aged canter. Wincing at the pain shooting up from the low bars into my wrists, and fairly nauseated by the effect of high footpegs on the squashed intervertebral disks in my low back and neck, I promised myself to dispense with sport motorcycles and settle into a more sedentary form of juvenile self-expression. Myspace maybe, or some other form of Internet porn.

 
The way to Windy Ridge wriggles up the backside of Mount St. Helens, steaming sullenly ever since her brush with fame after publicly blowing her top. The very Brittney Spears of northwest peaks, St. Helens inveigles a constant stream of suitors to mount her fecund flanks even as she plots her next sticky hot eruption, wondering to herself what happened to her smoothly curved figure and why sensible people keep their distance.

 
There are no suburban green street signs there, only yellow warning diamonds imploring your prudence. Pavement is cracked and broken, frost-heaved and potholed. The worst gashes are outlined in fluorescent pink traffic paint. At 50 mph in a corner marked for 10, the pink squiggles induce target fixation in the friendly manner of Coleman lanterns inviting moths to a neighborly barbeque.

 
Masquerading as our own youth if only for the bracing dose of stupidity that's in it, we broke the law for hours, each according to his personal gospel of survivability and the degree to which he'd been anointed with the fragrant oils of adrenaline. 

 
For the first time in too long — first time since my last promise, anyway — I leaned out far enough over public pavement to conjure demons out of the ground and leave them standing flat-footed, staring after me and holding the bag of my mortal aches and pains and limiting fears, forgotten. Somewhere on that road lies a broken left peg feeler, looking for all the world like an edge-ground, black-anodized bone pin.

 
When services let out, I was tired, sweaty, sore and 150 miles from home. Once more around the mountain, then.

 
Whinging once about the increasing unreadiness of my crumbling carcass to handle "what might come up," I received a summary benediction from my dauntless VA counselor.

 
"You can do whatever you need to do," Casey reminded me. "You just gotta understand you're gonna pay for it."

 
Sure and the piper came this morning, blaring bagpipe solos of burning knees, percussively crunching joints and the soaring arpeggios of tendinitis. She's a hard mistress, the murdersickle, and when the oil in my personal crankcase gets low, it overheats with the greasy stink of deep-fried squid...

 
Against my better judgment and my word, I spent a non-refundable chunk of my physical capital on that road. One dancing sunbeam leading me into triple-digit silviculture and I might have blown the whole wad.

 
Can that ever be worth it? 

 
There's no financial payoff for a fast ride with friends, and no glory whatever in sacrificing your prized motorcycle on a cliffstone oubliette. Are you stupid enough to bet your life against that fleeting, fragrant whiff of immortality? Is it that important not to blink? If you believe you even have a choice, you probably do. 

 
Nice guys don't finish last. They take extra laps while the cool guys blow up and crash out of the game. Lead thee not into temptation. Into the Valley of Death rode nobody sane. Take a step back from the edge, ride home at The Pace of Reasonable Men, and kiss your family.

 
Sometimes I don't. The devil stands behind me wearing toe cleavage pumps and designer décolletage. She strokes my hair while I bet, laughing at pot limits while I flop sweat, addled and hoopy and tracking like a SCUD.

 
Those are the times I have to push in the whole stack. On the day that I lose — and everybody loses, a chip at a time or the whole pile at a throw — she'll laugh again and raise an eyebrow at the Dealer.

 
Maybe she'll tip me a wink as they escort me out the back.

[image: going]


 
Jack Lewis is a freelance writer and contributing editor to Motorcyclist magazine.

 
He’s been riding motorcycles on the street since he was 14, and has the tickets to prove it. Jack’s travels have included Europe, the Far East, the Middle East, and once even the Midwest (he was lost at the time).

 
Getting no traction from college degrees, Jack is currently enrolled in immersion courses in VA health care and home improvement.

 
Jack owns two motorcycles and a chainsaw, drinks Ardbeg if you're buying, and prefers slip-on shoes. Contrary to occasional malicious gossip, he’s not dead yet.

 
Oh, and Jack wrote some other stuff, too. Find it at jaxworx.com
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