A Three Hour Cruise

I was looking forward to the Durango - Grand Junction - Leadville - Crested Butte - Durango trip for months. Fathers' Day finally arrives and marks the day I'm to depart from Houston for Colorado. Since I have the Excursion, it's decided I'm to be the pulling vehicle for the 5 riders and the enclosed trailer we are taking the bikes in. I'm to be in Dallas Sunday afternoon to meet up with the widely dispersed group. 

Tom 'Ironman' Thompson is furnishing the trailer. He says the trailer should easily be towable by the mighty Excursion. I pound my chest and agree, sight unseen. Sure enough, everybody shows on time meeting at Glenn 'Offroad' Sparkman's house. And there is the trailer. I realize that I didn't bring my commercial driver’s license. 

But after all, it is a diesel Excursion, and I shouldn't have any problem pulling that trailer right? So we commence to hooking it up. My trailer ball is too small so we have to switch out the balls. That done, we back up to the trailer and attach it. The weight of the tongue compresses the rear suspension such that the front of the trailer is too low. We decide to reverse the receiver and discover that the front is too high. After trying the neighborhood's supply of receivers, we find one that levels the trailer - never mind that the front wheels of the Excursion barely touch the ground. 

Now it's time to load the bikes. It's hard to imagine that a trailer with the tongue weight of an elephant has trouble fitting 5 bikes easily - but it does. We play a motorcycle version of musical chairs and get it to work. We load the gear and we are off. A pleasant surprise is the proper function of the electric brake controller that I had installed just days earlier, without the benefit of being able to test it on the trailer. It works well as I test it to the max 5 minutes into the trip by stopping 3 cm. from the back of a 2 pound Honda Civic with a 20 pound muffler that decides to randomly stop at a green light. The trailer brakes certainly work, having the effect of dribbling the 9 thousand-pound Excursion like a basketball in front of it. At least we are awake now for the remaining 18 hour drive, lumbering along on the back wheels looking like one would might expect the Griswald's station wagon to look like in 'Family Vacation". 

About Amarillo, Ironman Thompson realizes he left his wallet back in Dallas. Glenn says he's lucky he remembered his bike. He is. He seems to have this inclination, as he loses his motorcycle key, swimsuit and glasses in the days to come. 

At last we get to Durango! With daylight remaining on Monday, we decide to take a little warm up spin. We climb out of Durango into the mountains testing the power at altitude. We notice some loss of power at the new altitude. Some more than others. Clint 'Military Discount' Sparkman seems to be having the biggest issue on his Kawasaki ZX-11. But hey, these bikes are used to sea level. We head back to the Hotel. There the discussion begins about rubber. The group looks at my back tire and predicts I'll have cords showing by the time we're done. 

Day one of the tour begins. Up Million Dollar Highway, over to Telluride and through Deloris Canyon. Wow, I've never ridden on Mars before. The high-speed sweepers were awesome. Everybody has a great time, except for the ZX-11, which seems to be missing. We arrive in Grand Junction and decide to change the plugs. Nobody is open that carries the plugs. With all the standing around in the parking lot watching Mr. Military Discount take out his plugs, the discussion turns to my back tire, which in fact already showing cords. I new we rode hard, but DANG! Day two will require a visit to the motorcycle dealer to get plugs and embarrassingly for me, a new rear tire. While I beg the service department for priority, the boys are to put the new plugs in the zx-11 and we'll meet back up to kick off. Turns out I'm the first ST1300 tire change. Takes a while. I get back to find not only have they changed plugs, but taken off the 4 carbs and cleaned them and reinstalled. Oh well, timing works out pretty well. By lunch we are off to Leadville. 

Independence Pass and Aspen are wonderful. A little rain and traffic, but great anyway. Good news is the Carb job did the trick. 

Day three takes us to the Almont Resort near Crested Butte. An interesting arrival as the "RIDE THE ROCKIES" bicycle event is stopping there for the day. Nothing like a thousand bikes on the road. It was nice of them to pose as a slalom course marker for us. We got a lot of waves. Seems that we were number one. We arrive early to the cabin to find the driveway road blocked by a backhoe and the hole it has dug. It gives Clint the opportunity to negotiate the Military Discount he is obsessed with. We unload some gear and pack it in to the cabin to lighten up for the late afternoon run to the Black Canyon of the Gunnison. 

What a sight. We do some sight seeing and decide to hit hwy 92 on the other side and try to find Joe Cocker's bar in Crawford. It would have been ok with me to just run this road back and forth for the next two days. AWESOME! We get to the bar (Mad Dog Saloon?) to find it has been shut down for the year. Apparently a relative who ran the bar died and there is no one to run it for now. At least we get to backtrack down this wonderful road. We've got about an hour of daylight remaining and are glad the bar wasn't actually open. This would be one tough road in the dark. As it turns out, it was tough in the daylight. 

Not 10 minutes into the return ride, the most wicked green cloudbank forms over the canyon. I stop to put on rain gear. The other four keep going. I'll catch up. Good decision on my part, since about 30 seconds into getting back on the road it starts raining. Wait a minute. That's not rain. It's SLEET! Now I feel REALLY alone. What if it's just sleet here and they are still on dry pavement? Should I continue? Ok. Slowly. It's 43 degrees now and the sleet is sticking to the road. ABS is a good thing I decide. I thought I bought this model for the windscreen. 

Afraid to try and stop, afraid to keep going, afraid of freezing to death on this mountain tonight, I'm really wondering if I was left to die. At the bottom of the next hill, I find most of the group on the side of the road. I barely stop. It's so slick you can barely stand up. We figure we can keep from freezing to death by running a bike for engine heat and killing and eating the weakest rider. It starts to rain in a while and melts the sleet from the roads. Great! Now we can go. And we do. For the next hour in the driving rain. This is where we discover the weakest rider. Not due to skill, but vision. Dennis 'blind bat' Norton has the worst case of visor fogging I've ever seen. He is determined to keep up riding by Braille. 

We get back to the cabin, which immediately takes on the look of a refugee camp with wet stuff hanging from the beams. The floor vents serve as glove dryers. We wonder how five bikes can carry so much stuff. 

Day 4 arrives and we are off across San Juan City on 149 toward Wolf Creek. Just as we turn south on 149 we hit the construction traffic. A nice 30 minute delay waiting for the one lane right of way. A surprise benefit is the game of leapfrog we get to play past the endless line of RV's. We make our way to the front of the line finally and find some time to switch bikes and experience the ride on each other’s mount. By day four, the comfort of the ST is popular. My experience was somewhat different. I move from the ST to a Ducati. Tom is truly and ironman riding that thing for 1167 miles. It sure handles but damn I felt like a convict dropping the soap. I pulled up after the ride and bowed to Tom, saying I just didn't see how he could do it laying on a unicycle that far. He just smiled, shook his numb hands, and got back on. 

We have to hurry now back to Durango, for I have an appointment with the RV shop there to purchase a shiney new equalizer hitch so that we might actually make it home. We run into a little more rain. I lift my visor just a crack to vent some fog and catch an 80 mph bug in the left eye. No biggy, just rub it. I must have scratched my eye, as the last 30 minutes of the ride into the West sun, I'm so light sensitive that I have to ride with my left hand up shielding my eyes. I think I started a new wave to fellow oncoming motorcyclist, as they all saluted back in turn. We arrive in Durango and $357 and a couple of hours later we have the new hitch. I'm glad because the roaring sound that had developed in the front end on the way up was weighing on my mind. I figured the front end was designed to actually have some weight on it, and perhaps that was the reason for the grinding sound that had been getting progressively worse on the Excursion on the way up. 

After getting a good nights drink, I mean sleep, we are ready for the trip home. Loading the bikes was much easier the second time, having already solved the rubic's cube like problem for the trip up here. Soon we on I40 in the driving rotation making good time. Only I'm not in the rotation as both eyes are watering so bad now, that I can't possible see to drive. We decide the eye is now infected. Knowing that I HAVE to drive from Dallas to Houston solo, we've got to do something. It's good to have a doctor in the family. I'll call him and get some antibiotic drops in a town ahead. I call the wife at home. She gets on the internet and finds a pharmacy number in a town ahead. I call the doctor at home. He's in a training class out of town. I call every cell phone in the family until I track him down. He calls in the presciption, we whip in a and pick it up. Finally something is working. 

Back on I40 somewhere between Albuquerque and Santa Rosa, I find some relief and restored vision... just in time to see from the back seat the 18 wheeler that decides our lane is better than his. With not enough time to stop the momentum of this motorcycle hauling freight train we are in, our current driver Glenn "Offroad" Sparkman decides to scooch over to the left to avoid contact. The left front tire catches the grass of the interstate median and off we go. It's amazing how smooth that grass looks from the road. It's not. "Offroad" saves our life by getting off the brakes and lets this 10 ton caravan coast to a stop in the middle of I40. Nobody is hurt. No apparent damage to person or machine. No apparent witnesses either, as nobody else stops. I guess they all have somewhere to be. We make an inspection of the enclosed trailer. Oh no. My ST has broken loose pinged around the trailer like ricochet rabbit. Dented tank, bent handlebars, scratch bags, broken mirrors. Everybody agrees that A> we are still alive and B> it's good that my bike is the only one damaged. We file a report with law enforcement. He asks to see my insurance card - which is of course expired. 

Back on the road and having worked up an appetite, we stop in Amarillo for a quick bite at Taco Bell. Only the drive through is open. Well forget that. We have to walk up. They don't serve walk-ups. We chose to walk down to the Waffle House. Good quick decision. An hour and a half later after what might be the worst service I've ever seen we are back on the road for the last leg. At least the raw bacon was good. 

We are back to the original staging place of Dallas, where now that no one is speaking to each other, the unloading and switching of the trailers is quite efficient. The Excursion is relieved to have only the light utility trailer toting only the pathetic looking ST for the trip from Dallas to Houston. I've been up for 20 hours already, but I've got to drive straight home. My boys need the trailer and Excursion to get their dirt bikes to motocross camp. I can do it. I wake up in some town name Marlin curled up in the back seat of the Excursion with the doors locked and engine running. I must have decided to take a little rest. I guess I needed it. I don't have trouble staying awake anymore because the AIRWOLF like sound coming from the front end is so loud I think I'm in a helicopter. I make it back to Houston just in time to get behind a pickup truck at a stoplight loaded with portable tables. The light turns green, he takes off and his load doesn't. I miss it. I must say I'm surprised at this good fortune. Unlike the 100 cars that saw our 'crash', I stop and help him reload his cargo. He doesn't speak to me. I say your welcome and get back to my Excursion. Pulling out, I nearly T-bone somebody coming out of the parking lot next to the intersection. Again, just thankful to be alive, I continue home - now just minutes away. 

I pull into the driveway met by my smiling son. He is glad to see me. "Glad you're home Dad. Now let's get the dirt bikes loaded. We're late". Sure son, just help me pry my hands off the steering wheel and we'll get to it. Off the ST comes and on the dirt bikes go for the 100-mile round trip to the motocross campsite. The wife - Tamra - helps by driving while I lay in the back and tell the stories of the trip. She especially likes the 18-wheeler - damaged bike story. 

The dirt bikes and kids are delivered. We are headed home. Tamra notices the now screeching sound coming from the front end. What's that smell? she says. The ABS light comes on. It's pulling to the right. We stop. I eject. 

I just want to go home. We call a buddy and a tow truck. The buddy takes our trailer and us home, and the wrecker takes the Excursion away. And tomorrow I must return to work. 

Monday morning 8:00am meeting. "How was the vacation ole Red Eye?" they ask. It was GREAT! 

post script: the pictures from the trip can be seen at www.the-rodgers.com 

Craig Rodgers
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