Smokey Mountain High

By Craig Rodgers

My friends Glenn Sparkman and Tom Thompson escorted me to the Smokey Mountains in July 2006 for a little road bike trip.  I couldn’t have been more excited, since it would be the first opportunity to really turn my new BMW K1200GT on great curvy roads.  I was thinking that perhaps this particular trip I wouldn’t be quite as ‘invisible’ in parking lot conversations as the last trip we ventured on when I was driving the Honda ST1300.  You see, riding next to Tom’s Ducati 999 and Glenn’s BMW 1150S, the Honda was just invisible.

The day before departure, Glenn hosted a dinner for the group – more of an unveiling than a dinner if you ask me.  Glenn had his bike in the shop to fix a little deer strike damage incurred on Mother’s day weekend.  The bike wasn’t going to be ready in time for the ride, so he trades it in for a brand new BMW K1200S.  Great. Back to invisible.  It was a lovely dinner.

Bright and early Monday morning, we loomed up the truck, tied down the bikes on the trailer, fixed the lights and headed for Birmingham Alabama.  This was to be our get-off point to start the ride.  Nine hours later, our Tyler, Texas to Birmingham trek was complete.  It was my job to make the hotel arrangements for our trip.  Glenn planned the route and sent me the destination cities for each day and I just used Holiday Inn Express everywhere to make it simple – Birmingham AL, Knoxville TN, Asheville NC, Abbingdon VA, Gatlinburg TN and back to Birmingham.  Simple.  Mary at the front desk in the Birmingham hotel greeted us warmly, and insisted we catch the Barber Motorcycle Museum located at the Barber Motorsports Park just east of town.

Tuesday morning we modify the route and take in the museum.  Well worth the stop, the museum holds over 700 motorcycles – spanning the timeline of the history of the motorcycle.  About mid-day we officially start the ride.  We head generally toward Ft. Payne and hit a really neat section of road on the canyon rim of the Little River Falls.  This 10-mile stretch of road was worthy of the helmet camera.  Ah yes, the helmet cam, also known as the dork cam.  It looked ridiculous Velcroed to the top of my helmet.  It makes one look a little like a spelunker. Glenn and Tom were patient with me as I required some set up time to get it ready.  This full motion video capability takes electronic geekyness to a new level.  The Velcro patches on the side of my helmet looked like Elvis sideburns.  We had some fun running this segment several times taking video.

After the video session we found the little town of Mentone.  Here we realize that we don’t really know where we are.  I also discover that we are headed for Chattanooga for the night.  Chattanooga?  I thought it was supposed to be Knoxville.  Good catch.  We make the reservation switch to Chattanooga, and get some ‘local knowledge’ on how to get there.  We ride though a lot of little towns and some beautiful horse farms in Tennessee before making it to the hotel.  On reflection of the day’s trip, Glenn offers himself a mental note.  Next time start in Chattanooga, not Birmingham.  At dinner that night, we hear our first Harley joke.  What do hound dogs and Harleys have in common?  They bark a lot, leave little puddles and like to ride in the back of pickup trucks.   We ran into a police officer near the hotel that shared an interest in motorcycles. He informed us if we ever went to a Road King, we would never go back.  We just smiled.  As we check in, an elderly woman says we look like astronauts and that we shouldn’t be carrying beer because astronauts can’t have beer.  We discuss Tom’s issue with his hands hurting from the heavy backpack he wears.

Wednesday morning, we are headed for the famous “Deals Gap” road.  Highway 129 sports 333 turns in 11 miles.  Known as the tail of the Dragon, it is considered sport bike heaven. We gas up before we get to it, and Tom notices he stopped the pump at $6.66.  He wonders if it is an omen.  We press on anyway and catch lunch at a café name White something.  It was the home of the Highlander burger.  I think it had a little of every meat in the kitchen. It may have been the nastiest hamburger I have ever had.  Nasty bad, not nasty good. Ok, moving on. Miserably. 

 I was leading when Deal’s Gap  kind of sneaks up on you.  I see Tom back there itching to let the Ducati have a little reign.  Tom and Glenn pass as I pull over to get the helmet cam out.  I don’t see them again for 11 miles. Glenn spoils his new K1200S with a break-in done on this infamous destination.  There is a little gas station and motorcycle resort at the bottom of this hill called ‘The Dragon’.  You can see it at www.dealsgap.com. The bulletin board inside has about 100 snapshots of the ‘road rash’ generated by this challenging road.  Much of the video ‘Smokey Mountain High” on my web page (www.the-rodgers.com) was taken here.  If you watch it, remember that it was a closed course with professional drivers and the characters portrayed were fictional and NOT Glenn, Tom and I. 

Further on down the road, we stop to get gas in … well we don’t really know where we are.  Just as we pull off our helmets, a local North Carolina bubba says we look like Power Rangers.  I told him we didn’t get to play dress up as kids so we were doing it now.  It seemed to disarm the situation a little bit as he confessed he was playing dress up too.  It must have been the cut-offs with boots thing – I really didn’t get it.  We get some more local knowledge and head off for Asheville.

Asheville is one of those towns that is really hard to navigate.  After checking in to the hotel we head out for some vittles.  Glenn randomly picks out Asheville Pizza downtown.  This is when we discover that Asheville really doesn’t mark streets that well.  At least not well enough for us.  Lost again, we pull over on a residential street and ask the four guys on the porch for a little direction.  Local knowledge is a good thing.  We find sustenance. We get called Aliens and we discuss Tom’s hurting hands some more.

Thursday morning we start our northernmost leg towards Virginia taking in the Blue Ridge Parkway.   Before we leave town, Tom decides to ship some dirty clothes back home to lighten the load in his backpack.  While we are waiting in the parking lot for Tom to finish his shipping, a local stops to talk to Glenn about his new bike.  “Man that thing’s purty” he says.  “Does that thing cost about $1500?”  Glenn says ‘that’s about right”.  Then the local guy notices the Ducati.  “Man that’s nice” he says.  Then he adds that he really needs to get on to work.  There I am – invisible again.   

We are riding the Parkway when the weather begins to be a concern as stormy skies build.  Fortunately, the rain starts just as we hit one of the few intersections on the Parkway, make a quick exit to a covered gas station.  The 30-minute rainstorm gives us time to fix Tom’s Ducati that is having a clutch problem.  Tom calls his dealer who describes how to bleed the hydraulic line.  It works like a champ, however the tool kit he had to purchase just put the weight back in his backpack that he had shipped home earlier.  

The weather clears up and we plot path for Abbingdon off of the Blue Ridge Parkway.   I get to pick it but comment that it looks like we have to ride Hwy 421 before we get to the twisties of Hwy 133.  It turns out Hwy 421was as twisty as deals gap.  Hwy 421 was one of my favorite roads as the steam rising off of the rain-cooled road gave the passage through the surrounding forest a surreal feel.  It also led to Shady Valley, one of the most scenic communities that I saw.    We cross state lines and drop into Damascas, VA., a quaint little town with personality –then on to Abbingdon for the night.

Friday morning we get up with Gatlinburg on our mind.   One more stop before completing the trip.  Tom’s hands aren’t getting any better so we strapped his backpack to the Mother Ship (yes the bikes all have nicknames) so Tom can ride light and fast on ‘Ol Smokey (no relationship to the mountains).  Glenn leads us out of Abbington and back out to Damascus, which takes us 3 tries to get out of.  It reminded me of Hotel California – you can check out, but you can never leave…  The first try took us some 20 miles down a road before we decided we were lost when we found about 10 other lost motorcyclists that recommended we go back to Damascus to get back on track.  That we did, and promptly took a wrong turn again.  This time Glenn decries “this looks more like it”.  Only 10 miles wrong this time, and back to Damascus we go.  By now it’s 11:00am so we stop in the little high-end coffee shop and get some local knowledge.  Third time was a charm as we took the unmarked Hwy 133 in the middle of town to the correct route.  We need to pass through Asheville North Carolina to get to our destination.  Pass through is an understatement.  It took us three tries to get out of Asheville to.  This time it is not our fault – as someone had obviously removed some key road signs.

As we navigated the beautiful views on Hwy 144 toward Gatlinburg, Glenn makes the connection to the movie “Lost In Space” by declaring “Lost in Yellow” over the radio.  Looks like a potential nickname is forming for the K1200S.  I respond “Yellow on Black, Never Get Back”.  Nobody thought it was funny then either.  [Side note: the space ship name in the Lost in Space movie was “Jupiter II”].  With a little local knowledge, we find the last leg over the Smokies to Gatlinburg. We promptly get lost.  Learning this process pretty well by now, we get a 12 pack and directions to the hotel.  Turning back into bumper to bumper tourist traffic in the heat, Tom declares his “Ducati Dogs” are ready – apparently a comment related to lap temperature straddling a 230-degree engine with no wind speed.  But his hands felt better.  At check in, we are “Space men” this time. Dinner was late because the hot tub routine took longer than usual – it was a long riding day of over 300 mountain miles.  

By the time we got out of the hot tub and dressed, it was fairly late, and the traffic, both foot and car had nearly gone away.  We decided to walk down the hill and find some chow.  Somebody realized we were going to have to walk back up that hill, so we went back and got the bikes.  We asked the local 90-year-old security guard if there was a helmet law in town – he said no.  Cool.  We’ll just ease down the road, get some food, and ease back.  No problem.  It turns out there is a helmet law in Tennessee, its just not well known to parking lot security guards.  A cool policeman shared that with us personally – without punishment.  The fact we didn’t get a ticket incensed a Tennessee man that had witnessed the whole parking lot thing.  It had cost him a $100 a week earlier.  Probably the Harley.  

That reminds me of a little tidbit we picked up on this leg: What is the difference between a Vacuum Cleaner and a Harley? ‘ On a vacuum cleaner the dirt bag is on the inside’.  I got that one wrong – I thought it was ‘nothing, they both suck’.  For the record, I don’t have anything against Harleys.  They make excellent braking markers, and they are more ornate than regular traffic cones.  I have never even ridden a Harley.  I haven’t been able to get one started.  I know that owning one can be good exercise.  We must have seen a guy walk two miles going back multiple times to pick parts up that had fallen off either the bike or the chick.  I learned something else.  Most Harley guys wave as you go by.  I thought that was friendly.  Actually, I think they are trying to wave you down for help.  It’s probably a little of both, but I just can’t tell which ones are moving and which ones are stopped.

Anyway we get back to hotel room catch a little HBO and hit the sack.  HBO isn’t what it used to be.  All I know is, the next morning, Glenn has an idea to get us back one night earlier.  Apparently he is missing his wife.  Nobody argues with him.

Our path today takes us through the Cherokee Indian reservation.  A happening place with a river down one side with folks floating on tubes – and a souvenir shops.  I saw my favorite tee shirt there.  It said “paddle faster, I hear banjos”.  We felt a little that way every time we stopped to get gas.  The cashier at the gas station had an elaborate tattoo on her arm.  When I commented on it, she volunteered that her husband had done it.  He worked at a shop nearby.  She was quick to mention that he didn’t learn the art in prison or anything.  Wow, thanks for sharing.

We catch the Cherahola Parkway.  More like the Cherahola Speedway.  Glenn comments that this road was the most like a racetrack that he had ever ridden.  We are running out of time, so we scrap the mountain roads to hit the Interstate towards Birmingham.  This is the stretch of road that most reminds me of a speedway.  It was probably the two pick-up trucks that went by us at over one-hundred miles an hour (speed verified).  I thought people in Texas drove fast.  Now I understand why NASCAR is so popular in the Deep South.  It’s not like the trucks were going that much faster then every body else. Rumor has it that the Highway Patrol carries checkered flags.

We pull in to Birmingham around 5:00pm with the plan to cancel the room and just drive on back home.  As it  turns out we couldn’t cancel the room   So we took our $122 dollar showers and left anyway.  

The sun sets as we pull out and rises as we get home.  No tickets, no crashes – it’s all good.

Trip Statistics:

Fuel economy – 48 mpg

Motorcycle trip – 1492 mi.

Truck trip – 1500 mi.

Tom’s backpack – 38 lbs.

Ducati malfunctions – 1

Max speed: classified

Slowest Speed: Behind a Harley

High Temp: 100 degrees F.

Low Temp:   67 degrees F.

Rain: 1.5 inches

One-eyed Chevys: 22  (current model GMC SUV/Pickup with one running light out)

Banjos sighted: 0

