Pacific Coast Ride

by Craig Rodgers

Tom Thompson, Glenn Sparkman, and Craig Rodgers set out for an epic motorcycle ride in California June 13, 2007.  These Texas based riders had dreamed of running the Pacific Coast Highway.  This article documents the dream come true.  

What had become an annual event, the group of three chooses a worthy destination a year in advance, and tinkers with the logistics for months. This time the threesome wanted to go west and run the Pacific Coast Highway.  Since the group has been riding together, they have done Colorado twice, Arkansas once, the Texas Hill Country and most recently the Smokey Mountains.

Far fetched at first, the thought of the seeing the Pacific Ocean at the same time as running awesome, twisty roads was just too strong to give up on.  The trouble with the idea was getting away with the 10-days of being gone that a trip like this takes - not only from the work schedule, but from the deficit spending on the brownie points with the spouses.  And then the solution rears its Angelina Jolie head.  

The devious plot involved driving the 1600 miles from Tyler, Texas to Bakersfield, California straight through with the bikes in tow.  Get through the 115 degree Mojave Desert, park the trailer and truck in temporary storage and start the ride toward the coast.  Meanwhile the ladies would be preparing to fly into Monterrey about the time the riders make the 1st leg on the bikes across 105 degree semi-desert and the orange groves between Bakersfield and Moro Bay.   This way it’s really a girl’s trip too, and doesn’t deplete the kitchen passes completely.  The men might even gain a few points with Carmel by the Sea, the Big Sur, and Cannery Row in Monterrey in the mix.   

That brings us to the focus of the event – the RIDE.  Day 1 had the riders in Bakersfield, all rested up from the 26 hours spent in the truck getting there.  The energy level is high as they pull out of the Holiday Inn Express and miss their first turn (see last year's story to really appreciate this).   The exit that offered a solution to the screw-up had an interesting 3 way option just after the exit off of Hwy 99.  Left, which Glenn takes, straight which Craig takes, and the ill-fated right which Tom takes.  Quickly on the bike-to-bike radios they agree to meet back at the point where they all split up before they get out of radio reception range.  Tom makes a u-turn to get back, only to discover that rather than Bakersfield rolling out a red carpet, they chose diesel fuel.  Tom had a gear shift bending get-off at u-turn speed on a surface so slick that his boots slide out from under him trying to pick up the skinny Ducati Monster.  Awesome.  Ride T+20 minutes and they are at the Yamaha shop in Bakersfield using a propane torch and a vice, bending Tom’s gear shift back to a usable form.  

Meanwhile, another drama is unfolding.  Beth and Sue (Glenn and Tom’s respectively) are traveling together with a lay-over in Salt Lake City.  Apparently there wasn’t enough time to get a Starbuck’s in between flights and they missed the connection.  However, Tamra (Craig’s S.O.) was traveling through San Jose and driving in to Monterrey.  So Beth and Sue rerouted to San Jose and caught Tamra coming off of her flight, and jumped in the rent car with her.  This seems easy enough, but coordinating this while holding a freshly heated gear shift lever was quite a spectacle.   Tamra had her own set of troubles trying to make it by air.  Craig’s calculation that the top box she uses as a backrest on the bike, which had her helmet in it; would fit in the overhead bin as carry on.  For the first time in his life, he was wrong.  Tamra tried hard enough though, as proven by the number of scratches on the top box when it finally made it. She had two legs to make it to Monterrey on Southwest Airlines, and in both cases, she convinced the Pilot to carry it for her on the flight deck with him.  

In another fortunate turn of events, Tom’s home town Ducati dealer, knowing he was out on a road trip, had properly staffed and stocked the parts department, and were able to Fed-X a replacement gear shift lever to our next stop over destination – Monterrey.  T+2 hours we were on our way in earnest.  

It was lunch time as we approached the coast near Santa Margarita, so the pod stopped at Tina’s Diner.  The AvaCosmic Burger (avocado burger) is to be commended.  The break presented a great opportunity to set up Craig’s latest geek-out, the tank mounted video camera - which is responsible for the ride footage used to build the video, offered on the website www.the-rodgers.com. 

As they pull away from Santa Margarita, they soon experience what is called “the marine effect”.  The temperature drops to 52 degrees due to the cool air coming off of the Pacific Ocean.  A welcome change as the stretch across SR 58 saw temperatures in excess of 100 degrees.  Another interesting experience included their first “lane splitting” exercise as traffic on the 101 had come to a crawl due to a roadside fire.  A little apprehensive at first, they followed some local bikers in between the nearly stopped line of cars.  The California drivers were very bike friendly and actually moved over a little to make passage easier.  Reportedly, it’s a cool experience moving to the front of the line without some Texas Cowboy opening a door on you.

The view coming over the hill to their first site of the Pacific Ocean at Moro Bay was worth everything they had gone through so far.  From there it would only get better as the fog played against the twisty mountain road that is Hwy 1.

The end of day 1 took them 280 miles and as far as Monterrey.  There they met up with the girls for the weekend.

Day 2 was ride day with the girls.  After a failed attempt to see 17 Mile Drive on the bikes (which aren’t allowed), the now group of six were off to the Big Sur.  Unlike the guys-only days, they frequently stopped and smelled the roses, at the pie, drank the coffee, bought the jewelry, took in the art and touched the ocean.  Pfeiffer beach was a highlight with its stunning rock formations and high cliffs.  The road to the beach was an accidental exploratory find.  This unique one-lane road was a few miles in length, frequently requiring the group to take a ‘turn-out’ to let oncoming traffic pass.  The sun was out, but at 57 degrees and windy, the riding gear never came off.  Some of the best pictures were taken here.  Leaving the beach, Craig nearly toppled over Glenn and Beth like dominoes where the beach road meets the highway – nearly victims to the steep and angled intersection.  We briefly made Carmel by the Sea on the way back, but as one of the girls put it “I’m cold, my ass hurts, let’s go” and so we wrapped up the two-up episode and headed for the motel.  From there they got a shower and warmer clothes; then took the rent car back to Carmel for dinner.

Day 3 the bikes sat lonely in the parking lot, as the group was forced into the rent car to see 17 Mile Drive.  The highlight of the segment was a Father’s Day brunch overlooking the Pebble Beach 18th green.  The atmosphere was fantastic and it almost made the $166 per couple brunch worth it.  Leaving brunch behind, they were off to find a good lunch place at Cannery Row in downtown Monterrey.  A cool stretch of restaurants and shops near the marina, this was a great place for some site seeing and scouting for the nights party place.  They met at least one interesting character – a Sea Gull.  This guy was good.  He could discern calamari from bread crumbs in the air, catching only the tastier treat.  Beware of the local drink referred to as ‘the Bucket of Fire’.  From there it was back to the hot tub for cigars and wine in preparation for the night to come.  Sly McFly’s in Cannery Row served up the live music where they were entertained by a Swing Dance class and a blonde-bunned gal with amazing moves.  Glenn and Tom snuck in some delivery pizza from across the street to make this qualify for ‘dinner and dancing’.  Good times.

Day 4 of the ride picks up with the Monterrey to Eureka leg.  This route runs up the Pacific Coast Hwy to San Francisco using SR 9, SR 35, across the Golden Gate Bridge, back to Hwy 1 and then to 101 to Eureka.   This day was the marathon day.  After getting Tom’s new gear shift installed, the group left about 10:30am and got in to Eureka at 11:15pm.  Crossing the Golden Gate on the bikes was stunning.  The cross winds were treacherous, but manageable.  Most memorable however was the way the fog played across the road on the Sausalito side of the bridge.  The tourist traffic reduced significantly as the group moved north away from San Francisco – improving the ride experience.  For lunch the riders were able to take in Alice’s Restaurant, a famous biker destination south of San Fran.  

Though the distance was 438 miles on this leg, none of them were straight, and as Glenn put it, ‘the miles keep having babies”.  Luckily, just short of Eureka, they stopped at Garberville to get food before all options were closed.  The Calico café provided sustenance and a freak show of humanity.  Apparently Garberville is to beatniks, as Roswell New Mexico is to UFO seekers.  There Craig helped a lady look for her $200 mixed-breed dachshund.  It is supposed that mixed breed dogs are priced like gasoline in California.  In Texas, they’re free.  The group finally made it to the Best Western in Eureka, but the hot-tub Nazi denied them access to the pool of life.  Riders note: the last 28 miles of Hwy 1 just before it intersects the 101 was the ‘wow’ section.  Nothing but linked turns and sticky pavement.  Glenn took the lead on his BMW K1200S and got into one of those musical rhythms that was fun to follow.  Temperatures ranged from 46 degrees to 72 degrees, and the scenery was the most diverse on this leg.

Day 5 it was off to South Lake Tahoe.  The riders backtracked just slightly to take in the Avenue of the Giants.  Glenn seemed driven to see these huge Redwood trees.  Initially thought due to his Forestry degree; it turned out that he was looking to find a tree of sufficient size to pee on.  The group believes they found the source of the freaks they saw the night before – a commune nestled right into that Redwood forest.  They took Hwy 36 to 89 and in to Lake Tahoe – a total of 418 miles. They left at 8:45am and arrived at 8:00pm. Tom is an iron man on that naked Ducati.  Speaking of naked, Tom and Craig began to worry that Glenn was going to be naked in the hot tub, as he left a different pair of hot tub shorts at every stop along the way.  He was down to his riding shorts on this night, where the hot tub ritual was at its best of the whole trip.  Getting food turned out to be a little challenging.  They searched for an invisible Irish Pub for 20 minutes, and nearly froze to death.  Giving up on the search for the Pub, the next target was suggested - the Pizza and Brewery place.  By the time they got back to it, it was closed.  So Denny’s it was.

Day 6 had Yosemite on the agenda.  The destination is a little place outside of Fresno called Squaw Valley.  This was only a 337 mile trip, taking 89 to 395 to SR 120 into the East entry into Yosemite - then 41 South to Fresno and SR 180 East to Squaw Valley.   They needed the shorter day because one really needs some time to take in Yosemite.  It is a must see, like the Grand Canyon.  On the negative side, there is a lot of traffic, but where there is a lot of traffic, there is a lot of people.  And where there are a lot of people, there are a lot of comments about the way the riders are dressed – always a source of amusement for them.  Last year in the Smokey Mountains they were ‘Astronauts or Power Rangers’.  This year they were asked if Tom’s suit was for rock climbing.  So now they are dual-sport?  Tri-athletes if you count swimming (hot tub).  The weather ranged from 58 to 94 degrees on this day.  After leaving Yosemite, every thing else looked boring the rest of the riding day.  Probably because it was.  This is why they purposely got lost in Clovis (or Fresno depending on how you look at it).  This was a great source of humor for the clerk at the Squaw Valley Inn.  Craig kept calling him with the ETA update so he would be there to let them in.  This wasn’t the typical Holiday Inn Express.  Craig did the research on this place and tried to come up with a unique experience.  Mission accomplished. But meeting Lisa and her daughter Susiana was neat.  Susiana was about 3 or 4 years old.  She already had a fetish for motorcycles.  She calls them mo-mo’s.  She got her picture taken on my BMW K1200GT.  I had her honk the horn.  That was a mistake, but at least she used to like motorcycles.

Day 7 and the last riding day started with the threesome perched on the entrance to King’s Canyon.  This place was unknown to Tom and Craig until Glenn laid out the route plan.  The segment back to Bakersfield was 237 miles, beginning on SR 180 East, through the canyon and Sequoias, then south on SR 245 to 19.  Another must see, this canyon offers a vast difference in scenery offering mountains, valley streams, and wooded forests.  SR 245 south out of the park dished up some of the tightest and continuous turns the group has ever ridden.  If you ever ride this section, take your motion sickness pills, as we must have turned hard for an hour straight. Craig’s BMW begged for oil, and Tom’s Monster ran out of gas.  Fortunately, Craig’s mother ship carried a siphon.  After moving about a quart of fuel over from the GT to the Ducati, the group was back on track.  The last stretch back to Bakersfield got very warm again.  Near Visalia, we stopped for fuel where we met “Jesus” (the Spanish pronunciation) and Sharon.  Jesus, the groups impromtu nickname for this disturbed individual, shared his pagan religion’s tribal sacrifice ritual story.  Yes, this made the group somewhat uneasy as they learned from local knowledge that this place was a hotbed for Hispanic rival north vs. south gang clashes.  Also a farming area for tropical oranges, plums, etc; Sharon was taking produce to market.  Her 15 year old truck bed filled to capacity with oranges, and Pluots (a plum-apricot hybrid).  She took pity on the now hot, sweaty, road weary riders and offered each a fresh pluot.  It was refreshing indeed.  From here it was slab all the way back to Bakersfield.  This was a high speed run trying to get back before the 8pm lock down of the storage unit where the truck was stored.  They made it with 5 minutes to spare, though Ed, the property manager said the riders were too late.  After the death stare from 3 tired and hungry riders, Ed capitulated and the riders rewarded him with a hasty exit.

In summary, the group put on 1820 miles on the each bike.  Craig’s GT computer indicated an average speed of 42 mph, and 49 mpg.  We saw premium unleaded fuel at $4.19 per gallon at the peak.  A very rewarding experience if one likes to have curves they’ve never had.  No tickets, no crashes, good ride.

