In the land of the cheeseheads -- the 2003 Klobuchar Ride

Prologue

OK, I’ll admit I brought a lot of mental baggage to this year’s Jaunt with Jim ride.  Two years ago was so miserable I decided never to do it again.  On that trip, the last evening’s campsite was in a god-forsaken, mosquito-infested little park by a brown water fall with one campsite toilet to serve 100+ bikers, no level ground on which to pitch a tent and nothing open in what passed for the nearest town.  This was after 80+ miles of hard biking in hot muggy weather, in the rain and into head winds.  The final day was an ordeal, riding through boring, flat swamplands, again into a head wind in hot, humid weather with nothing around but blackflies, big weeds and cloudy skies. It took me six hours to drive home and about two weeks to recover.  I passed the time making mental lists of more enjoyable ways to spend a week in June.  

So last year Jean and I traveled to the Pacific northwest, visiting Seattle, Vancouver and Victoria.  We stayed in fancy hotels and donned those thick white terry cloth robes after hot, decadent showers.  We dined on steak and salmon, took high tea at the Empress Hotel in Victoria, shopped at the Pike Place market in Seattle, saw eagles soar over Puget Sound on the Amtrak run from Seattle to Vancouver and watched sea planes land below our room at the Pan Pacific hotel.  We visited the Butchart Gardens in Victoria, saw the Mariners play on a perfect sun-streaked evening and drank crisp, white wine while the sun set over Seattle’s harbor.  

That was then, this is now.  There’s something about this bike riding stuff that gets into your blood and when I heard that this year’s ride (the 29th annual) would be through a scenic route in Wisconsin -- the first time ever outside Minnesota -- the old rationalization process kicked in.  You begin by not wanting to ever look at a bike again.  Then you find yourself stopping by bike stores just to check on gear.  Then the long winter makes you physically needy for some outdoor experience.  Spring comes and you start checking the calendar for June.  I signed up.  I started training on the new bike I bought last August -- a sharp Trek 1000 road bike in USPS red white and blue, like the one Lance Armstrong rides.  I put in 267 miles.  I bought some new bike shorts, a new handlebar bag and a better helmet.  I checked the camping gear, made lists, packed and checked the lists again.  I had the usual pre-trip nightmares.  Then, on Friday the 13th, I packed the car and headed north and east to Spooner, WI.

Arrival

The traffic out of the Cities is bad and getting worse.  Bumper to bumper on the “freeway” for about 50 miles, with the usual morons in SUVs and trucks tailgating and trying to hit 80 before they have to slow down to 20  again.  I skipped the usual route and headed west on 70, a little longer, but less crowded.  Got to Spooner about 6, set up my tent by a ballfield and chatted with old acquaintances.  It’s hard to remember names:  you usually associate people with their biking gear, butts, calves and the snippets of conversations you had while riding or in camp.  We’re an older group now and it’s sort of touching to watch 60 and 70 year old people who haven’t seen each other for a year (or two) embrace like long lost lovers and engage in superficial small talk while swatting mosquitos.  I checked my gear one last time and drove the car to the parking lot, made sure I had my car keys and went off to scrape up the remains of the serve-yourself salad bar at Dana’s Family restaurant.  Couldn’t find a convenient bar, so I headed back to the campsite and filled my water bottle as a beautiful full moon rose over the distant fields.   It usually takes a couple nights of rolling around on the Thermarest before I can actually sleep, but this night I slept surprisingly well.

Day 1 -- Saturday

Up at 5AM.  The sun rises and a heavy mist spreads over the fields and through the campsite -- a bright golden haze on the meadow.  The early bustle is full of promise -- a mixture of morning tiredness and expectant energy, as bikers break down their tents, pack things into their one allotted bag, haul it to the truck, mount bikes and head down to the Trinity Lutheran Church for breakfast and our start-off meeting.  The breakfast is adequate,  the coffee hot, the tee shirts a bright yellow and the conviviality is catching.  It’s a wonderful morning for biking -- cool, clear, reasonably level route, no wind.  We gather in a pretty outdoor garden area where the church does summer services.  There’s a sign by the door:  “Your talent is God’s gift to you; what you do with it is your gift to God.” We’re on the road by 7.

First leg is 20.9 miles to Stone Lake, a little crossroads, with a small park up a steep hill.  I talk with a woman who helps school districts prepare for referenda to raise funds.  Interesting comments on education and the relative merits of school administrations in Minneapolis, Colorado and Maryland.  We agree that their biggest weakness is a total lack of marketing sense and mediocre management skills.  The miles fly by. There’s a small crafts fair and I buy a pink beany baby flamingo to ride in my pannier.

On to Hayward, over some increasingly long hills.  A workout, burning through calories, working through pain.  A rough road with no shoulder and more traffic than is comfortable.  About 15 miles.  Lunch:  our first encounter with the inevitable and ubiquitous sloppy joes.  Then on to Cable on route 63,  a crowded tourist route with rolling hills and no shoulder.  We’re heading northeast into a northeast wind increasing to about 10-15 mph. Riding in lines now to combat the wind, so not much conversation.  Stop halfway at a little hamlet called Seeley where there’s a good bar and a little cafe.  Someone is drinking a cold beer and it looks like heaven, but I have miles to go and settle for a bottle of water.  I break off from the route with a few bikers to take a small back trail called Sunset road.  Rolling and rough, but no traffic.  Goes by a pretty graveyard. I talk with Mary, a real enthusiast who is heart broken because she has to leave the ride after two days to go back to work.  Her boss has screwed her on some vacation time.  We sing some songs and make up words in praise of down hills and following winds.  Another 15 miles

Out of Cable we take a back road called South Lake Owen Drive.  No view of Lake Owen, but a very pretty road -- except for hellacious hills which are steep and frequent.  This is where a workout becomes a challenge.  Climbing and climbing, then swooping down --but  carefully: it’s  rough road and lots of sun and shadows to obscure cracks and potholes. Nice road to drive in a car.  Jim’s estimate of 11 or 12 miles turns out to be 18.

Get to Drummond and pitch the tent behind the high school and collapse for a nap.  Exhausted.  Knees hurt and thighs ache. Showers in the boys locker room... reasonable warm.  Dinner in the cafeteria.  Spaghetti -- sort of like sloppy joes over pasta, but very welcomed as the body cries out for carbohydrates.  I bum a couple beers and down a few ibuprofen.  Not much conversation tonight.  The mosquitos swarm at sunset and the bikers are beat.  I lay down and try to watch the moon rise through my tent screen, but fall asleep.  73 miles.

Day 2 -- Sunday 

Up at 5 in another heavy dew.  The tent is soaked.  Breakfast at the school then on the road just before 7.  A heavy mist turns into a fog and bikers disappear into it like silent ghost riders.  It really is quite beautiful -- lines of bikers rolling along the highway, in thin vertical forms, then turning into full view.  I once watched flocks of small birds in a square in Barcelona swoop around -- a crowd full of motion then suddenly turning together and almost disappearing into the light.  It’s sort of like that.

We come off the road at Mason, a tiny town with a very active historical society.  We have snacks and drinks at the fire station and tour the old railroad depot which harbors collections of odd old stuff.  The stationmaster’s office is set up as if he just stepped out -- an old chair, a flat desk, an old typewriter, and sunlight streaming in at the windows.  There’s a corner set up like the old barber shop -- chair, old calendar and various shaving tools.  Across the street is the “Mason Hosue” -- a misspelling playing off of “Bret Farve.”  We are in Wisconsin.  15.5 miles.

On to Ashland.  A beautiful ride, with no wind to speak of, lovely farmland, tending downhill, cool and sunny.  Cruising along at 18-19 mph. I pass an old man sitting on the edge of his wood porch under a huge American flag  -- a Walker Evans photo. Today is Father’s Day and yesterday was Flag Day.  

Another 16 miles and we pull into Prentice Park just outside of Ashland for lunch.  A very large guy is grilling dozens of big fat burgers and we watch as we rest and check bikes.  Jim is circulating around, chatting, a much milder guy than he used to be.  He’s 77 now and has had bypass surgery, urinary track operations and is (as they say) “in recovery” as an alcoholic.  He doesn’t ride any more, but clearly enjoys the camaraderie of the outing. He’s a little guy from the iron range and a definite non-believer in democracy when it comes to these rides.  He used to scare the beejesus out of people who were sloppy or packed too much or asked dumb questions.   He sort of embodies the old saying “it’s not the size of the dog in the fight, but the size of the fight in the dog.”  I enjoy him immensely and, while he’s mellowed, he has his moments.  Someone says something that pisses him off and he snaps back:  “perhaps you failed to recognize the mistletoe attached to my shirttail.”    If you’re going to tell someone to kiss your ass, that’s the way to do it!

We fill our water bottles at an artesian well which spouts forth fresh, cold Lake Superior water, leave Ashland and head north to Bayfield.  It’s a route full of memories for me.  For 21 years I’ve been bringing the family up here each summer to spend time on Madeline Island.  Every landmark evokes times when Sam and Andy were little kids and we all looked forward to these summer outings with a kind of magical awe.  This is our summer place,  beautiful in its own right, but for us almost mystical.  Washburn is about 12 miles up the road and Bayfield another 13.  I stop for some Gatorade in Washburn then head out into a manageable NE  breeze.  There are some rolling hills which you don’t notice in a car, but do on a bike, and one very large hill you have to go up and over to get into Bayfield.  I’m in my granny gear and pumping forever, but finally get over it and roll into town.

So lovely!  Bayfield is a little oasis of pleasant views and pleasant memories. Lake Superior and the Apostle Island spread out before me, the ferry goes back and forth to Madeline Island, the shops are interesting, there are good bars and restaurants and we have the next day off.  Bliss!  The campsite is up by the school -- a huge last hill, which I walk.  I get one of the few sites with not too much slope, pitch the tent and talk with Jim about the area.  He once biked around Superior -- nearly 1100 miles in 7 days -- so he has little patience for whiners.  Of course he was much younger.  The showers at the school are cold, but I don’t care.  I take a short nap, and head downtown.

First stop is the Rittenhouse Inn -- a looming, lovely Victorian mansion with a big, encircling porch full of wicker furniture and hanging baskets of flowers.  I park my butt in a comfy chair overlooking the lake, order a tall gin and tonic and open a small Father’s day gift from Anduin -- much appreciated.  An older couple joins me -- it’s their 29th anniversary and they’re staying at the Inn. I offer congratulations.

I head down to Maggies, where the smart bikers have gathered.  There’s a 40-minute wait, but I find a seat at the bar, order the chicken fajitas and slurp my way through a delicious margarita.  A woman sits down next to me and we strike up a conversation.  She’s retired from a position at UW-Madison and bought a duplex in Bayfield and is trying to figure out whether to keep it, sell it or turn it into a B&B.  We talk about Bayfield and Madison and education and order another margarita.  Then I wander down to the waterfront and sit in the park, watching the sunlight rise up from the hulls to the masts and rigging of the boats and then disappear.  It’s almost the solstice and up here there are nearly 18 hours of daylight.  I head back to the campground, chat with some bikers and crawl into the tent.  A couple hours later I wake up because the full moon is shining right into my tent. Again -- bliss!  54 miles.  Trip so far:  127 miles.

Day 3 -- Monday

Our rest day.  I sleep in until about 7, then head down to Greunke’s for breakfast.  It’s a classic old hotel/restaurant on a corner in the middle of town, decorated inside like a 1940s soda counter and it still sort of feels that way.  It used to be a mandatory stop when we came up here -- good, solid food and cold beer.  Famous for waffles topped with mounds of fresh raspberries and whipped cream, rootbeer floats, blue plate meatloaf specials, cold Special Ex beer, and a dish called Trout Hemingway, which is a lake trout coated with sesame seeds.  

I get a paper, order the skillet special, and dig into eggs, sausages, and hashbrowns mixed with tomatos, onions and peppers and covered in cheese.  Health food!  Then it’s a short walk over to the park where I talk education with several bikers who are teachers or retired teachers.  I finish the paper and watch the boats and the water for a while then hike back to the campsite to get my bike and some gear. Then I head back down, get a boxed lunch and take the noon ferry out to the island.  

There are lots of options, but I know how I want to spend my day.  I bike out 7 miles to the city park on Big Bay, a mile-and-a-half long curved sand beach that is one of the loveliest in the world.  We spend every afternoon here when we’re on the island, and I find a spot and eat lunch.  It’s a warm day and the lake looks inviting, though I know it IS Lake Superior and colder than it looks.  Still I walk about halfway down the beach, out of clear view of the few visitors, strip down and plunge in.  Yup, it IS Lake Superior!  I manage to dive under a few times, wade around, then scurry out and put on some plaid underwear that can sort of pass for a swimsuit.  I’ve brought a towel and I lay on it for a while to dry off, looking out at the lake and the distant Michigan shore.

I bike back into town with another biker, a 73-year old guy who’s sort of strange, but companionable for a few miles.  There are several of these old guys on the trip.  They’re crazy, of course, and they usually bike alone, which makes them even crazier, especially on windy days.  Lots of weird head games.  I figure the average age on this trip is about 57.  There are at least 10 people over 70 and as many 60+ people as 50+.  Maybe half a dozen under 30.

In town I stop at Tom’s Burned Down Cafe, one of my favorite bars.  It burned down more than a decade ago and they put up a platform and a tarp and kept right on serving beer and drinks to the locals and visitors.  The floor sits on, among other things, a crushed Cadillac.  It’s a haven for odd, found-object statues (“The Carnegie hall of junkyards”).  A motley group has gathered, no bikers, but it has a good feel to it -- it would seem right on many Caribbean islands.  There are sayings all over the place.  Tom’s motto  “Let’s make getting into trouble fun again,” which replaced the older motto:  “You have to be tough if you’re going to be stupid.”  “Normal is a setting on a washing machine.”  “People who live in glass houses should change in the basement.”  And, new for this year (I think):  “Buy something.  We’re broke.” which I might adopt for my own business.

I take the ferry back, gazing wistfully at the island and remembering we’ll be back in just a couple months, then join the bikers at an impromptu party by the park.  There’s cold beer and lots of snacks and good jokes and conversation. I talk with Phyllis, who is 66 and a state senator.  She asks after the raspberry bushes she gave us a couple years ago and I say they’re prospering.  I ask her when the goddam Democrats are going to get mad and stand up to the absurd, anti-social, bullshit the Republicans are promulgating.  She talks about an email she sends out to her constituents, but it doesn’t seem very forceful to me.  I think the biggest threat to America right now is the Republican party, it’s policies, hypocrisy and scary focus on absolute power.  The next biggest threat may be the Democratic party with its wimpy, ineffective attempts to keep an honest dialog going about what this country should be about.  After that is the depressing stuff we’re doing to kids with cuts in education budgets and disastrous long term financial policies. Then comes religious fundamentalism, at home and abroad.  Then maybe our obtuse isolationism. I list international terrorism around #12.

But I’ve vowed to keep optimistic on this trip, so I finish another beer and walk back to the park to watch the sunlight on the boats.  Some people are playing boche ball and it’s funny and soothing to listen to them.  A small group of bikers are making noise on the rooftop bar near the park and I go up to visit.  They’re trying to drink a case of beer and doing well.  I sing Jerome Kern’s “It only happens when I dance with you,” which includes the hilarious lines:  “two cheeks together can be so divine/but only when those cheeks are yours and mine.”  I dance with one of the biker babes.  There are some attractive women on this trip -- older, but you can still see it.   I head back up the hill to the tent and tuck in.  A couple hours later the moon again wakes me up, shining through the tent flap.  But this time there are clouds around it.  17 miles.

Day 4 -- Tuesday

Up at 5.  We pack up our tents and gear and head to the Bethesda Lutheran Church for a fine breakfast -- a real feat, since the church is being extensively remodeled.  Then it’s a delightful 21 mile ride to the Lake Superior Visitor’s Center, just east of where highway 13 meets Route 2.  I wave to some old guys as we go through Washburn and get the Wisconsin finger greeting -- you lift your right wrist and move your index finger through an arc of about 30 degrees -- 45 if you’re really enthusiastic.  Anything more and it would be the Midwest equivalent of a mariachi band leading a parade.

The Visitor’s Center is a huge, attractive building set in fields in the middle of nowhere.  We’ve driven past it for years but this is the first time I’ve been inside.  It’s fabulous!  Lots of exhibits on the history and environment of the region, meeting rooms for various groups and extensive displays.  Deer and occasional bears roam around the woods and fields.  Another aphorism catches my eye:  “The oldest task in history: to live on a piece of land without spoiling it” -- Aldo Leopold.  We get some snacks and refill our water bottles, then head out along Route 2 through Ashland.  

It’s a tough ride.  Route 2 is a national highway that goes from the Pacific to the Atlantic and it’s very busy through Ashland, with broken road and no shoulder.  I find a bike trail off to the side for part of the way, but most of it is hugging the white line and dodging truck traffic.  The skies are gray and threatening and the air is thick, but no rain.  Yet.  After Ashland there’s not much going on, the traffic thins and we ride past marshy wetlands to our lunch stop, the Bad River Casino, another 17 miles down the road.

The casino is a scary place.  Dozens of people, mostly older and overweight, transfixed in front of the flashing lights and loud noises of slot machines.  Many are puffing on cigarettes and they seem hypnotized as they push their casino credits (no money, no levers to pull) into the machines.  And they say TV is bad for you!  Lunch is casino fare -- chunks of chicken parts, glumpy potatos, yellow gravy, carrots, coffee.  Food is fuel, I remind myself, and dig in.

Outside it is raining steadily.  My bike is soaked and my computer doesn’t work.  But there’s no choice but to mount up and head off.  Route 2 is NOT a biker friendly road,  and in the rain it’s downright dangerous.  There are hills and trucks and very narrow shoulders.  You try to keep your front tire centered in that 18 inches or so.  If you go off to the right, you crash into the gravel.  Go off to the left and you can get killed by a truck.  A couple years ago a long-time biker on this ride was killed near her home when a truck went wide around a curve and struck her from behind with its mirror.  We all think of her as the trucks roar past us.  Rain is bad for a lot of reasons.  It’s uncomfortable, of course.  Your tires tend to pick up gravel and glass more readily.  Your brakes don’t work as well.  It’s exhausting work. I have to take off my glasses to see, which makes staying centered on that thin shoulder even harder.    I stop a couple times, just to get off the bike, but it feels like I’m towing a marsh behind me.  A church sign suggests:  “Maybe God is waiting for a sign from us.”  If so, I suspect it’s going to be delivered by an 18-wheeler and some trucker who’s having a bad day.

I pull into Hurley after 27 miles and see a Days Inn at the edge of town.  A no brainer.  I check in, then bike into the campsite to pick up enough gear to get through the evening.  The sun comes out and I stop for a well-earned rootbeer float at the DQ.  Then it’s back to the motel to wash some gear, take a shower, get the road grime off and collapse on the bed (the bed!).

Hurley has a reputation, as does it’s neighbor city, Ironwood, Michigan.  This is where the mob used to send gangsters for R&R and the main street is still lined with bars.  I find my way to the Liberty Bell Chalet, where most of the bikers have preceded me.  What a meal!  The place is run by an Italian family and the food is delicious.  I settle in with a group of about 12 and we split up huge bowls of salad and large pizzas -- the house specialty is garlic cream chicken pizza.  We stuff ourselves and tell stories about riding Route 2 in the rain.  Two beers and more than I can eat and the bill is $13.

I go back to the campground and check my tires to make sure they’re ok.  The back one is dead flat -- no wonder it felt like I was dragging!  The Penn Cycle support van is gone but s couple of  bike repair experts help me change the tube. My first gear problem.  Then it’s back to the motel for a solid night’s sleep. 63 tough miles.

Day 5 -- Wednesday

Up early the next morning and the luxury of a morning shower and a couple treats from the continental breakfast bar. Then I put on my new bike shorts. They rip right in the middle seam!  Since you don’t wear anything under these things, this is a serious problem.  I hope for the best and bike into the campground to load my bags on the truck.  The shorts continue to unravel and the situation has moved from immodest to injurious.  I change into my reserve pair, swearing at the damn shoddy workmanship. I’m running late but stop by the Penn Cycle van to have them check the brakes.  I bike away and check my rear tire.  It’s gone flat again.  I bike back and we change the tube again and discover the tiny sliver of glass embedded in the tire which we missed the night before (in spite of three people checking it.)  I hope this is the end of gear problems.

I’m behind now, so miss the morning gathering and breakfast and join up with the bikers on the road from Hurley to our first stop in Upson.  The weather has cleared and it’s a pretty morning, heading south with a slight northerly breeze.  The stop at Upson is a small park beside a pretty falls.  A definite photo op and a chanced to woof down a couple bars to keep the energy going.  Then it’s on to Mellen, a small town with a lot of lumber works on the highway.  We stop at a park and eat hot dogs and potato salad.  Food is fuel.  The sun is shining brightly and spirits are high as we sit in clusters and talk bikes and gear and how bad Highway 2 was.  It’s 10AM and we’ve done about 27 miles.

Back on the road we encounter a very large hill.  Later I find out that it’s called Cordroad hill and back in the 30s it had switchbacks and a place at the bottom where you turned your Model-T around and went up in reverse because the gears were stronger that way.  You can count the calories burning off as you climb and climb.  We’re crossing the Laurentian Divide, which is a watershed that runs east and west.  On one side the water flows north to the Great Lakes and down the St Lawrence to the Atlantic.  On the other side the rivers flow south to end up in the Mississippi and the Gulf of Mexico.  At the midway point there’s a small park with a sign, “The Great Divide” -- another photo op.  Bikers start out looking more or less normal, but after a hill like that the muscles are bulging -- we almost look like the athletes we definitely aren’t.

After we cross the divide, the biking is more comfortable.  I talk with Larissa, a young woman who’s a sophomore at University of Minnesota/Morris.  She’s probably the youngest rider and is biking with her parents.  She’s studying German and hopes to go to Germany with her boyfriend after school, then maybe get into teaching.  She hadn’t trained for the ride, but still manages to outdistance her parents -- youth beats conditioning every time.  There are fields full of daisies and buttercups and rolling meadows and scenic barns and life is good.  I’m cruising at about 17 or 18 mph and just enjoying breathing in and out.

We pull into Park Falls and I take a detour into town before setting up camp.  I’m starved!  A small cafe -- Jeorgies -- offers a big, juicy burger and fries and a Coke, along with a couple old ladies doing the crossword (“Where is the Fiesta Bowl played?”  “Tempe.”)  The campsite is in front of a large, modern high school and I set up my tent and head for the showers.  Some bikers are shooting basketball in the gym and I give it a try -- the outside shot is there occasionally, but the vertical leap is long gone.  Gravity and I are not getting along.  Outside bikers are gathered around cases of beer and I join them for the usual humorous and far ranging discussion, then grab a nap before dinner -- thick, starchy spaghetti, salad and cookies.  Hollywood Homicide is showing at the theater in town and many of the bikers go off to see the 6:30 show, but I hang around with the bikers and beer until sunset, then crawl into the tent as the mosquitos swarm.  61 miles.

Day 6 -- Thursday.

Up early for a fantastic breakfast in the school cafeteria.  Big thick slices of French toast topped with strawberries and syrup, stacks of sausages, juice, oatmeal and brown sugar, milk, coffee, bananas and 4 different kinds of fresh-baked breads.  This is the way to start the day!  On to Phillips, about 20 miles down the road -- a pretty little town set among sparkling blue lakes.  It’s a nice early ride in the cool morning.  We stop at a scenic white church to replenish water and add a few snacks to our breakfast.

Just outside of town there’s a bizarre roadside sculpture park -- a small field full of concrete and broken glass sculptures assembled by a strange guy named Fred Smith.  He was a lumberjack and farmer then changed careers at age 65 and started building these sculptures  using stuff found along the highway.  The figures are about 7-feet high and include Kit Carson, a guy milking a cow, Paul Bunyan, a team of oxen, a wedding party of drunk guys in a carriage, a horse jumping over a fence with a “hi ho silver” sign and a guy wearing an old Standard Oil crown driving a team of horses.  The glass is embedded in the concrete and the whole thing is one of those surrealistic scenes that remind you just how weird Wisconsin can be.  

We get off the main route on to a little country road, highway 111.  What perfection!  The fields gleaming in the morning light, the smell of fresh cut hay, the red wing blackbirds warning us off, wildflowers blooming everywhere and a following breeze pushing us along. This is what biking is supposed to be -- the kind of day you dream about.  It’s hard to explain to non-afficionados, but there’s something akin to spiritual ecstasy on a leg like this, when the biking is easy and lovely and the grass and aspen and American flags are blowing your way.  The best leg of the trip -- a fine counterbalance to the difficult stretch on rainy Route 2.

We bike through Catawba to St Paul’s Catholic church, about a mile out of town, and dig into a fine lunch of heavy carb spaghetti, salad and about a dozen kinds of fresh baked bars.  It’s sunny and nice and our next-to-last day and we’re in high spirits.  Jim reads a sort of prose poem/ode to this bike trip written by John Hays, one of the bikers, which is touching and has many of us watery eyed.  Among other things, John’s a singer and guitar player and he and I often harmonize in the evening groups.  

It’s another 30 miles to Ladysmith on Route 8, but the traffic is light, and there are small towns along the way to stop and rest in.  I  roll into the city park about 2:30 and set up my tent at the edge of the Flambeau river.  The high school showers are a mile back up the road, which is a mile too far, so I join a group of bikers who have plunged into the river at a nice little beach.  The water is cold, but the group is rowdy and fun and it beats hauling one’s butt back up a hill.  A couple of cold beers, then a nap.

Dinner is at the senior citizen’s center (an appropriate venue for this group) but I get there late and the food has run out, so I find a nearby pizza place and enjoy a cold beer, a sandwich and a talk with Ed, who is 63 and a companionable mainstay of the ride with a sharp sense of humor.  Then it’s back to the campground for some socializing in the late sunlight.  There’s a large group of bikers listening to John and others play and I’m asked for a song and do a rousing version of “Hey good lookin, what ya got cookin?”  followed by a strikingly soulful (if I do say so myself) couple of verses of God Bless America.  We try to find songs we can sing together and do several verses of “swing low sweet chariot,” but the long day, the sunshine and the beer make it hard to remember much.  I watch the light fade on the river, throw my gear into the tent, crawl in and watch the Flambeau flow by.  67 miles. I’ve averaged 14.5 mph on this day, not bad for an old guy.

Day 7 -- Friday

Last day.  By now my bags are a jumble of used clothing and crumbled, smelly stuff and I’m glad I don’t have to carry it all or pack carefully.  Just toss most of it on the truck and head up to the senior citizen’s center for breakfast.  There are some Barcaloungers and the bikers are enjoying them -- looking for all the world like they belong there.  A good breakfast and last directions from Jim.  Rhonda, a jovial, friendly, ride veteran has made a crown from cardboard and anoints Jim “King of the Road.”   The last days are usually difficult because there are no planned stopping points.  Some people want to race ahead and get home early, while others linger.

We head out of Ladysmith with the good news that the wind has shifted to the south and we’re headed mostly north.  We head down highway 8 to Weyerhauser, about 17 miles.  A nice morning leg to get the blood pumping.  We stop at a gas station for fresh water and snacks and head north on County F.

Then something goes horribly wrong.  We should be cruising, but it’s a struggle just to hold 10 or 12 mph.  Bikers are looking worried.  I check my rear tire to make sure it’s not flat.  I check my gears and my brakes. Is it the wind?   What’s wrong?  Is it me?  Not enough food?  Too many beers?  Too little ibuprofen?  I’d never heard of the Blue Hills of Wisconsin and you don’t notice you’re in them until it’s too late.  They’re sneaky.  It looks like flat road but you’re actually climbing steadily.  I bike by something called Jim’s mountain resort -- not the sort of sign you want to see. The head games are as hard as the physical work: you have to psyche yourself up for hills.

I finally get to the top of the hills and realize that they are, in fact, hills, and things go better, but it’s a long 24 miles to Birchwood, where bikers gather at Ed’s Pit Stop, a large gas station with food.  I scarf down a microwaved cheeseburger and onion rings and a big bottle of Gatorade. Food is fuel.  Someone is providing free ice cream bars for the bikers.  The next leg is a rolling ride along manageable hills beside beautiful Long Lake -- a large splash of sparkling blue set into the woods.  I join some bikers at an ice cream parlor called Treats by the Lake and get fresh water and contemplate the final 17 miles.  There are challenging hills, but the route is mostly due north and the southerly breeze has picked up, so we cruise easily.  I roll into Spooner about 2:15 and park my bike beside the car -- always a gladdening sight.   70 miles.

Return

It takes about 15 minutes to load the bags, mount the bike rack and secure the bike and say farewells and “safe journey” to the bikers arriving.  I stop at the McDonald’s and get a large coke and a cup of ice water for the road and head back towards Minneapolis. Such a strange feeling to be driving a car again!  I’m heading south into the wind and it doesn’t matter!  My eyes are blurring because of dehydration and I’m getting tired, so I stop at Taylor’s Falls, just across the St Croix river in Minnesota and take a nap on a picnic table in the state park.  Some young girls are sunbathing, but I don’t care.

I hit the freeway and speed along, watching the traffic jam -- solid bumper-to-bumper again, all the way into the city -- but this time going the other way.  I go straight to the Calhoun Beach Club, grab my good clothes and head for a nice soak in the whirlpool and a long, cool shower.  Then up to Dixie’s restaurant for a couple soothing gin and tonics and a couple large glasses of ice water and ibuprofen.  Matthews and Anduin meet me for dinner.

At home there’s a block party winding down and I walk over for a beer and try to be witty for a few minutes, but the fatigue is getting serious so I call it an early evening and go to bed.  In my own house.  In my own bed.  Summer is here, then will come fall and then winter and I’ll start thinking about this again.  But for now, and this weekend: rest.

There’s a lot to like about this trip, especially in good weather -- and this ride was one of the nicest I’ve been on.  There’s the exercise which is challenging and good for the body and soul.  The camaraderie is a rare treat -- a chance to talk about all kinds of things with a mix of people you don’t usually see.  The ride includes  teachers, doctors, lawyers, musicians, academics, mechanics, shop foremen, postal clerks, nurses, students, and at least one marketing guy.  There’s the strength that comes from overcoming obstacles -- both mental and physical -- and the perspective that comes from having to get up the next hill and through the next stretch, rain or shine, wind or no wind.  The little aches and pains of age seem to disappear (or they’re replaced by larger aches and pains) and the trivial vexations of daily living drift away into the fields and woods along the highway.  It’s a kind of unreality that is also intensely, moment-to-moment real.

I haven’t forgotten the bad rides and the hard miles, but a ride like this makes the rationalization process a little easier.  We’ll see what next year brings.

Total distance: 416 miles.
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