 Big Sky Ride - July 2008

By: Craig Rodgers

Like most epic motorcycle trips this gang gets involved in, the trip begins with “first we fix the trailer lights”.  And that means each leg of the trip – beginning with my trailer lights in Houston, then Tom’s trailer lights in Tyler.  But let’s back up a little.

Jorge Marques, Tom Thompson, Glenn Sparkman, and I set out on an ambitious motorcycle ride that would take in Wyoming, Montana, Utah, Alberta Canada, Washington, and Idaho and Oregon.  We didn’t realize just how ambitious it was.
It’s not called the “Big Sky Country” for nothing.  Actually “Big Sky Country” is the marketing spin for the fact that you can drive for hours where the scenery doesn’t seem to change.  Pretty scenery nonetheless.  
I began the trip in Katy, Texas (near Houston) where Jorge and I live, hooking up with Jorge there, and driving north to Tyler to meet up with Tom and Glenn.  Once in Tyler the plan was to load all 4 bikes –K1200GT, RT1150, and K1200S BMW’s and a Kawasaki Concurs 1400.  The schedule went better than expected allowing Glenn, Jorge and I a quick excursion to Lake Tyler for a little water skiing before hitting the road in earnest.

Rather than iron-butt the brutal interstate road system on the bikes, we chose to trailer the bikes to the fringe of the targeted riding area, saving fuel, tires, time and butts.  Driving straight through our get-off spot was Evanston Wy., in the southwest corner of Wyoming.
On the 24 hour non-stop trip to get to Evanston, we picked up some unwanted passengers – gremlins I believe they are called.  Apparently they were headed the same direction we were.  Three trailer tire blowouts later, we were ready to stage an exorcism on the evil spirits that had taken over the trailer.

These mishaps occurred within the last 6 hour stretch of the road.  AAA Road Assistance was my faithful virtual companion, calling ahead for us for spare tire availability in the few and small towns ahead.  The last two hour stretch into Evanston, we flat ran out of spares (pun intended) and had to make this last stretch of without the insurance of a spare.  Glenn and I unloaded our bikes from the trailer, trying to lighten the load and reduce the risk of having another tire episode – a strategy that worked.  
Plains Tire Company there in Evanston ordered 4 new tires for us- since nothing was in stock- and stored the trailer for us while they waited for tires.  In my experience, the probability of all of that coming together allowing us to return on schedule was low.  

We met a pretty cool Highway Patrol Officer on one of our blowouts.  CJ Carroll happened upon us on the side of the road trying to figure out the best procedure to get the trailer jacked up with the truck jack without getting killed.  
We learned that CJ was a Marine sniper in Bosnia, and yes, he did get to use his gun.  He was a cool guy and we were glad to have him protecting our hind quarters.  This cat was in shape.  He ran 10 miles a day at 8000 ft. elevation.  As Jorge ‘the jack man’ can attest, the air is a little thin here.
Along the way we say these big windmill farms.  These massive windmills generate 21 megawatts apiece, enough power for 100 homes.  This we learned from Juan Lopez, a windmill technician staying at the Best Western in Evanston our first night.  Jorge was showing off his Spanish speaking capability with Juan when Jorge asked what nationality Juan was.  Juan’s response left Jorge hanging – I’m Americano.  Ha.  Juan also told us that GE makes the best turbines for the windmills.  Juan had lived in Rosenburg, Texas – just down the road from Katy.  It is a small world.
So the trip from Tyler, Texas to Evanston, Wyoming took us from 4:30PM Friday afternoon until Saturday 7:15pm and covered 1370 miles.  But the three trailer flats added several hours.
The ride plan was to start and end the ride at Evanston, Wy.  Throughout the ride we were to make overnight stops in West Yellowstone, Polson, Mt., Missoula, Mt., Cambridge Id., and Arco, Id. before returning to Evanston – an estimated 2400 miles.
Sunday morning, July 27, 2008, we are officially on the ride.  Headed generally north to Yellowstone, we took in Bear Lake, the Grand Tetons, and Yellowstone National Park. We finished the day drinking some Ol’ Faithful Lager actually watching Ol’ Faithful blow.  We traversed several state lines, so technically we touched 4 states on day one – Wyoming, Utah, Idaho and Montana.  And on this day we began to understand why it’s called Big Sky country.  Dang everything is far apart.  We realized then that this trip was going to have its own unique personality compared to the other trips that we have done.   We had to average about 400 miles per day on the bikes to make the schedule.  This day took us mostly up Hwy 89 for about 344 miles.  

We stayed the night in West Yellowstone at the Holiday Inn Sunspree.  That evening we met a guy from Belgium in the hot tub.  He was pretty proud that a Belgium company (INBEV) had bought the American Icon Budweiser – but he was a cool dude.  

Ride day 2 started around 9:00am, after impromptu repairs on Jorge’s throttle lock device.  We headed for Polson, Mt. on 191 North through Bozeman.  We got to see the Gallatin River, Flathead Lake, and the Dam below Flathead Lake.  And thanks to some local knowledge from ‘the fat people eating ice cream’ at the Clear Springs Junction, rerouted down Hwy 83 past some really beautiful lakes like Swann Lake, Lake Placid and Salmon Lake.  At the end of this 408 mile day, we ran into the old bad leg Harley dude at the gas station. He was having a convenience store hot dog for supper and looking for a camp site to crash for the night.  We asked him where he was heading, and he replied, “I don’t know, I’m retired”.  He meant it.  When we found out that he had been to Canada this day, we asked him about any difficulties at the border crossing.  He advised us that is was no big deal - unless your record was too long, or you drove a Harley; in which case they would give you a hard time.  We topped off  the tanks and make our last leg of the day, that took us to the Kerr Dam below Flathead Lake.  The area around the dam is a recreational area, as marked by a sign that said “Recreational Area – No Shooting”.  Other signage warned us of Bears and Mountain Lions, which apparently enjoyed this area along with the sightseers.  “Remember to watch small children” we were advised.

We stayed at the Polson Inn, just down the street from Pappa Don’s Grill, where you must try the Tri-tips sandwich.  Yum!  Pleasantly surprised by the presence of a hot tub, we were impressed with this little hotel.  It had a great view of the lake.  It also happened to be the hotel of choice for the Ford Classic Car club, who had come in from Washington.  We got to see some really cool cars from the ‘40s and ‘50s.  
Ride day 3 took us North, past Flathead Lake and into Glacier National Park.  GNP was the most scenic section of our ride, with stunning vistas along shear road side drop offs.  The road over the pass and out the north side of the park is called the Going to the Sun Road.  It was wally world for sure with the park traffic and road construction, but the views were worth it.  
We encountered an interesting phenomenon in this region of the county. Nobody likes to be passed.  They would speed up to whatever their vehicle would do, and then back off after you finally make it around them.  Perhaps the most extreme example was the white Firebird that Glenn and Tom chased for while on a little two lane back road.  This guy was the only local successful in defending his states honor in not getting passed.  We let him go before he hurt himself.

There were many memorable things to account for on this day. Jorge had a mountain named after him - “Jorge’s Platter” a huge saucer in the sky and the Canadian border crossing where the guard asked us if we were carrying any sharp sticks.  We saw round bales of grain in the Canadian foot hills 30 feet apart for as far as the eye could see.  Reportedly these bales sold for $1000 apiece.  Lake McDonald was THE photo spot, and we had some fun with the crazy lady in the truck that so didn’t like getting passed that she was hanging out of the window shaking her fist.  

We wrapped up the 458 mile, 13 hour day, pulling in to the C’Mon Inn in Missoula, Mt.  Several bikes were already parked there, so we just merged right in.  Glenn pulled off his helmet looking like the Red Barron after a dogfight, with the dirty face and goggle mask around his eyes and recognized that we had just parked in the middle of the Hell’s Angels.  The Angels had chosen the same hotel as us for a staging area for the final leg of their Sturgis journey.  We kept the Harley jokes to a minimum in the hot tub that evening.
The wear and tear of the long hard riding had claimed a radar detector, two cameras, two throttle locks, one bike-to-bike radio, and Jorge’s back tire.  And we had two more long days left.  The trip at this point was really lacking the twisty roads we love so much.  The sights had been beautiful, but still – we needed twisties.  
Day 4 was the western leg of the trip.  We headed to Clarkston Washington in search of a new rear tire for Jorge.  Mac’s Yamaha Shop filled the bill, as the very cool service manager agreed to work Jorge in immediately if we did the rear tire remove and replace task.  We had recently gained a lot of tire experience, and made quick work of it.  

After a tasty steak sandwich at Hazel’s Diner, we headed for the twisties that Hell’s Canyon offered.  This segment allowed us to touch Montana, Washington, Oregon, and Idaho.  Hell’s Canyon is the deepest gorge in North America, and the technical turns to navigate it proved to be the thrill we were missing up to this point.  There were breathtaking views on this day.  I highly recommend working this area in to your route plan if you are ever in this area.
We were spent toward the end of this 442 mile, 12 hour day.  It was a good thing that Hwy 71 from Hell’s Canyon to Cambridge was a fantastic motorcycle road – it kept us alert for the final stretch.    

Ms. G’s Diner was waiting for us in Cambridge at sunset.  We had dinner next to some smoke jumpers who looked so tired and dirty, we decided to spare them the questions we wanted to ask.  Our waitress Candice kindly let Jorge borrow her cell phone, since we couldn’t get any ‘bars’, to make his hourly report home.  That man loves his wife.  Helping to make Jorge feel more comfortable with his separation anxiety, Tom and Glenn also used the borrowed phone to check in.  Candice had a tattoo that said “Good Night Irene”.  In the tradition of these trips, I asked her about the tattoo.  The tattoo was in her deceased grandmother’s namesake, who used to sing the song “Good Night Irene” to her at bedtime. Awww.  People generally like telling the stories of their markings.
A sleepy little town, Cambridge offered a good little eatery in Ms. G’s, and it had a bar, but it closed before we could get to it.  The Hunter’s Inn was where we stayed, clean and comfortable – but no hot tub.  The next morning we discovered that we were staying next door to a Mom and three daughters.  We heard a major ruckus as the issue spilled out of the room next door into the parking lot as we prepared the bikes for this day’s ride.  I’ve misplaced there names, but the youngest of the girls who’s age ranged from 11 to 20 was getting all duded up for the local fair where she was showing a lamb.  The major meltdown was that her new leather belt that matched her new boots didn’t fit.  Glenn came to the rescue with my swiss army knife, using the awl to punch a new hole in the belt for the buckl to fit properly.  Of course this opened up the conversation what we were doing in the middle of nowhere dressed like ‘that’.  Mom’s comments first were that we reminded her of the movie “Wild Hogs”, followed shortly by a question: “Is this some sort of bucket list kind of thing?”.  Dang girl, we’re not that old.
So it’s day 6 and the end point of this leg is supposed to be Arco, Idaho, near the Craters of the Moon.  This would be another 400 mile day and we were growing weary of the long days.  We back-tracked a few miles on Hwy. 71 to capture some riding video from Glenn’s tank mount.  That is always a good start in the day if the first road is good enough to shoot video.  This video can be found on www.the-rodgers.com under the interests section.  After a little leap-frog with the video camera we were off in earnest about 9:30am on the planned route for the day.  We hit Hwy 95 north, then Hwy 55 south along the Payatte River – a great first section.  We had lunch a Banks on at a little dinner on the river.  There we met a Harley couple armed with a little local knowledge.  They advised us to take the Wildlife Scenic Byway to Starky.  They also recommended taking in Sun Valley.  It turns out by adjusting our stopping point to Sun Valley (Ketchum) it would cut off 70 miles on the day.  

With stomachs full, we head for the scenic byway, and Jorge radios he’d like to fill his tank.  I comment that he should have plenty of fuel because the sign said 47 miles to next gas, so we should keep going.  Fast forward an hour later, and Jorge is nursing the last fumes from his tank, coasting on the down hill stretches to arrive at the next gas station with zero gas left.  I told him ‘I told you so.  You had plenty of gas!”  He was pretty proud of his accomplishment.  
By now 321 miles sound far better than 400, and besides Sun Valley was a resort town with plenty of options for the ‘wind down’ vs. “Craters of the Moon” at Arco.   My AAA membership proved valuable enough with Julia acting as my personal travel services representative.  This was amazing service from AAA, canceling our original hotel reservation and finding new accommodations for us near Sun Valley.   
Julia with AAA hooked us up in the Tyrolean Inn.  This was a great place located in Ketchum with excellent outdoor spa facilities and a great view.  Taking in the hot tub before sunset, it was fun watching the 2-up paid excursions of tandem parasail adventure tours land in the field next to us.   The hotel had a mascot named Lucky – an 8 year old Border Collie mix – that would just chill in the hallways and graciously accept your scratching.  

After walking to a great dinner in this tourist area, we discovered the orange caution flags that one is supposed to carry across the intersection for safety.  How ridiculous.  The little orange flags were a source of humor for the rest of the trip.
Day 7 has us facing the last 326 miles back to Evanston.  A 8:30am start brought us back to our starting point by 4:30pm.  We had the need to beat the closing time of the tire dealership back in Evanston to pick up the trailer – which hopefully would be fully outfitted with new tires that were to be ordered and installed while we were gone.  This forced us to run a section of interstate to make time – exposing us to a very long, hot stretch for about an hour and a half.  The temperature exceeded one-hundred degrees for a good part of this stretch and really took it out of us.  We introduced ourselves to the energy drink “Monster” at the next gas stop.  Fortunately, the last 40 minute stretch home produced some twisties at a little higher altitudes that gave us both relief from the temperature, and boredom of running straight and flat for hours.  

Pulling in to the same Best Western in Evanston that was the get-off point day 1, we quickly dismounted and jumped in the waiting truck to bee-line for the Plains Tire shop.  Our luck was with us this time, as the trailer was ready.  Time for the hot tub and some refreshment!

We met quite the conversationalist at the hot tub.  Liora was an 11 year old gal from Toronto who had a lot of interest in motorcycles – exhibited by her 10,000 questions.  We also learned that driving to Evanston from Toronto via Kansas and Iowa provides the viewing excitement of watching grass grow.  As described by Liora, “I saw wheat, wheat, corn and corn.”  She said she wanted to fly home.  Fly home?  Now that sounded really good to us too.

The mileage for the motorcycle legs of the trip totaled 2326 miles.  We took in 6 states, 1 foreign country, 3 national parks, and numerous state parks.  One learns something new from each big ride.  This one taught me that 400 mile days are too long, and that 250 to 300 miles per day allows a little wind down time at the end of the day, and the city one chooses to stay in overnight in needs to have some energy of it’s own to feed on.
The return trip home was much less eventful, as the gremlins left the trailer alone.  All said and done – no tickets, no crashes… good ride.

