Void 4

It was a lazy kind of a day. We woke up later than we normally do during a rally, we packed up slower and we took time to eat before saying our goodbyes and finally hitting the road. By then, most of the bikes in the parking lot had left. The sun was shining bright and warm, yet the crispness in the air coupled with the color of the leaves gave us a clear indication this was fall.

Our route from Lynchburg, VA took us north and west, along Hwy 29, then onto Hwy 6 to Waynesboro. Following I-64 west we eventually found Hwy 250 that would lead us to Monterey, VA. From there, home was a straight shot north. Cresting a hill just east of Staunton, the 2002 1150 RT began making a terrible racket, one I could hear clearly over the music playing through custom earplugs. The noise included a grind, a whoosh, a hum, a buzz, and a rattle all happening simultaneously. If a different musical instrument could mimic each sound, it would take a symphony to replicate the cacophony.

I looked down trying to gauge the source, then down shifted from sixth gear into first, while shedding speed as quickly as possible. The bike glided down the hill to a stop, while the infernal racket from somewhere continued on unabated. The best analogy I could give was that it felt like a chain just fell off my bicycle. You could roll and spin the pedals but not much was happening. I shut off the bike and waited for Cameron Sanders, the North Bay rider with the full crop of hair, to get up beside me.

“What’s up?”

“I think I just blew the rear drive.” Anybody with a relatively new BMW had to be ready for this moment. “Listen to this.” I turned on the key and the noise returned though it was hard to tell where it came from. I ventured another guess. “Maybe it’s the alternator belt.” That was always high up the trouble-shooting list of RT owners. “Transmission?” I was running out of ideas.

Cam gazed at me with a quizzical look. He hopped off his ST1300 and began listening and tapping like a sleuth to detect where the noise was coming from. Front, back the noise seemed to come from everywhere at once. Regardless of the source of the problem, it was obvious that it was a catastrophic failure, and that my riding was over until it got repaired.

Cam looked up and said, “Damn good thing this didn’t happen yesterday!”

He was right. That’s because I was having way too much fun riding through the tunnels of Pennsylvania, the flats of Ohio, the hills of Kentucky, and the wilds of West Virginia in the Void 4. This year, the four-in-one rally offered a twist: not only did you scoot around the countryside collecting the usual bonuses, you got to place them into a golf scorecard, modifying each rider’s final score.

The 650 miles to Harrisburg, PA, were accomplished without incident. This was a long weekend in Canada, so leaving North Bay, ON, on Thursday morning at 7:00 AM gave us a head-start on traffic, in riding conditions that were only going to better as the weekend progressed. From Hwy 17, we took the scenic route through Carleton Place and Smiths Falls, on our way through customs and south to I-81. The ride down I-81 was really quite a pleasant one, with scenery that got better the further south we rode towards our start location, Harrisburg, PA. The GPS guided us through a scenic tour of the Pennsylvania capital before directing us across the bridge to the Econolodge in Wormsleyburg. 

Cam and I spare no expense while travelling, and on paper the Econolodge fit our demanding criteria. River view, safe parking, restaurant, bar – the place had it all. Once we arrived the added features of the phone ripped out of the wall, the lack of Wireless, and the second floor carry to our room became evident. We gladly settled for two beds and running water.

Two days before we headed south, we received the list of bonuses with point value, location, and task. This allowed us to plan a route and test the golf scorecard system. To play the golf game properly, it was important to get at least nine bonuses, making the largest point value bonus locations line up so that they got multiplied maximally by the two par 5 holes. 

Conversely, the smallest bonus values needed to be obtained in sequence so that they aligned with the two par 3 holes. The rest were par 4’s and, like hair on an 80’s rock band, only size mattered. That was the theory. The reality of planning a perfect ride within those constraints was challenging, or nearly impossible. Concessions had to be made along the route that allowed one to ride an acceptable number of miles to be able to finish the rally on time, while setting up the bonus locations into a logical route. 

My bonus locations did not all line up exactly with the ideal par value, but I was happy with my route, as it took me to places I wanted to see, or I had already seen and didn’t mind returning to. In my estimation, it was more important to finish on time than to pick up extra small bonuses. Cameron couldn’t resist getting just one more than needed. His route was very similar to mine, although he had to go out of his way to collect his first bonus, Don Knotts’ star, in Morgantown, WV. 

After the routes had been finalized, and waypoints had been transferred to the GPS’, it was time for dinner at the restaurant attached to the hotel. The beer was cold but the food was forgettable. We had to send out a search party to locate the waitress at one point, making our stay longer than planned.

I find it difficult to sleep past 4:00 AM when in rally mode and this trip was no exception. Instead of waking up my roomy, I went into my office where I could work quietly with the lights on. Amazingly the fan didn’t wake him up. I entered the start phone numbers onto the cell phone and made up a script for the call in. I made a list of my bonus locations for the tank bag window, and listed the latest possible time I should be at each location. I estimated the fuel stops and rest bonus location, then entered those on my list as well. I felt as prepared as I was ever going to be. All that remained was a real desire to get rolling, because I couldn’t wait to see some of the landscapes and bonus locations, in particular the Mothman Statue in Point Pleasant, WV.

There was still some business to look after on Friday morning. We needed to select a gas station as our start point within the Harrisburg city-limits, but in proximity to I-76. Using the Zumo, we found an Exxon close to the freeway entrance and set it as a waypoint.

After a light breakfast, we thought we should go check on another rider Michael Del Brocco from Massachusetts. Michael had a hard time leaving work behind even after a late arrival the night before. When we knocked on his door he was stationed at his laptop with an earphone, talking to his computer screen. He had found another gas station as a start location so we would not be seeing him much, except maybe along the way or at the end of the rally.

Cam and I arrived at the Exxon almost an hour before call-in time. We took advantage of the time to check the receipts from the register inside and at the pump. As it turned out the inside receipts were useless, having neither name nor address, but the receipts from the pump were perfect. Now it was just a waiting game. Although we got there early, we were not the first riders there. Donald Jones was already at a gas pump checking his receipt. It gave us a chance to introduce ourselves and to chat about each other’s objectives during the rally.

As the start hour approached, two more riders made an appearance. Alex Schmitt and Mike Evans got in just under the gun, which was quintessential Alex. Cam and I glanced at each other with a look that said, “This wasn’t a bad choice of gas stations.” Alex is a very meticulous planner and if we were thinking along the same lines as Alex, our planning processes were on the right track.

At 9:47 Cam and I moved our bikes into position. I checked my GPS time and at 9:50 I began filling the tanks. The receipt popped out of the pump showing a 9:52 start time. I grabbed the cell phone and had my choice of four pre-entered numbers. There was an answer at the first number I called. I followed my script giving the person who answered all the information they needed, then went back to the bike and inserted my stereo earplugs before putting my helmet on. I was ready to ride!

I looked back at Cameron who had done the same thing and was ready to fire up his bike. I could see the headlights getting dimmer as he tried, but nothing was happening. “You’re kidding me,” he anguished as he realized his battery didn’t have enough juice to start the bike. “Give me a hand,” he yelled over as he seemed to have a plan. I unplugged the earplug jack from the GPS. Next thing I knew we were pushing the big Honda around the service station lot trying to get it bump started. Without a hill in sight I had my doubts. Amazingly, we got enough forward momentum to start the bike. 

I was losing precious time though. Mine fired up and I was off following the written directions on the GPS, because I had forgotten to re-plug the earphone cord into the jack. Fumbling along as I rode down one of the streets, I eventually felt the jack fall into place. 

Then I had verbal instructions, which didn’t help me a whole lot when I was told to take the ramp right and two of them presented before me. Within 10 minutes of leaving I had taken a wrong turn before actually reaching I-76, and at the Camp Hill Shopping mall I had to make a U-turn to get headed in the right direction.

Finally, I got onto I-76 and got to use my EZ-Pass, saving me a minute or two of frustration. It was interesting to see who was making their way west on I-76. A fellow on a V-Strom passed me, who in turn was following Alex. Traffic around Harrisburg was heavy, but seemed to loosen up the further west we went. Along the interstate, the Valentine was working overtime giving me ample notice of LEO presence. It wasn’t long before we hit our first tunnel. 

The Canadian way is to either go around a mountain, or to level the mountain, and build a road over what remains. The American way is to tunnel through it, leaving the mountainside and scenery virtually unscathed. In my estimation, it made motoring in the hills of Pennsylvania much more enjoyable. We hit at least four tunnels as we headed west on I-76, each mountain covered by trees shining vivid yellow under brilliant sunshine.

My goal was to get to Moundsville, WV, to take a picture of the sign in front of the old WV Penitentiary. I had made the decision to bypass the smaller bonus locations along the way and to head straight there because bigger was better, and more than nine bonuses was too much. The 93-point par 4 was a good first bonus, and it would set me up for a second bonus, a 141-point par 4, in Sugarcreek less than two hours away. I waved to Michael Del Brocco riding out of town as I was heading in. 

I tend to lose some time at my first bonus stop and this was no exception. The GPS led me easily to the jail, but I ended up going around the block before parking in front of the walled building and finding the sign, wasting perhaps five minutes. I got my camera out and took a digital photo of my flag, then went back to the bike to record odometer and time. Getting out of town was easy, and off I went to the next stop, a photo bonus of a memorial in Sugarcreek, OH. That stop went considerably faster. 

I had arrived at about 3:30 PM, just in time for school buses and Amish buggies, and the combination thereof. I made a decision not to backtrack to I-77 because traffic was quite heavy and slow, and followed the GPS instructions stepping me south and west towards my third stop Columbus. Just outside Sugarcreek, an Amish buggy struggled to make it up a steep incline. Immediately behind the buggy was a school bus that could not go around the cart on the hill. I was in the mix of traffic heading up the hill in first gear, using copious amounts of clutch and rear brake as we stopped and started on the hill. Finally, on our descent, everyone got around the buggy, and progress was steady from then on.

I followed Hwy 93 south, then went west on Hwy 36 to Hwy16, which moved along in a southwest direction so well I decided to stay on it right into Columbus. I was looking for a gas station just inside the city limits, so as I got closer I checked the Zumo’s list of service stations, and found a Shell within the city. Sure enough the sign for the Corporate City Limit appeared and within a half mile stood my station. Although Hwy 16 was slow as we approached the city, I still arrived at the gas station at my designated time of 5:30 PM. After 450 miles, it was time for fuel. I needed a valid fuel log receipt, plus I needed to make a small purchase for a 161-point Columbus bonus. Although I couldn’t pay at the pump with my out of country credit card, the inside receipts were perfect.

This was an example of a route planning concession I had to make. Ideally, the Columbus bonus, my second largest, would have been multiplied by a par 4 or 5. I had to settle on a par three multiplier, because Columbus kept the route flowing more logically, and it was more important to multiply the largest bonus, the Louisville bat, by five. That was my next stop.

Louisville, KY, was 215 miles southwest of Columbus, but to get there riders had to get through Cincinnati in heavy traffic, with the occasional lane closure for construction adding insult to injury. Furthermore, the setting sun became an issue, with few trees or hills along the west side of the road to block it out, causing drivers to slow down over the next hour or two. 

Finally, as the sun set, I could get down to the serious business of getting through Cincinnati. At the south end of the city, just before crossing the bridge into Kentucky, my front tire hit a bump in the left lane that caused the tire to flex almost back to the rim. I was amazed how those tires could stay together after such a massive hit.

Over the bridge with the road opened up to three or four lanes, I rode at a comfortable pace, but was unable to bring the 9:00 PM ETA down at all. Then more construction and lane closures as I got closer to Louisville caused traffic to inch along. Once through the repair sections, I pushed all the way to the target. At the side of the road, off the left lane, I passed a small deer standing still, looking quite content as I flew by with the rest of the traffic.

In my rear view mirrors I could see a single HID headlight gaining on me. I moved over to the right lane to let the rider pass. It was Alex again! Didn’t he pass me 10 hours ago? I knew where he was heading and I tried to keep him in my sights, unsuccessfully. Shortly after 9 PM I arrived at the Louisville Slugger baseball bat, joining Alex in the unloading area at the front of the museum. 

Four or five young ladies were doing their best supermodel imitations, as they cavorted by the bat while cameras snapped away. Alex had already taken his photo, with his flag still hanging out the back of his trunk case, so I set up my photo the same way. A couple on a Gold Wing pulled in as I was lining up my shot. I recognized Jim and Donna Phillips from the IBA Jacksonville pizza party. About that time a young couple approached and wondered what was going on with the bikes and the flags and the cameras.

“We’re on a North American scavenger hunt,” I said, not being completely untruthful. It explained what my Ontario plate was doing in Louisville at that hour. “You’re seeing three of the best long distance riders in North America,” I said pointing to Alex, Jim and Donna. “This couple actually rides in long distance rallies together sometimes for days on end. The winning rider will probably do over 1300 miles today.”

Then the universal question came. “So, what do you win?”

“Notoriety,” I said. “The love and admiration of your peers.”

“Is that it? No prizes, no money?

“Well maybe a little hardware for the first place finisher. That’s about it.”

“You guys are…” She hesitated.

“Nuts?”

“Yeah, that’s it.”

I packed up the flag and camera and headed out following the Gold Wing. I left feeling comfortable that even though I was about a half-hour off of my ideal time, arriving in Louisville at the same time as Alex, Jim, and Donna meant my planning and timing were not far off. It also meant I had a set of lights to follow east on I-64 to Frankfort. The 84-point bonus in Frankfort involved Daniel Boone like last year, but this time we were heading for a sign outside the cemetery, not the memorial within the cemetery. I actually saw the sign last year, knew where it was, and didn’t expect to waste too much time looking for it.

I followed the big bronze colored Honda until they ducked off for gas just outside Frankfort. I continued on and located the sign, recognizing the bike parked in front of it. Alex somehow beat me to the plaque. He was gracious enough to keep his bike running with lights aimed at the sign, then held my flag as I lined up the shot. I thought I must have caught Alex on vacation. Normally, with his game face on you kept a polite distance. But tonight he appeared relaxed. He was talking to a fellow competitor and going out of his way to be helpful. 

With bonus number five in the bag, the next stop would be for fuel around Huntington, WV, on my way to the Mothman in Point Pleasant, and Hillbilly Hot Dogs in Lesage, WV. Overshooting the hot dog stand ensured the larger bonus got par 5 treatment. Riding down I-64 gave me a good opportunity to reflect on the day. In the first twelve hours I had covered over 700 miles, on a day that can only be described as ideal for riding. Other than the occasional construction zone, road conditions were perfect, and traffic was lightening up as I passed Lexington, KY. More importantly, I felt good and the bike was running perfectly. The auxiliary gas tank replacing the pillion seat allowed me to make just one stop for fuel to date, in Columbus, after 450 miles.

Close to midnight I ducked off at the Hwy 52 exit in Huntington and filled up both gas tanks once again, this time at a Speedway. I made sure the receipt was acceptable, then checked the GPS distance to Point Pleasant. It didn’t seem too far, so off I went. The Zumo led me through town, down seemingly endless one way streets, taking me to Hwy 2, then on for many slow miles to Point Pleasant. The Zumo was right, it wasn’t that far, it just took a while to get there.

As I rode the deer infested roads with full hi-beam HID Hellas ablaze the deer lit up white, like ghosts on the side of the road. Some sat quietly in the ditch as I went by. Others were bent over feeding at the side of the road, apparently uninterested as I rode by. Watching out of the corner of my eye for so much as a twitch from any muscle on the deer’s body, my muscles tensed ready to react. Inevitably, on this road, at this hour, the pace had slowed.

The Zumo guided me to a stop right beside the Mothman statue. Although the proportions were smaller than I had imagined, the statue itself was exactly what I thought a Mothman should look like. Bug eyes, multiple wings. I’m not sure why the piece of art was downtown, but love it or hate it, you had to notice it.

From there I doubled back on the highway that would take me back to my seventh bonus, Hillbilly Hot Dogs in Lesage. I must had ridden right by without noticing it on my way out, so I made a point of paying special attention on my way back. I passed a squid on a sport bike, who quickly fell in behind when I threw on the Hellas. He followed for about fifteen miles, then turned off, not far from my next stop.

I slowed down as the GPS told me I was half a mile away, and carefully looked for the hot dog stand somewhere on my left. As I approached my eye caught sight of waving arms. It was another rider. I slowed down to a crawl and noticed the bike lying on its side in the parking lot. 

It was two in the morning and this guy was happy to see me. “Am I glad you’re here. The bike went over on its side and I can’t get it back up. I even called 911 for help, but no one is here yet.”

I made sure I was on flat ground before shutting off my bike, carefully putting it on the stand. Once the bike was shut off it was pitch black out there. The rider had managed to lose footing on the steep slope of the parking lot, letting the bike fall gracefully over to the left side. I looked at his bike and as the rider spoke a mile a minute, I located a flashlight and surveyed the situation. This was the V-Strom that had passed me just outside Harrisburg. It was a “footing” problem more than anything else. The gravel on the downhill slope was like marbles under our feet making it impossible for one person to lift the bike.

“Can you make the bike lighter?” I asked.

“Certainly can,” as he removed the trunk case.

We both grabbed an end and up the bike went without a problem. Next he turned the key and it fired up instantly.

“Thanks so much. I thought I was going to be stuck out here all night. My name is Tom, by the way.”

“Peter Delean. Nice to meet you, Tom. Last year my bike was on its side, so I know the feeling.” That was not a nice feeling as I recalled.

We were both headed for rest bonuses in Huntington, but before that I had to get my photo of the blue boat on top of the school bus. Looking around, the place appeared to have been decorated by Sanford and Son. With photo in the camera, it was time to bid adieu to Tom and get a rest bonus receipt in Huntington. That’s when the police showed up. I let Tom do all the talking as the cop stepped out to survey the situation.

“Good evening officer. I was the one who called 911 because my bike had fallen over in the parking lot. This rider helped me lift it back up. We’re on a fundraising ride and…” Tom was tap dancing now apologizing profusely for the call. I couldn’t hide the smirk on my face when he shone the light first on me, then over to Tom, making sure we were walking straight lines. When he seemed satisfied that his services would not be needed he got in the car and headed back into town.

I left shortly after, down the endless one way streets once again. I managed to locate a Speedway that was open 24 hours, and knew from experience that they had good receipts. It was 2:45 AM. I decided to stay at the Comfort Inn close to I-64. The manager let me park the bike under the entrance canopy, and gave me the only room left in the hotel. I unlocked the door, removed my boots, lay back on the bed and slept on top of the covers with a 5:15 wake-up call ordered, and a cell phone set for alarm on my chest. Believe it or not, I didn’t need it. I woke up spontaneously at 5 o’clock rested and ready to ride.  

By 5:30 AM, I was out at the bike reading the rules. Did I need a receipt from the same place, or would a receipt from the hotel work also? Checking the rules, they clearly indicated the receipt had to be from the same location, so I checked out and headed over to the Speedway. The same lady, memorable because the only tooth she had in her mouth was a lower front incisor, gave me a receipt dated 5:47 AM. I was on my way.

My next stop was the South Side Mall in South Williamson, KY on the West Virginia border. Instead of taking Hwy 52 all the way down, I took Hwy 23 on the recommendation of the hotel manager, which was four lanes most of the way south and made riding through the low-lying fog a bit easier. Eventually it blended into Hwy 52, which led me to Williamson, then South Williamson by 7:30 AM.

I had a waypoint marked at the intersection of Old Hwy 119 on the southwest corner of 119. I made the left turn onto the Old Hwy and rode past a South Side school, but found no mall. I turned around and went back. I couldn’t see a mall anywhere around there, so I headed back to Williamson and looked for a Radioshack. The Radioshack in Williamson had moved…to the South Side Mall, wherever that was. 

Behind me, a set of lights that I recognized as those of Cameron’s ST1300 approached. Neither one of us could find the mall. If it wasn’t listed as a shopping area on our GPS we were screwed. And it wasn’t. Cam resorted then to one of his old tricks, used in instances of total desperation: he asked somebody where the mall was.

Back we went, this time we turned right at Old Hwy 119, onto South Side Rd, and climbed the hill leading us to the mall, well hidden at the top of a hill. It always amazed me. Why would anyone hide a business, especially a mall. We read the bonus instructions again because at this hour into the rally we weren’t sure if we were expected to take a picture of the “motorcycle on the roof of the mall beside the sign”, or if we were to take a picture of our “motorcycle in front of the mall sign on the roof”. We were easily confused at this stage.

We got the instructions straight and with the photo of our motorcycles in the foreground we headed off to our last stop, Coalwood, WV. Too much time was wasted locating the mall. It was 8:00 AM, and the most technical part of the ride was just starting. Time was going to be an issue.

We got to know Hwy 52 quite intimately, as it led us up and down through the West Virginia countryside, up hills, around corners, through small towns, behind traffic. With little room to pass, we traveled at the going rate. At one point we followed a tandem dump truck as he carried a full load of coal at 42 mph around the corners, up and down hills, always keeping his trailer within a few inches of the lines.

My GPS kept screaming at me “Turn left”, “Turn left” onto Old Hwy 52. Not knowing any better, I did, and disappeared into a valley that led nowhere. Wisely Cameron didn’t follow. He told me he could hear banjos playing and wasn’t going anywhere near there! As if Hwy 52 wasn’t exciting enough, once we turned off to Coalwood the road got even more challenging. A few miles later we were in the small town. Cameron again stopped to ask someone for directions to the space shuttle display, which was accurately entered on my GPS.

With the final photo taken it was time to head to the finish in Lynchburg, VA with one stop for fuel along the way. We backtracked to Hwy 52. When we got to the intersection, Jim and Donna Phillips were just making their turn for Coalwood. Cam and I started in earnest for Lynchburg, stuck behind slow moving local traffic. Every once in a while a car would drop off, then we’d catch up to another one. When we got tired of this we pulled over for gas and the guy from Canada bonus. 

Cam was in a rush, because he had called in two minutes ahead of me, and really wanted to be in on time this year. He told me he’d see me at the finish then took off. As I was strapping the six-pack to the bike the big bronze Gold Wing went by. I had another set of lights to follow. Off I went in hot pursuit. You could tell Jim had loads of experience riding these heavily curved country roads before, because even as a single rider I had a hard time catching up to the Wing, and they were two-up.

With our GPS’ programmed differently, the Phillips’ headed in one direction while I took off in another while going through Bluefield, WV. They went straight while my GPS guided me right, taking me over a mountain in order to reach I-77 south. It was one of the nicest portions of the ride, not long, but up and over a mountain, around hairpins, and did I mention the pavement was fresh. Within a few minutes I was heading down I-77 towards I-81, the road that would bring me northeast to Lynchburg.

Last year’s feeding frenzy of police officers was not apparent, but it was still impossible to move the ETA up a minute. Once I turned off I-81 and followed 460 to the finish, every traffic light seemed to add a minute to my ETA. I finally arrived at the Quality Inn at 1:25 PM, 3 minutes late, and 1330 GPS miles richer.

Everything went well at the scoring table, and other than the 45 points lost for being 3 minutes late, there were no points dropped needlessly. I never thought of telling the scorers that I had assisted two riders in need, and that I had used at least 3 minutes of my time in offering assistance. Finishing in the top five was an accomplishment, considering the quality of riders around me.

	BONUS LOCATION
	PAR
	POINTS
	GOLF SCORE

	Moundsville, WV

Sugarcreek, OH

Columbus, OH

Louisville, KY

Frankfort, KY

Point Pleasant, WV

Lesage, WV

South Williamson, KY

Coalwood, WV
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4

4
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141

161
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84

111

99

131

49

TOTAL
	372

564

483

895

336

555

297

524

196
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I got to talk to Tom King at the end of the rally as well. For a guy who reached a low point at 2:00 AM he recovered quite nicely and finished 8th in the Harrisburg group. Michael Del Brocco, the rider who stayed at the Econolodge with us, finished in 7th place. A rider Cam and I had met last year at the VOID 3, Bob Lilley, the “Easton Flash”, finished in 6th place with his rear drive intact no less. Both fellows wished they had spent more time getting the order of their bonus selections to better coincide with the par values of the golf card.

Alex Schmitt, the fellow who started from the same gas station and who kept crisscrossing my route along the way, finished in 4th place, disappointed he had made an uncharacteristic paperwork error. Cameron, my riding buddy from North Bay, put in a strong performance and edged out a couple of us by getting an extra bonus location, and arriving on time. Don Knotts would have been proud!

Second place went to Mike Evans, another rider who started from the same Exxon. He edged out Cameron by only a few insurance-form points. What were the odds of having four of the top five riders start from the same gas station in Harrisburg? Meanwhile, Ed Day quietly slipped under the radar and put together a winning route, doing a better job at maximizing his largest bonuses and minimizing the smaller ones, all smiles after more than 1350 miles. 

Donald Jones, the fifth rider to start from the Exxon on Cameron St. reached his goal of finishing the rally. After an accident last year on his way home from the VOID 3, he had restored the vintage Wing and was just rebuilding his long distance riding chops.

Dinner was tasty, the standup comedian entertaining, the beer was cold, and I got to chat and laugh with some friends I hadn’t seen in a while. I even got to talk to Jim Phillips and let him know how impressed I was with his riding through the West Virginia back roads. Jim finished second among the Columbus, GA starters. He was gracious as always. 

Then it was time to call it a day.

It would be nice if that was where the story ended. Alas, it was not to be. 

The next day, not quite out of Virginia, the clutch of my RT self-destructed. Although I was not a happy camper, I kept reminding myself that things could have been worse, much worse. Imagine if my clutch had let go in one of the more remote areas of West Virginia, at night, on some twisty road, alone, without cell phone coverage. 

I was lucky; the weather was perfect, I wasn’t alone, my cell phone worked, I was parked in a safe location away from traffic, and I wasn’t expected back to work before Tuesday, because Monday was Canadian Thanksgiving. After arguing successfully with AAA to get a tow, I had the bike dropped off at Anton Largiader’s place, slated for a total clutch reconstruction. 

I rode “bitch” on the back of Cameron’s bike most of the way home. Riding as a passenger and gave me ample time to dream up things that might make life better for passengers. While staring forward at the reflection of my helmet on the back of Cameron’s I thought why not design a helmet with a small wrap-around video screen at the back of it connected to a mini cam at the front of the helmet. That way the passenger could view what the driver was looking at.  My only bit of entertainment came when Cam got pulled over Monday afternoon in Ontario and issued an over achiever’s performance award on Thanksgiving. Welcome home!

Much of the time was spent reflecting on the nature of the relationships we have with our motorcycles. We have such faith in these machines to take us everywhere we need to go, to deliver us in all kinds of conditions, to get us back home to family and friends. We come to expect that from them. 

In return we look after them. We clean and coddle them. We keep them covered and put a roof over their heads. We care for them from a service standpoint. We renew parts, we drain and change their lifeblood of fluids and make sure the battery has spark.  We treat them like family. When they do let us down we feel jilted, as if betrayed by a cheating lover or a back-stabbing friend.

This was a bike that only saw highway miles, that was serviced regularly every six thousand miles or less, that spent life in a garage tied to its umbilical cord - the battery tender, and was used sparingly - only for rallies. No low-life commuting for this baby.

Not even a Master Mechanic with computerized diagnostic equipment, dealer tools and know-how could prevent me from getting stranded, shaking my confidence in the machine, the service techs, and the marquee. This event was hard to swallow because no bike, especially a BMW that boasts longevity, should have a major malfunction like a clutch failure at 40 thousand miles. 

With winter closing in up here, it may be spring before I see the beast. It’ll take a while before I can learn to trust the bike again, not to mention the dealership. Our relationships will surely never be the same. 

I may start looking at others, and who knows where that could lead. Maybe I’ll fall for a Wing, or a Yamaha, or a sexy Italian. Or, perish the thought, I may even have to take up golf again. Fore!

Peter Delean

North Bay, ON

Rider #51

