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DAY 1
 
Miles: 298 including ferries 
 
Day one, Trans America Trail.  I’ve been here before so it seems familiar, yet it’s new because I’m on a bike this time.  The way it should be.  I leave the motel and begin a 60 mile ride down the Outer Banks Scenic Byway to the first of two ferry rides that connect the outer bank ports-of-call.  But before that I must navigate the small seaside towns and their abundant gift shops, ice cream stands, and dockside food attractions, all vying for my attention with flags and banners of all shapes and sizes.  Looking like a shimmering ocean of plastic next to, ironically, a shimmering ocean. 
 
As I arrive to the Hatteras ferry station, I am ushered to the front of the line ahead of 40 or so vehicles.  Being on a bike usually has its benefits when crossing by ferry.  We load up and the heat of the day is extinguished by cool ocean air as soon as we back away from the dock.  The sea is calm and the ferry rides like the proverbial Cadillac every dad has ever referenced. 
 
I watch a seagull glide next to us.  Upon further review I see he’s a cunning aviator, riding the uplift off a vehicle’s windshield as the ferry plows forward.  A constant source of ridge lift allowing unpowered flight.  How appropriate given our proximity to the birthplace of aviation.  Wilbur and Orville would have taken notes. 
 
A short ride down the length of Okracoke Island and after a stop at SmacNally’s Waterfront Bar and Grill for the best cheeseburger of the last 4,700 miles, I am again on a ferry.  This time from Okracoke to Cedar Island, my reconnect point to the mainland.  It’s a longer trip this time, a measly $10 for two hours and fifteen minutes of letting someone else do the driving. 
 
I find some shade, sit back in my favorite camp chair, don some foam ear plugs, and drift off to the drone of the diesel engines.  Both in my ears and through my feet via the steel deck on the boat.  Course change.  The shade moves.  I find a new spot. 
 After hitting the mainland, I made my way to someplace I’ve been looking forward to visiting for 4 years.  It was a campground I stumbled upon that turned out to be the best group of people I met my entire trip.  It’s called Taste of Heaven RV park and campground.  I made a video about it on my YouTube channel that very first night on the TAT in 2018.  Since then they say they’ve had a lot of TAT riders stop in. 
 
I’m in my tent, listening to the chorus of frogs, crickets, and what sounds like 100 other things.  They start quietly, slowly build to a crescendo, then taper off until the cycle repeats.  Each time a different creature taking the lead.  I’m thankful there is no chance of rain tonight.  I left the rain fly off and cherish every breeze that pushes through my tent fabric.  The season is still early, yet there remains a stickiness to the night air that reminds you that this region is no stranger to humidity.  A place where direct contact to your air mattress creates damp skin like a rotisserie chicken under a heat lamp.  Don’t forget your sleeping bag liner. 
 
I will drift off to the frogs and the insects as they replace the droning engines from earlier in the day.  Tomorrow is more pavement, a necessary evil to get through the developed eastern seaboard to the less travelled two-track that awaits me not tomorrow, but the day after. 
 
Good night. 
 
 
 

DAY 2
 
Miles: 232
 
The morning starts much in the way the previous one ended.  A chorus of frogs are already awake and croaking before breakfast.  The flies are also here.  In force.  Small black gnats in swarms that has Alaska natives taking notice.  Luckily they don’t seem to bite, but they love ear canals.  Zzzzzzzzzzzzzpt.  I carry two mosquito head nets.  I never carry only one of such an important item.
 
The breakfast joint this morning is picked via a method I call “Garmin Roulette”.  I turn on my GPS, Search>Restaurants> and pick something that sounds interesting.  Sometimes you win, sometimes you don't.  I pick a place right up the road called the Triangle Waffle.  I admire their large billboard placed directly in front of the Cracker Barrel almost entirely blocking it from view and proclaiming “Triangle Waffle. Where locals eat”.  Almost daring you to not support your local mom-n-pop establishment.  It turns out to be a good choice.  A place where no one has a first name.  You are darlin’, sugar, sweetheart, hun, or baby.  And I like that just fine.
 
Just outside of Carthage, N.C. I see a doe and her fawn crossing the road in front of me.  The mother darts to the left and the foe goes into its natural defensive posture, to cower down and be still.  Except it’s in the road and realizes that is not the best strategy.  As I slow to a stop, it clumsily walks off the road on legs that make Bambi walking on ice look sure footed.  The only time I’ve ever seen a smaller fawn was a newborn on TV.  It could only be a matter of a few days old.  It disappears into the brush and I continue on, another friendly reminder that animals and motorcycles are better friends when not making contact.
 
In Eagle Springs I’m enticed into a u-turn by a sign for Kalawi Farms Homemade Peach Ice Cream.  Oh what the heck, I’ll give it a try.  I’m a sucker for roadside farm stands and local goods.  You add ice cream to the mix and I'm sold.  My limited extra space for cargo keeps my spending in check.  I think I’ll mail my camera and case home as soon as I cross a town big enough to find a UPS store.
 
Arriving in Candor, N.C., I see a waypoint on my map that I marked four years ago: “Picnic area, clean bathroom, electricity.” I remember it.  I did a walk around video of my truck awning last time I was here and was impressed with the location’s cleanliness.  I am pleasantly surprised that the spot has remained well looked after.  The bathroom was clean, even had fresh soap and a bag in the waste bin.  This is a great stopping point if for any reason you need 110v power to charge something.  I count no less than 70 weatherproof outlets available.
 
Tar snakes! Tar snakes, in case you don’t know, are those ribbons of black filler that road crews use to seal cracks in pavement here in the U.S.  The ones I found today were the consistency of a good warm brownie.  They are no fun in the corners, the most inconsistent surface to ride on.  I would have much rather been on gravel.
 
Speaking of which, I found myself on a few gravel sections today.  Nothing life altering but certainly a nice change of pace and a peak at what is up ahead.
 
The afternoon turned cloudy, a result of a system crossing west to east, south of my location.  I got a few sprinkles but nothing got wet for more than a minute or two.  The roads for tomorrow should remain in good condition.
 
I shed 22 pounds today by sending my top box and camera gear home.  I just wasn’t utilizing it enough to make it worth carrying.  Being a photographer, I had grand intentions of stopping to take some great photos along the way.  However, as I discovered, stopping to get off the bike, take my gloves off, open my case, get out the camera, set up my shot and put it all away really detracts from the riding enjoyment.  It is better suited for when I'm in my truck.  The iPhone will be the primary shooter for the rest of the trip.
 
I’m in for a steak at the locally recommended steakhouse then I’m going to do a quick reset of my pannier contents, just to keep things tidy.  Tomorrow I start the good stuff, entering the Blue Ridge Mountains.
 
Thanks for joining me.
Good night.
 
 
 

DAY 3
 
Miles: 200
 
The alarm goes off at 0600, and I think to myself “who’s the idiot that did that?”  It was me.  The bed is almost comfortable enough to lull me back to sleep but I get a move on anyway.
 
I have no interest in the Continental breakfast so I get on the road after a gas stop.  The morning is brisk.  Fifty five degrees but it feels colder.  It’s a wet fifty five.  You can sense the moisture in the air.  I zip up my jacket vents and click on the grip heaters, a luxury accessory I have been thankful for installing many times on this trip.
 
As I wind my way through the outskirts of town towards my eventual release from pavement, I recognize a spot of road.  Oh my gosh, this is it!  This is the exact spot I got my truck stuck while stopping to take a photo back in 2018.  I won’t be making that mistake today!
 
It feels good to be on gravel again.  As I make my way in a slow climb up the mountain, there are almost no straight sections here.  A right into a left into another right.  Back and forth I go.  What dappled sunlight reaches the ground makes judging terrain difficult in some spots.  A light and shadow camouflage that hides football-sized rocks half buried in the road.  They are few though and I enjoy a relaxing morning ride surrounded by tall trees and a now comfortable 67° mountain air.  The trees break for a moment and I catch my first view of the Blue Ridge Mountains.
 
There is a popular hiking trail nearby and it’s a Saturday so I encounter a half dozen or so vehicles on the road in the opposite direction.  Each passing at a blind curve serves as a reinforcement for the “ride right” BDR safety campaign.  A practice of staying to the right any time you can’t see ahead, over a rise, or around a corner has saved me several times.
 
As I enter the village of Linville Falls, I discover my breakfast location for today at Famous Louise’s Rock House.  Established in 1936, it resides at the intersection of three counties where you can park in one, eat in another, and walk to the register and pay your bill in a third.  I look up from my plate to see a teenage boy, the son of the waitress, staring at me as I put my phone down.  I’m caught taking a photo of my breakfast.  Damn.  Man card, revoked.
 
Climbing higher, I pass the village of Little Switzerland, a…..wait for it…Swiss-inspired hamlet perfect for grabbing the attention of the passing tourist.  I am near the top of the mountain and the view is incredible.  You can see at least four or five ridges into the distance, each getter a little fainter.  The route I’m on intersects the Blue Ridge Parkway in many spots and the motorcycles are out en mass, typically rumbling loudly in groups of 10 or more.  Solo for me, thank you.
 
I spend a couple hours winding through the woods, I’ve aired down to my preferred 20 psi front/23 psi rear tire pressures.  Soft enough to absorb the gravel marbles on the surface but firm enough to stave off the unseen pothole or rock and avoid getting a pinch flat.  And I can still run short sections at highway speed safely.
 
When I’m following a line I put on the map, I will inevitably blow past a turn and have to double back after getting absorbed in the scenery.  Today that happened several times but as luck would have it, it resulted in finding a great early dinner spot.  It’s Dave’s 209 and it’s right on the TAT.  If you go, try the Burgerito, that’s all I’m saying.
 
I’ve been trying to gauge the daily progress on the bike as compared to in my truck last time.  I must be making significantly faster progress on the bike because I reached tonight’s camp spot at about 1730 as opposed to past dark when I was in the truck.  This time, instead of popping the truck tent on a random side road I’m in the Pigeon River Campground.  Wilderness and solitude it is not, but bathrooms and showers are nice.  I don’t really complain about being in a campground because as soon as I do some guy, like Jeff did just now, will walk up and say something like, ”Man, that’s the life.  Just riding your bike and hangin’ your hammock.”
 
And you know, he’s damn right.
 
Good night.
 
 
 

DAY 4
 
Miles: 262
 
No alarm today.  I wake up and my air mattress is not as full as it was last night.  It’s not flat but it’s so close it’s annoying.  Like a sibling in the back seat of a road trip station wagon singing “I’m not touching you” with their finger almost touching you.  It wasn’t a cheap mattress and the fact that it’s not doing it’s only job is upsetting.  It’s the one piece of gear that makes tent camping bearable.  Being off the ground.  I decide to get a cheap motel tonight and leave the mattress on the bike to think about it’s actions.
 
I look up to see over a dozen daddy long legs have sought refuge between the rain fly and the top of my tent.  I flick them off from the inside and more make the climb from the grass around my tent.  At least they are harmless.  When I finally get out of the tent I keep finding more.  They filled my boots too.  They must have liked the residual warmth of the motorcycle and crawled into every crevice because all day they would creep out and get sucked off the bike in the slipstream.
 
Today's route is one of the best sections of the eastern side of the TAT.  The Great Smoky Mountains.  Through places like Maggie Valley, Cherokee National Forest, Andrews, and Tellico Plains.  It seems as if almost every mile I travel is next to a creek, stream, or river.  Rivers so beautiful that any one of them would be considered a jewel in other parts of the country but here even I begin to take them for granted for the simple fact that there will be another one around the next corner.
 
On occasion, the riding gets so good through the mountains on these trails I have to remind myself to take a break.  My favorite thing to do when I get deep into the woods and all I hear is my bike chugging along faithfully is stop, turn off the engine, rip off my helmet, and just listen.  A breeze through the trees, water cascading down rounded boulders covered in moss, birds chirping, squirrels chasing each other up and down the trunks of maple trees.  All the things we otherwise forget to take in while we ride.  I remind myself to take more breaks to listen to nature.
 
After missing a turnoff from the highway and waiting to do a u-turn, four kitted-out adventure bikes pass me and turn where I should have.  I wave but they couldn’t be bothered I guess to wave back.  They were in quite the hurry as I gave them space but tried to match their pace.  I gave up, and had an internal conversation asking why anyone would want to be in such a hurry to blast by all the scenery at speeds that make it impossible to appreciate?  We leap frogged for a couple hours, me passing them when they took a break and them passing me when they caught back up.  I always pulled to the side as soon as I caught the headlights in my mirror of the freight train of four.  Always giving an acknowledgment but never getting anything in return but a dust cloud.  We all have different ways of experiencing life on two wheels.
 
Today I’m feeling a strong bond with my bike.  Much like Marines form a bond over getting each other through hardships, my bike has been a reliable battle buddy.  I’m going to trip over 20,000 miles in a day or two after 8 months of riding.  But today through these trails I really feel a sense of connection.  I know what to expect from the bike, how much I can push it into a gravel corner before it wants to teach me a lesson.  The suspension is dialed in, the seat is great, the bars are adjusted to fit my ergonomics.  Whenever I cringe right before eating that monster pot hole that I didn’t see until the last moment, the bike answers back with “I got this”.
 
I pass a cabin in the mountains and they have a fireplace going.  I smell memories.  I smell winter and hot chocolate and flannel pajamas.  I smell warm blankets on couches and a dog sleeping by the fire light.  Memories in a smell.
 
It’s getting later and the thick treetop canopy makes it appear darker than it really is. Perfect for fireflies to do their thing.  Blink.  Blink.  One of nature’s phenomenons, an insect that can create light from chemicals.  Little glow stick bugs.  They flash in front of me and beside me but so quickly you wonder if you actually saw it.  Like a shooting star you just caught a glimpse of out of your periphery.  I pass a group of kids trying to catch them in mason jars.  I give them a ring of approval with my bicycle chime.  So much friendlier than my air horn.
 
As I reach asphalt for the last time today, I enjoy some twisty road before reaching town.  I partake in some spirited riding, as the Tenere 700 is actually a fantastic canyon carving bike.  More so than anyone would think.  I pick up speed, but nothing crazy.  The lightning bugs are now lines instead of dots.  Into town and I pack away my shenanigans for another time.  The air is cool and still.  Smoke from chimneys and restaurants hang motionless, stuck in the valleys.  Not enough breeze to reach escape velocity.
 
I pull into my spot at the Motor Inns of America, where the toilet is misaligned to the wall, the blanket has weird stains, and that damn air mattress is out on the bike where it belongs.
 
Good night.
 

DAY 5
 
Miles: 82 rough ones.
 
I stayed up way too late last night.  I neglected the importance of getting to bed early and waking up early.  It’s always my plan to start early and make my milage goal to allow enough time on the backside to find camp or a motel in the daylight.  I also appreciate the extra padding it gives me in case I need to fix a flat or make an unforeseen detour.
 
Speaking of detours, I’m bypassing the Witt Road section leaving Tellico Plains.  I hate to be bypassing anything but I’ve done the water crossings alone before in my truck and I’m not in the mood to lift a 700lb bike if I dump it in the water.  The algae on the rocky crossing is no joke.  Search for it on YouTube, there’s probably a compilation video.  The chance to get water in my engine and ruin the rest of my trip if the worst case scenario plays out just isn’t appealing to me.
 
I finally get around to setting the clock on the dash from west coast time.  Only about a month late.
 
As I arrive in Reliance on the bank of the Hiwassee River, I pull into a 1930s Texaco station to top off fuel for the day. It’s a pump first pay second affair and its on the honor system that you report how much you pumped to the lady inside.  I wish things were still like this everywhere. I was born in the wrong era.
 
I have to look at the pump an extra second, it’s been awhile since I’ve operated this vintage of gas pump.  I remove the handle, flip the lever, and internally the pump motor whirrs to life.  I enjoy the direct connection between the squeeze of my fingers and the rotation of the analog numbers on the dial. I can feel the pulsations of the pump in the palm of my hand.  I love and appreciate old mechanical items that continue to do the job they were made for and this makes me happy.
 
Two Australians ride up on a DR650 and a DRZ400, and they happen to be the same guys who left a comment on a previous days recap on a Facebook posting.  We introduce ourselves and make the usual TAT small talk about where we started the day, and how far we plan on going.
 
It turns out my apprehension about the water crossing held merit after all. They had just spent two hours disassembling the DRZ after a brief submarine exercise.  The moss on the rocks claims another one.  I feel validated in my judgement to not hit the water crossing alone, even if it was at the expense of another rider to prove my point.
 
Me made a plan to ride together since we’re going the same way.  For some reason my records show I had to skip this section four years ago so it will be all new to me.  I’m slightly hesitant to join them and I don’t want to be the annoying third wheel but we ride out together on the next section.
 
Immediately I can tell that my pace is far slower than theirs.  I always ride alone so I am my own pace keeper.  It’s not that I can’t ride as fast, it’s just that I’m not used to it and it’s slightly out of my comfort zone.  Aside from my bike setup being slightly heavier and my tires being less aggressive there’s no reason I can’t push my boundaries a little.  We make our way up the mountain and it becomes evident this part of the trail is different from the last 800 miles.  The trail is chunky.  There are rocks. Loose ones on top and stationary ones embedded in the surface.  In my head I constantly think “no pinch flats, just no pinch flats.  Oh and don’t crash.”  On the very first climb we reach the toughest section.  I mean me.  They’ve already blasted through it and reached the top.  I look up and see the obstacle and know immediately I’m on the wrong line.  If I continue I’ll make a bad line worse.  Hard on the brakes I stop at my last decision point.  I kill the engine and leave the bike in gear.  I play the clutch in and out of the friction zone, using the engine's compression to back the bike down the hill since the front brake at this point is useless with all the weight on the rear tire.  I’m extra cautious about not putting a foot in a rut where I wouldn’t be able to touch the ground.  When I’m back far enough to get a good run up the hill I snap a photo.  I’m immediately disappointed at the way the camera flattens the hill. When others see it they won’t be as impressed as I am by what I perceive as the monster before me.  I take a good long look at my route, imagine the line, and consider the ramifications of it going wrong.  I’m like the meme of the guy thinking with all the calculations flashing on the screen.
 
A little gas, up on the pegs.  Shift to second and let her eat.  I hit my line perfectly and for a moment I’m a hero in my own mind.  I work my way up the hill over ruts and rocks, only feeling mostly in control, not completely.  At the top, the Australian duo are waiting for me, just to make sure I made it. What a couple of legends.
 
The rest of the day my confidence soars, and the bar for which I measure my own abilities is raised.  I begin to trust my brakes and tires deeper into turns, and can now keep pace as a trio.  Thanks to chasing the two Aussies, my skills level up today and I made some new friends. Thanks guys.
 
We split a campsite and grab a bite to eat.  Back at camp we get an evening thunderstorm. Everything should be clear by the time we leave tomorrow.  The fireflies are out again and the creek next to our tents is lulling me to sleep.  It’s even close to covering up the the Australian’s snoring.
 
Good night.
 
 
 

DAY 6
 
Miles: I forgot to check.  Not enough.
 
The day begins with a rustling from my camp mates.  It’s about 0600 and I appreciate waking up a little earlier than normal.  The temp is good and I slept well despite the ongoing air mattress situation.  It held air this night but just barely.  I’m exploring options.
 
We begin the typical camp routine of packing things up.  Each man having his own process.  I like to think my method is pretty efficient, honed over the last 6 months of unpacking and repacking, figuring out which bags fit where, and how to compartmentalize my primary “3-bag” layout.
 
We finish just in time for the clouds to figure out they’ve had enough of carrying so much water, and it gets released from overhead.  The first indication is when the trees get loud.  They are tall, and the leaves in the canopy get impacted first, elevating the ambient noise in the campground.  Then the trees release the drops off the tips of their leaves to complete what we learned in grade school as the rain cycle.  And then motorcyclists get wet.
 
The three of us sit on the bench outside the restroom, the only cover we have in the area.  Each of us equally unenthusiastic about the prospect of riding in the rain today, and not wanting to be the first to get going.  I grab a quick look at the radar and give in to the fact that I’m just going to be wet today.  I tell the boys I’m off and I hope they have a safe ride, see you up the road.  Two more Australians added to the list of why Aussies are my favorite people.  I’m solo again, and I’m going to pick up where we left the trail yesterday.
 
I get on the road that takes me around the lake and where I connect to the trail.  Rain is great when you’re watching it from the porch.  Not when your visor is fogged up and has water on both sides of it.  I reach the trail and the trees take the edge off the persistent rainfall.  I’m going slow enough now to ride with the visor up and not be pelted in the face.
 
My gloves are wet all the way through because I refuse to put on my Gortex gloves.  They are warm and dry but a bit clumsy.  For off road I want dexterity, even if it means wet hands.  I make a fist and squeeze water out, then click on the grip heaters.
 
At about 15 miles in, I’m cautious but optimistic on the trail’s ability to hold the amount of water it’s getting.  I look down at the small 1-2” streams that cross the forest road.  I imagine myself in an airliner looking down on big rivers, it looks the same, but in miniature.  As my confidence in the coefficient of friction between the trail and my tires increases, the trail now has other ideas.  A long uphill section looms in front of me as I round the bend, I gently twist my wrist and accelerate up the hill.  Half way up I can tell the surface is different.  It’s a different color, texture, and most importantly, it wants to kill me.  Like riding a skateboard on a hippopotamus, the road wants no part of me being on top of it.  My rear tire is not made for this, and it tries to be in any location other than directly in line with its partner in the front.  At this point decisions must be made quickly.  Apply too much power and I spin the tire and give up forward momentum.  Too little power and I don’t get up the hill, probably sliding all the way down like kids on a summer time slip-n-slide made of mud and motorcycle pieces.  I make it to the top with a huge sigh of relief.  My next thought has to do with wondering what’s to come and I can’t turn back, and some cussing about rain.  There has been and will be much cussing about rain today.  Before I can find a branch road back to the main highway there will be three more uphills like this and one downhill.  All of them having my front and rear tires wanting to go in different directions worse than an almost divorced couple sitting on opposite ends of a therapist’s couch.
 
Once I get back to pavement, I make tracks for the next main town up the road at Dalton, GA.  Once there, I grab breakfast at Cracker Barrel and evaluate the options.  I meet a couple traveling on their Harley in leather and denim.  I am immediately thankful for Gortex.  Even though I’ve been in the rain for hours, I’m still dry under the surface where it counts.  The TAT swings in near Chattanooga only 26 miles up the road.  There’s a storm cell headed that way of course but at this point what’s wet can’t get wetter and what’s dry will stay that way.
 
I jump on my phone and find a cheap motel on a sketchy cul de sac.  I like the excitement of guessing wether or not my bike will be there in the morning.  I plot the address into my Garmin and click “avoid highways”.  If I get caught in a downpour on the way, I’d rather not be next to a semi truck doing 70.  Plus, backroads are better.
 
As soon as I leave Dalton the rain stops.  I make a detour to link back towards the TAT and ride it to Chattanooga.  Mother Nature must have seen me and laughed, because it started raining harder than before.  I give up for today.  I cuss the rain dripping inside my helmet as I turn back towards my previous backroad route to the motel, and it promptly stops raining again. It didn’t rain again all the way to Chattanooga, and the the air was fresh and renewed.  I especially recall the smell of railroad ties stacked between the track and the roadside, oozing with creosote.  Definitely a nostalgic smell.
 
Surprisingly just across the street and down a block I see an REI store.  I check in to the motel and head to REI for, you guessed it, a new sleeping pad.  I’m greeted by an older guy and I explain the sleeping situation.  He looks at my outfit and asks what I’m riding.  He understands my needs as he too rides and has a Husky 501 he does some light ADV riding with.  The cool thing here is the elevated platform where you can try out all the different sleeping pads and see what works for you.  Now, I could easily look at each model and pretty quickly narrow down which ones I think would be most comfortable judging by their looks alone.  But I would be wrong.  Brand names aside, thicker definitely wasn’t better as I would have guessed.  One of the thinner models, REI’s own branded pad was a foam and air combo that felt more comfortable than the more expensive brands and didn’t feel like I was laying on an inflatable pool toy.  I was surprised, but like a girl’s night out at a wine tasting party, I tested all of them.
 
I’m settled into the motel and drying out gear.  Everything removed from the bike and the cloak of invisibility (motorcycle cover) installed.  Tomorrow’s weather outlook looks uninspiring.  There is currently a string of thunderstorms from my current position extending west along the TAT for 400 miles to Little Rock, AR.  But I’m not discouraged. I’m living a part of my life that many others dream of doing and by telling my story I’m in a small way taking them on the adventure too.  So I’ll buckle down, cuss at the rain, and press on tomorrow.
 
Good night.
 
 
 

DAY 7
 
Miles: 263
 
Today marks a week on the TAT.  I’m one day behind where I was 4 years ago but it never rained on that trip.  I look outside and thankfully my bike is still there.  I didn’t trust it in the parking lot so I put it behind the big electrical transformer box by my room and put the cover on it.  Practically invisible.
 
This morning I’m meeting the Aussies at RT Cycle in Chattanooga for some maintenance.  We all need something.  I’m within a few miles of my 6,000 mile oil change, Murph needs an oil change and a blinker on the DR-Z and Hugh got a tire and some miscellaneous bits.  They opened at nine and I got there just after.  The guys were already there and the store was open but the mechanics weren’t in yet.  Once we spoke to the staff that were there everyone became very friendly and we were made to feel right at home.  Before the mechanics arrived we were offered the use of an open lift if we cared to work on our own bikes ourselves.  I didn’t even ask because that is unheard of at big city dealers.  What, with insurance and lawsuits these days.  But I quickly took up the offer as I prefer to do the work myself, just need a spot to do it.  I purchased oil and a filter and knocked out an oil change and chain adjustment in no more than twenty five or thirty minutes.  The Tenere is dead simple to maintain and I love that.  I passed 20,000 trouble free miles today.  6,400 in the last five weeks.
 
Next we attacked Mike’s DR-Z, him doing the oil and me getting to the blinker.  The shop had a whole box of used signals and we picked one that would work.  It’s still eating at me that we didn’t change the other one to match.
 
After a bit of time, we took some photos for the memories and said our thank you’s for their generous use of the shop.  The mechanics did show up shortly after opening and were very happy to leave us to run around the place like we worked there.  The whole team was very kind and understood life on the road.  I would suggest you look them up and put a pin on your TAT map just in case.
 
The boys were staying another night in Chattanooga and I was taking advantage of the clear weather to make some progress down the trail.  I’m sure they will catch back up.
 
The route today is mostly paved, a side effect of the fact you just can’t connect the whole country by dirt anymore.  Or not in a practical way anyway.  It takes me 103 miles before I see a piece of gravel road, and It doesn’t last but a quarter mile.
 
The route took me past a beautiful little regional airport.  With its sole runway surrounded by beautifully kept grass and a small section of hangars to the side.  Their doors open in the warm eighty two degree weather, proudly showing off to each other all manner of single engine v-tail doctor killers.
 
As I pass one of the many farmhouses along today’s route, a clearly overweight golden retriever slowly walks to the edge of the yard and lays in the grass to watch me go by.  Heavily laden by what I’d guess would be plenty of table scraps, not a single bark or mean bone in its chubby body.  Two houses down their dog meets me at the corner and insists on racing me to the far end of the yard.  I oblige, and only go fast enough to let it beat me to the end, that way it’ll have something to brag about to it’s friends.  I ring the bicycle chime as a salute to the win.
 
I’m noticing now that I’ve left the mountains and reached flatter land, the rivers are no longer crystal clear but have taken on the color of coffee with two creams, no sugar.
 
I take a break to top off the tank and notice a pay-n-spray do it yourself type car wash across the street.  I take the opportunity to spray off the bike and all my bags that have been collecting trail mud. While I’m there I start to plan where tonight’s stop will be.  Up ahead is a campground I stayed at the first TAT trip but there’s an issue.  Milage wise, I could probably make it there on the TAT after dark because of the late start oil change.  But, as I look at the radar, there is a storm system that is the size of the entire state of Arkansas headed that way from the west.  If I had any chance of making it to camp and not set up while getting rained on, I’d have to slab it to the campground.  Since I know this section of trail from doing it before, I’m ok with skipping it to get closer to the good stuff.  I’m now racing to Pickwick State Park to beat the storm and get hunkered down.
 
First things first, I quickly pull over to inflate my tires back to pressures suitable for racing storm clouds.  Then I’m off.  I plot the campground in the Garmin and pray the GPS doesn’t let me down.  Garmin and I have a bit of history together.  Let’s just say some of his routing has been questionable but most are ok. Today, Garmin’s route needs to be right on the money if I expect to win this race to a dry camp.
 
My cockpit layout is a situational awareness dream right now.  The phone mounted up high, showing a continuously updating high resolution weather radar picture, the speedometer down and to the left with fuel and temps, and the course plotted on GPS flanking it to the right. A full glass cockpit like a shoestring budget open cockpit fighter jet.
 
One by one the towns come and go, each time as I reach the town boundaries the speed limit decreases to fifty five, adding valuable time to my ETA.  I use the towns like time hacks.  Pulaski, Lawrenceburg, Waynesboro, Savannah.  As I pass each one I judge how far the storm has moved.  It’s going to be close.  The radar creeps forward with each refresh, nothing stops the weather.
 
I get a blocker.  The "blocker" is the SUV that willingly drives over the speed limit that I can tail at the same speed, at a distance, hoping that he will get caught on any speed traps before me.  Fifty percent of the time, it works all the time.
 
We’re cruising now.  I tuck in behind the windscreen and remember being 19 and stupid on a crotch rocket.  I’m in the bubble.  That calm air inside which you are free from wind buffeting, the top of the windscreen intersecting my sight line, I can glance over it at the road ahead or I can glance down at the looming storm on the radar picture.
 
The storm and I are racing to a common middle ground, like every scene you see in movies of two medieval armies about to clash on the field of battle.  Except my clash is taking place on a hundred-mile battlefield.
 
As I near Savannah, my last waypoint before turning south to the campground, something magical develops.  The northern portion of the storm is completing its lifecycle and the lightning indicators are diminishing from the radar.  I arrive at the campground as the storm passes to my south.  The portion over the campsite collapses and dissipates without so much as a drop left to give.
 
I’m relieved.  I just got my gear dry from the last storm.  I focus on finding a campsite and there’s only one other person here.  The showers are hot but I start warm and creep it colder and colder.  Daring myself to get to full cold right before I turn it off.  So refreshing in the humid after-rain night air.  Small waves lapping at the shoreline and more fireflies are the features of the evening.  Off to try out my new sleeping pad.  See you tomorrow.
 
Good night.
 
 
 
 

DAY 8
 
 Miles: not important, mostly a service day. 
 
The morning breaks to squirrel activity outside my tent. Pickwick is ideal habitat and there is a healthy population of friendly critters. I take a moment to relish the fact it isn’t raining and the morning is cool without any humidity. There is a mild breeze coming in off the lake, coming through the tent that I remembered to position side-on to the prevailing winds. 
 
I pull out my phone and look for a breakfast spot. The Outpost at Pickwick Lake gets the vote, with a trip to Lake Hill Motors motorcycle shop and museum in Corinth after a meal. On the way I pass a small muddy pond with two turtles on a rock in the middle. That reminds me, I almost ran over a huge snapping turtle in the rain the other day. The Outpost is a themed restaurant and what looks like a gift shop and maybe ice cream shop. The food was excellent and there were no crowds this early.  I really liked the decor. 
 
I have received suggestions that I need to stop in and see Lake Hill Motors as the TAT passes through Corinth, MS. It’s about 35 miles down the road and I follow the TAT to the general area. I have been going over in my head my plans to stage tires for an eventual swap to something more dirt oriented. I plan to order and have them shipped to the Great Plains Bunkhouse or to Topar Racing in Trinidad. But since I’m here I figure I’ll check and see what they have. Upon entering the showroom, I’m greeted by lots of motorcycles, utility side by sides, atvs, and over in the distance a huge collection of vintage bikes of all kinds. 
 
I walk through the makeshift museum section, figuring I would delay my eventual disappointment at another dealer that doesn’t stock tires for adventure bikes.  There are all kinds of bikes here. Race bikes, dirt bikes, cruisers, salt flat racers, everything. You have to walk through a couple times to just see things you missed. There’s even a TAT section and Sam’s XR600. 
 
I was greeted at the parts counter and explained that I’m riding the TAT and maybe looking for a set of tires. The parts guy also has a Tenere and this bodes well for me because tires are in stock. I grab a Motoz Dual Venture up front, as I have already had great luck with these twice before. And for the rear they had a Motoz Tractionator RallZ, because the Adventure wasn’t available. The RallZ rear tire is a 80/20 off/on road tire and the DV is a 70/30. Both will be light years ahead of the barely 50/50 tires I was running for the pavement sections. 
 
Since I was a walk in, the service staff were busy working on their current projects but the combination of the parts and service guys worked out a way to get it done. They got me some shade just outside the service bays, and a couple Pitbull stands to lift the bike. They said if you can do the removal/install labor they can do the mount and balance. Done. I whip out my tool roll and get to work. In exactly two point seven seconds my shirt is wet from sweating in the Mississippi humidity. Heck, I would have still done it if I had to mount the tires with my own spoons. I really appreciate the service and support they showed me. Another A plus dealer in my book. I didn’t know it then but the tires would be essential in only a few miles. 
 
Back on the TAT, the pavement immediately turns to thick gravel and I start to scrub off the mold release on the new tires. I’ve got to get them roughened up before I get caught out on wet pavement with two new tires. 
 
The roads switch back and forth between gravel, pavement, and my least favorite pavement sprinkled with gravel. The gravel roads suck today because they have just been given a new top coat of gravel. I can tell it’s fresh because the only tire marks in it is from the grader that spread it. That means the top few inches have not been compacted yet. What’s worse still is that I can see they put down this fresh gravel in order to cover the muddy roads. So it’s uncompacted gravel over slimy Mississippi mud. Great. Only Oklahoma has worse mud than Mississippi. I grin and bear it as long as I can. I get through some deep sand sections, some water holes over gravel base, and lots of standard gravel. The last straw for me today was a downhill section that had my tires growing in diameter as they rolled. Thank my lucky stars for these new tires. I get turned around at the bottom and claw my way back up the hill with the confidence of new knobbies flicking gravel and peanut butter mud out the back. 
 
I look at the map and formulate a strategy for today into tomorrow. Judging on where I’m at, I’ll be crossing the mighty Mississippi River tomorrow. I know from experience that just after that is the TAT check in, an unmissable fixture of the trip. If you don’t stop and sign the book, get your picture taken, and listen to the long drawn out syllables of Mr. Percy Kale, why are you even doing the TAT? I wonder if I can find my picture from 2018 there? So logistically speaking, I don’t want to get too close today, because I want to time it so that I swing by while they are open. The best place to stop is Batesville, MS. A town that has everything I need in case I need to hunker down an extra day. 
 
I say hunker down an extra day because I’m always watching the weather. And tomorrow calls for possible severe thunderstorms. Since I got a smoking deal on a motel I decide to hold the option for an extra day. The hotel says no problem. 
 
You see, I’m in the part of the country now where motorcycles and mud don’t play nicely. I’ve seen years of TAT reports and filed them all away in my mind just to make better decisions when my time comes. Mud is no joke, not fun, and can be unsafe when solo. I keep reminding myself that the TAT isn’t an absolute. It’s a guide. If you have to detour a muddy section, do it. 
 
The last two days have been high on maintenance, low on adventure riding, but it was a mandatory evil that will pay dividends down the road. The Arkansas section is better, the Ozarks are looming in the distance. A burger at the OARK Cafe has my name on it. We will be there soon. Now to play Garmin Roulette and see what pops up for dinner. 
 
Good night.
 
 
 

DAY 9
 
Miles: 198
 
There are two kinds of wake-ups on this trip. Camping wake-ups and motel wake-ups. Motel wake-ups are always the hardest for me to light the fire and get going. Probably because the shades are drawn and the air conditioning is humming away. 
 
Weather is on my mind again. Like a fly that returns right after you brush it away, the daily thunderstorms have gotten on my last nerve. I’m flipping between my favorite weather apps, trying to glean insight into anything that will help me make a decision on wether to get on the bike, or stay another night. There is a large storm approaching, but also a high pressure coming in from the north that will move the storms path southward, but to what extent I can’t yet tell. 
 
I wait until 0930 and make a call. Get on the bike. The brunt of the storm is moving south and I might miss it. I ride along a raised levy for the Little Tallahatchie River. A beautiful worn in two-track guides my way. I’m approaching a note I made on my map 4 years ago. “Land opens, better views, cotton fields”.  I take note of the changing landscape, where the value of trees is secondary to the value of flat, open land for growing all manner of things. 
 
Twenty five miles later, I feel sprinkles. Like Lilliputian cannonballs, rain drops start impacting on my visor. I guess I’m not going to completely miss the storm after all. I cautiously approach a dirt road that heads off into the woods. I pass an animal skeleton that looks like a bad omen. One, then two sections of slippery mud that isn’t deep, just slick. I approach a section that looks very soft, with tire tracks on each side that are full of light coffee colored water. That’s a big nope for me and I need to turn around. 
 
The trail isn’t wide enough so the good idea fairy flies in and lands square on my shoulder. I somehow think it’s a perfect time to learn one of those standing “elephant turns”.  Wherein you use your body as the pivot point and rotate the bike around you using steering and throttle. This is the kind where you’re off the bike not where you’re in motion on the bike. I begin by reviewing the steps in my head. Good stance, lean the bike into you, full lock left turn, be deliberate in the application of power, pop the clutch and get the back tire to break traction. Follow through. Easy enough. My first attempt sees me stall the bike, forgetting that I have that big meaty rear tire now with all that traction. I try again, everything works but very little pivot. Just feeling things out. Learning as I go. Last try, give it hell. The bike pivots against my right hip and the back tire swings around, it was a valiant effort until I pull the clutch and the bike stops moving. It’s pointing the right direction but it’s not leaning on me enough. It’s too vertical. And it’s heavy. And it has momentum. It unceremoniously flops over to its right side away from me and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. I’m not worried about damage, I have plenty of crash bars. And the ground is soft and slightly muddy. But now I have to pick it up. Lesson learned. 
 
I notice immediately that upon the bike tipping over, I put my right hand on the bike somewhere to catch my own fall and the pad of my thumb is in lot of pain. Like a Hollywood couple, it’s probably going to leave a bruise. 
 
I know better than to try to pick the bike up fully loaded but on good days I can pick up the beast with everything on it. Today that’s not happening. The weight of the bike simply pushes my boots into the mud. I remove the duffel and one soft pannier and I can now, with significant effort, right the ship. I position myself back to the seat, left hand on the throttle, and right hand on whatever works. I lift and immediately feel a twinge in my lower back. Not good. I fix my posture and power through with my legs, walking it back in the gooey slick mud. It really wasn’t bad, just awkward. And heavy as you’d expect. My back will remind me for the rest of the day the importance of good lifting posture, and the consequences of getting old. 
 
Back to the pavement and it’s not sprinkling, it’s raining now. I turn left and up ahead I see the looming arch that is the bridge over the Mississippi River, marking another landmark on the TAT.  Like a Naval pilot lining up behind the fantail of the carrier, I’m lined up with the massive steel bridge carrying me into the next state. Arkansas. 
 
About 20 miles later I break out into sunshine and thin stratus clouds, and the weather should be good for a few days. I swing down and say my hellos at the TAT check in. A staple of the TAT these years, everyone knows you have to go by and see Percy and Glenn and sign the book, and get your Redneckistan sticker. I mentally prepare myself by practicing speaking at three quarter speed and extending my syllables. Things move at a different pace down here. 
 
After leaving the TAT stop, I make my way to the next section, knowing the mud is mostly behind me and it’s mainly gravel ahead. A dump truck flashes his lights at me. This means my high beams are on, he likes my bike, or there’s law enforcement ahead so watch yourself. I’m banking on the latter, and I check my speed. Two over. No big deal. About a mile up the road I pass the Highway Patrol SUV while doing 52 in a 55. I give a wave and he probably knows I’ve been tipped off. Alls well that ends well. 
 
I stop at Bendi’s Diner in Clarendon to strip off my Gortex overpants and grab a bite. The food is great and the service is friendly. I marvel at the efficiency of the girls behind the counter. How they can multitask helping customers with all their needs while simultaneously talking about all the small town gossip. I am entertained. 
 
I have a few miles left before I can knock off for the day, but I’m in no hurry. The sun is out and the day has turned beautiful. I can be on pavement or dirt or gravel it doesn’t matter. I’m just so happy it isn’t raining. 
 
Three deer run out from the bushes across the road one at a time, single file. Like soldiers from World War 2, they dart from hedgerow to hedgerow trying not to be the one that gets picked off. They all survive today’s mission. 
 
I spend the rest of the afternoon on various gravel roads, playing with settings on my steering stabilizer to pass the time. It is one addition to my bike that changes everything in soft sand and loose gravel. With it turned down my front end wanders like a drunk taking a sobriety test. You just have to let it float around and don’t be too rigid on the bars. But with it dialed in, it’s like power steering. The bike just goes straight and I feel safe. One handed through gravel is even no problem. 
 
I pull into Bebee and grab a room at the Rodeway Inn. I could go further today but tactically there is no point. There isn’t a motel or camping where I need it positioned if I pass this up. This also puts me in good position to hit the OARK cafe tomorrow and ride through the Boston Mountains section of the Ozark Plateau. 
 
Good night. 
 
 
 

DAY 10
 
Miles: 236
 
The morning of day ten arrives, my eyes open and I’m laying on my stomach in bed. I give my hips a few exercises to see if my lower back is ok or if I’m a cripple from yesterday’s incident.  Preflight checks ok, a bit sore but I think I’ve avoided anything that’s going to slow me down.  I get suited up and load the bags on the bike. 
 
The ride starts good, buts it’s mostly paved back roads around people’s property and more or less sticks to a grid layout of ninety degree lefts and rights. I’m getting bored of it and I’m anxiously waiting for open dirt roads. It’s starting to get warm and I’m tremendously thankful for my modified jacket. I recently took up industrial sewing for manly items like gear bags and I made a cover for my friend’s welder. I made two of the bags that are on my bike on this trip and one of my most ambitious projects has been putting in waterproof zips on the cuffs of my jacket. Doing so allows me to fit my gauntlet gloves and then zip the jacket over them. It also allows me to ride with them unzipped and channel huge amounts of air up my sleeves. It’s awesome in the summer. 
 
Rounding a corner I surprise four young deer who look like four pre-teens who just got caught playing with matches. Wide eyed they dart for the bushes. 
 
My Garmin seems to have every gas station in it no matter how many years it’s been abandoned. It’s not the first time I’ve been guided to a relic. I decide to get gas later, as I’m seeing an easy 62.5 miles per gallon while on back roads. 
 
I skipped breakfast knowing that I’d be making the Oark Cafe for lunch. However, I didn’t realize that it was 200 trail miles to get there. I would be eating about three hours after I wanted to. 
 
The gravel starts and it’s good, near great. It’s no Pennsylvania dirt road but as compared to Mississippi gravel Arkansas roads are superior. You have to use caution in these parts though, as I had my run ins with many vehicles today. Almost all of which were either on my side or at least in the middle of the road. Side by sides, atvs, trucks, and even sedans all out like they are the only cars on the road. 
 
I note that there were some fantastic views today from the mountains. There were lots of elevation changes and just in general some really great riding. So much I almost got bored with it. 
 
I make a stop at the TAT Shack, a single wide trailer that is available for riders to stay overnight if needed. I looked for a cold drink but there was only beer and I was feeling like I’d wait till later for that. I found my sticker from four years ago still holding strong on the door without any peeling. I had a look around and was on my way. 
 
I arrive next at the Oark Cafe, another staple of the TAT experience. I’m ready to eat but first I look for another of my stickers here. I find it hiding behind some others on an open window. When I enter I’m greeted with some amount of excitement and fanfare. I’m totally clueless as to what the attention is about but apparently they have been reading the posts and were expecting me to arrive today. They apparently thought I was way more important than I was and I felt awkward about the whole thing. The only thing of importance as far as I was concerned is getting a burger in me because I was starving. I hadn’t eaten for two hundred miles and it was worth the wait. If you guys read this, thank you for the warm welcome and the hospitality. The Oark Cafe is a destination restaurant. 
 
After leaving there, the I began the climb to the White Rock Mountain overlook. Some excellent gravel roads but I remind myself to watch for potentially more traffic. And there is. 
 
Soon after there I need to make a big decision on the TAT. Am I going to run Warloop Road or not? I have the advantage of having driven Warloop so I know what to expect. I fully have the confidence that I can ride it. Warloop Road is commonly considered the toughest section of the TAT. While that can be debated against other sections like the giant gravel of Ophir Pass or maybe even some spots in Oregon, it is undeniable that Warloop is more difficult than the typical TAT road. 
 
I weighed the pros and cons of doing it over in my head. Being solo plays into it. But I don’t want to skip all the fun stuff just because I’m alone. Then I remember the “elephant turn” and how just dropping the bike could be a trip-ender. I have about six thousand miles left to reach home and I decide not to attempt it. I’ve done it once before and there is nothing on that section worth getting hurt and risk not seeing the beauty of Colorado, Idaho, or Utah or Oregon. But I hope the Aussies do it because they will have a blast. 
 
My day ends in Alma, Arkansas. Tomorrow after about 50 trail miles I’ll pass into Oklahoma. The long trek across the north part of the state, where most people say it’s boring. I for one look forward to it. I’m actually getting tired of riding in a tree tunnel for hours on end. Being from Arizona I deeply appreciate the green forests and all the trees east of Oklahoma, but I need views. I need open. And I really need to get across Oklahoma to get to the really good stuff. Here’s to making tough decisions and not getting hurt so you can ride another day. 
 
Good night. 
 
 
 

DAY 11
 
Miles: 210
 
I’m exited to get started this morning. Excited to get to a new state. Each one holds its own unique personality. From the people to the plants. Even the dirt that I’m driving on changes to let me know I’m making progress. 
 
Today’s dirt starts right off the highway where it ended yesterday. A mix of wet areas that haven’t yet recovered from the recent storms, and dry sections consisting of a combination of gravel, turtles, and armadillos. 
 
I ride the gravel in and out through shady wooded lanes, and next to hobby farms with cows and horses. The weather is still nice but I’m sensing a change is quite literally in the air. My motorcycles air temp shows 90°F for the first time this trip, a clear indication that I’m transitioning to a warmer clime. 
 
This area has seen significant rainfall in the week prior, I’m seeing the results of all the radar images I’ve been tracking. The hills are still shedding water from their saturated slopes, trickling across sections of the road at every turn. Ruts have been cut where water removed the gravel that was once there and I cautiously splash through the many potholes filled with miniature reflecting pools. 
 
I approach a muddy section with my outriggers deployed, my legs off the pegs firmly extended at forty five degree angles to the sides, just in case. Fortunately the base is solid and the mud holds no danger this time. It causes me to wonder what lay ahead though. 
 
At this point I take notice of the landscape. I stop and I’m at a perfect point looking North. If I look to my right, I see the remnants of the Ozark Plateau gently descending towards my location. To my left, the land appears to have succumbed to gravity. Pulled flat as far as you can see into the oil producing flatlands of Oklahoma. It’s a bittersweet moment, leaving the mountains behind that I have spent so much time exploring the last few days. But new adventures await on the horizon. 
 
Soon after, I reach the town of Lincoln, Arkansas. The last Arkansas town before I pass into Oklahoma. It’s a small town, hard to tell which buildings are open or abandoned. I stop at the American Drive In. An obviously patriotic typical old fashioned type place. I order my food and take a seat in the back. Everyone in town eventually stops here if you wait long enough. The menu is made of black letters pressed into white plastic lines above the counter. The kind you would see in the eighties. It looks absolutely period correct here. The food is simple and adequate to kill my hunger, nothing more or less and exactly what it should be for such a place. The cherry coke is extra special because of a pump of Ghirardelli’s maraschino cherry syrup. I listen to people come and go and to conversations being had at other tables. It is Smalltown USA in a bubble. If you sit patiently you begin to feel a little like you could, in a small way, be part of such a town. A place where the local high school football season record is more important than anything in the news. A place where sweet tea is the expectation when ordering ice tea, if you want it unsweetened, you better ask. 
 
Up the road my nasal passages are suddenly attacked by odors that resemble dairy farms and death. The size and shape of the buildings can mean only one thing. Chicken farms. The single most offensive smell in the countryside in my opinion. It’s almost enough to make me give up chicken completely. If only they weren’t so damn delicious. 
 
On my map is a waypoint marking the border between Arkansas and Oklahoma. I reach it without a visible indication. No big fancy sign like on the interstate. Not even a little one. Just a change in the color of gravel where one road maintenance crew transfers their responsibilities to the next guy. 
 
The more that I ride this area, the more evidence I see that there was a very significant flooding event recently. All the roads are covered in gravel washed from the hillsides, and the back roads have either been hastily repaired or are in need of repairs from washouts.  Very large trees have been ripped up with their root system intact, and there is foliage tangled in fences ten feet above the current water level. Further evidence sent me back the way I came and I enjoyed a nice reroute. The road was completely washed out and not yet repaired. 
 
I stopped in Moody to top off gas and a guy pulled up next to me asking if I was on the TAT. Indeed sir, indeed. 
 
The humidity has been turned up to eleven and the heat is not far behind. I strip off my jacket and the wind through my wet base layer is like an old swamp cooler at my grandmas house in August. Unfortunately without the deep freeze with Fudgesicles hiding in the bottom. 
 
I decide that Salina is a good stopping point for today, or more accurately Locust Grove just south of there. With this humidity, camping makes me feel like a wrestler in a trash bag trying to sweat out that last ounce. There’s a Best Western with a friendly staff that wants you to leave your bike up on the porch where it’s safe and a nice pool in the back. 
 
I enjoy a really good meal at the Mexican food joint in town and I’m not yet in the part of the country where my sweet tea requests are looked upon like I’m crazy. “Uh, we have raspberry.” Get outta here with that. 
 
The riding today was awesome and a little of everything. Dirt, gravel, turn-arounds, reroutes, obstacles, water crossings, steep gravel downhills and long steep uphills. I really loved it all and it was one of the best days of riding on the trip. 
 
The pool is calling my name. 
 
Good night. 
 
 
 
 

DAY 12
 
Miles: 318
 
My goal today is Alva, Oklahoma. An extended reach but not any more than my usual longer days. This statement will be proven false in due time.  Alva will put me in the perfect position to hit the Great Plains Bunkhouse the next day, capping off Oklahoma. 
 
The morning is filled with straight sections of road that comprise the one square mile grids this part of the country operates on. North. West. North. West. On and on, the only way to travel in a Northwest direction. 
 
I turn from pavement onto a stark white gravel road, flanked on either side by amber waves of grain. Golden grasses all individually swaying and whipping in the wind, but together they seem to move as one carpet across the rolling fields. 
 
I fill up at Casey’s General Store in Adair, which is not a true general store in my book, rather a modern gas station playing off our memories for name recognition. I look forward to browsing the real things in Colorado soon. 
 
The road I’m on passes over the interstate and the only part of the bridge that is concrete is the actual span of the bridge. The approach and departure are still completely unpaved and there is something so uniquely country about that when I see it. A dirt road overpass. 
 
From a hilltop view I can look out across the land, seeing the white farmhouses sprinkled about reminds me of mushrooms sprouting randomly in a field. 
 
I’m struggling slightly with the boredom associated with long sections of straight road with no turns or challenges associated with them.  I’m eating lunch right now and thinking that the longest section is ahead of me today. A sixty mile stretch with only a single right and single left turn.  I get up from my booth and my legs remind me I’ve been standing a lot today. The short break sitting for lunch was enough to tighten everything up. 
 
The boring straight roads are broken up by a section that that dips down, following terrain leading to the inevitable water crossing. Whenever there is a downhill in the area, I can always count on the road crossing water. The question is always will it be shallow, deep, or have a bridge? I pass over a landmark bridge on the TAT and stop to smell the oozing creosote from the planks. There have been a few shallow easy crossings today but as I skirt the south side of Hulah Lake, it is apparent that it is very full. Four years ago it was this full and I have it noted on my GPS. I turn around with a simple reroute to the south on Oklahoma 10, then north on 99. 
 
After the reroute I only have to travel about 10 more miles to find my next obstacle. The road crossing the river looks more akin to a boat launch than a road. The reroute again is a simple one. South then west, just look at the map. All the backtracking is hindering my progress and I already had a long day planned. 
 
I have soon broke out of any wandering roads and am now firmly entrenched in the miles of westward gravel roads that cover the state. Most are in great condition and have already dried from recent rains. There are a few standing puddles but very few. I reach one section of newly spread gravel about a mile long. I can see it approaching and I’m up on the pegs, third gear at a decent clip. As soon as the front wheel hits you know it. It sounds like river rocks being poured into piles of more river rocks. The front tire splits the gravel to each side like the bow of a ship. My steering inputs are like an intern’s remarks on their first day, vaguely considered and mostly ignored. I steer by peg-weighting and pin it to win it. It was the longest mile of the day. 
 
I start to see more pumpjacks today. The ubiquitous nodding horse of the oil fields. I stop to listen to the song of the hit-and-miss engine. Pop-pop-pff-pff-pff-pff. Pop-pop-pff-pff-pff-pff. A unique and charming tune set to the aroma of oil vapors wafting across with the breeze. 
 
It is getting late and I check my progress. One hundred and ninety eight miles. I should be close right? Nope. One hundred and twenty to go. I bit off a chunk today. I decide to slab it the last section to the hotel. I’ve done this section before and it’s just easy farm roads so I’m all in for making up time. 
 
As soon as I’m on the highway near Ponca City, the wind is fierce. This area is known for incredible southern winds, that’s why there are over a hundred giant wind turbines here and every tree is permanently leaning north. 
 
My body looks like a marionette puppet that two children are fighting over. My head pulled one way, the rest of me another. Dozens of times my head twists around like I’m trying to look over my right shoulder to talk to someone sitting behind me. It’s just the wind ripping my helmet off. For the first time I’m actually blown out of my lane onto the shoulder, I only hope not any further. My left jaw line is firmly planted to the inside of my helmet. Every blade of grass is laid over flat against their grassmate. Any more wind and it would surely rip from the roots, wouldn’t it? And that is only the first mile. This continues for one hundred and nineteen more. 
 
Over 300 miles from leaving my motel, I arrive at the next one. After a day like today, fifty bucks for a bed, a shower, and air conditioning sounds like money well spent. 
 
Off to dinner. 
 
Good night. 
 
 
 

DAY 13
 
Miles: 277
 
Wind. I’m sixty miles into my day and it’s the only thing I can think about. This constant battering from the south that never ends, only fluctuates in intensity from strong to very strong. The wind makes me fight an internal battle between needing to make miles and not wanting to ride at all. My mood is piss poor and I’m not enjoying it. This is the reality of motorcycle traveling. It isn’t always fun. 
 
I’ve heard that you can’t be in a bad mood while riding a motorcycle. Complete nonsense. Whoever said that never rode through northern Oklahoma during a wind event.  I take frequent breaks, and I’m thankful for those blue signs saying: “Roadside Table 1 Mile”.  I normally don’t take many breaks but I need a moment to decompress and take a reprieve from having my helmet ripped off. 
 
I have zero interest today in “following the line”. That magenta path that dictates my route each day. Today I’m on the pavement, swerving down the road about 1 mile south of the TAT. I’m seeing basically all the same sights, but making better speed so I can get to the end of the day sooner. This is certainly not a section I’ll regret bypassing. For me, the real TAT doesn’t start until the NM/CO border anyways. That’s the good stuff. 
 
I make a detour to Liberal, Kansas just north over the border. I get a sandwich at the One Way Deli. Liberal is the nearest “big town” that isn’t just a gas stop and abandoned businesses. It serves as a trading center for grain and livestock, as well as a natural gas, oil extraction, and refinery hub. I’m thankful for the old buildings that line the main street, they shelter me from the wind. 
 
After lunch, some of my hangriness has dissipated and I decide to jump on the TAT and ride some farm roads. They start off great but soon turn to soft deep dirt that pops up just when you get your speed up. Boring flat sections punctuated by moments of terror. At least there’s no mud. I trudge on for awhile and after I’ve had my fill I jump back over to the hardball. 
 
A quick pass through Guymon for a slushie and my internal temperature is back to baseline. It’s 97°F but it doesn’t feel bad at all. I haven’t worn my heavy jacket in a few days, opting instead for a long sleeve cooling base layer and over it a simple Under Armour t-shirt. Safety third. 
 
I make several stops along the road whenever I see an abandoned structure. Always wondering what the activity looked like in its heyday. Now it’s just rotting away, but at one time it was important. Important enough that someone invested their hard earned money to have it built. Then someone passes away or a bigger freeway goes in drawing traffic away. 
 
Tonight’s destination is the Great Plains Bunkhouse, a place I’ve stayed before and no other place fits the bill for a spot at the very tip of the panhandle. They have rooms and wifi, and all the accommodations you need. You can even tent camp outside. Which is what I planned but not in this wind. My tent would be tattered to pieces. 
 
I have a look around and take in the improvements they have made and say hello to the chickens in the back. Their coop is an old travel trailer and they look to enjoy it. There is a pond out front but in this wind I’m not sure I’ll get any visitors besides birds. If the wind calms down I’ll put up a hammock and watch the stars for awhile. If not I’ll take refuge in my room with the air conditioner. 
 
As I sit in the lounge a couple comes in. They are also doing the TAT, in their Land Cruiser they brought from Italy. Then to Alaska. We chat awhile about the rain and our travels and exchange contact info. You meet the nicest people when traveling. 
 
Tomorrow I’ll shoot to Trinidad and maybe stop by Topar Racing. I look forward to getting to the best states on the TAT. Sorry Oklahoma, you’re on the naughty list this time. 
 
Good night. 
 
 
 

DAY 14
 
Miles: 262
 
I step outside to a brisk southern breeze. It certainly wasn’t that cold yesterday. I pull my riding jacket out of my duffel, I’m definitely going to need it this morning. I skip making breakfast at the Bunkhouse to get an early start on the day. Keys, wallet, phone. A preflight check I repeat dozens of times a day. Every time I stop to take a photo, every gas top off, after every meal. Mostly for the wallet part. 
 
Ten miles after leaving the Bunkhouse I’m in New Mexico. Another border crossing without fanfare or notification. Just a blip on the GPS crossing a line on the map. It’s fifty seven degrees and I have to zip closed all of my jacket vents and click on those wonderful grip heaters. Fifty seven on the bike with the breeze is cold where I come from. 
 
Unlike some borders, the terrain and plant life change almost immediately upon entering this corner of New Mexico. There are now cactus and yuccas, and the grasses change from gold to blonde. The roads are excellent, the gravel is smooth, and the temperature increases to 63, a number I can live with comfortably. I see my first group of pronghorns. The most skittish of the antelope, they hear you coming from far off and dart away before you are ever a threat. Much better than the cows that also dot the road. Cows are quite possibly the dumbest animals I encounter, the smaller the dumber. They will wait motionless until you are moments away and then try to jump into your path like an insurance scammer. I’m always very courteous and cautious around my steaks and hamburgers. 
 
I’m only in New Mexico for about sixty miles, entering at 4,800ft and leaving at 5,800ft. There is one good 400ft climb just prior to reaching the Colorado border. It’s not difficult but it is rocky and it’s hard to pay attention because the view is spectacular. I remember climbing it in my truck and thinking I would hate to do this on a motorcycle. Now 4 years later here I am and it was far easier than I imagined. Motorcycles are awesome. 
 
Colorado continues where New Mexico left off, and adds a few new plants to the scenery. Most of the pronghorns are left behind. A few pop up now and again but nothing like the numbers 20 miles ago. I stopped counting around sixty but must have seen a hundred. I surprised one while coasting silently downhill. I’m not sure which one of us was startled more, but laundry day was almost moved forward a day. 
 
There is something for me about the Rocky Mountain region of the United States that always puts me at ease. It doesn’t matter which state, I just love the views, the environment, and the mountains. I like mountain culture. The log cabins, the mining history, and narrow gauge railroads next to winding rivers. 
 
When I arrive in Trinidad I make a stop at Topar Racing for some chain lube and then head to Bob & Earls Cafe for the lunch special. On my way north I detour to Walsenburg to grab a steak and tortillas for tonight’s dinner, as I plan to grab a dispersed campsite in the mountains later. 
 
The route winds through and around ranches all day, never really a dull moment, but no challenges either. Just wonderfully scenic riding on roads that are good enough to pay more attention to the scenery than to where your bike is going. 
 
Eventually I start climbing, and strangely it gets hotter the more I climb. At 7,200 feet it is eighty eight degrees. I eventually reach 10,700 feet and ride through the edge of some aspen groves. Aspens are my favorite tree and the one that reminds me of Colorado the most. If you ever get the chance to see Colorado aspens in mid September, they look like they are illuminated with electricity. 
 
I find an open dispersed campsite and ride down into the woods as far as it goes. I set up my tent and get right to cooking dinner. It’s light now but there are mountains all around me so the sun sets much earlier than you’d think. For the first time this trip, I get out my stove, table, and cooking gear. I cook a beautiful pair of filet mignon and flour tortillas and clean up before dark. I make sure to repack everything tonight so I don’t have to fuss with it in the morning. The sun is gone now and although it’s pleasant I can feel the temp dropping quickly. I’m camped at 9,700 feet and so I stage everything in my tent I might need if it gets cold. And it’s getting cold. 
 
Good night. 
 
 
 

DAY 15
 
Miles: 130
 
I am generally very tolerant of sleeping in less than ideal conditions. I’ve slept many hours in C-17’s and C-130’s, in jungles and deserts, in heat and in rain. But last night I could not get comfortable to save my life. The temperature was perfect, but I tossed and turned all night. I see now why “credit card camping” is so popular. 
 
The altitude actually plays games with me this morning while I pack up my gear. Everything takes way more effort and I take many deep breaths between stuffing a tent or pannier. It’s amazing what I take for granted living near sea level. 
 
I’ve already made plans to stop and stay tonight in Salida, Colorado. That means it’s not going to be a big day on miles, maybe 130 or so. The temperature fluctuations still baffle me today. I leave the camp spot and it’s 55° and not more than fifteen minutes away it’s 75° in the open. Those canyons where I camped really held the cold in. It eventually reaches a high of 100°. So much for escaping to cooler mountain temps. 
 
I still haven’t reached any riding that I would call “technical”. There was a steep downhill section with some soft dirt, and another section that was silty, but overall none of it was difficult. 
 
I didn’t stop to take a lot of pictures, just mostly enjoyed riding through the mountains at a relaxed pace. 
 
I stopped in Westcliffe for breakfast but that affair took up about 2 hours of my morning. The food was good but I wasted a lot of time there. 
 
I rode up and down between 10,000 and 7,000 feet and only ran into one issue. The cows were using the road so I had to wait for about forty of them to pass before getting up the hill. 
 
I ended in Salida and the Arkansas River passes right through town. It’s a beautiful river that they have turned into a brown trout habitat and whitewater park for kayaking. I sat and watched kids and adults all take their turns in the rapids. I took off my adventure boots and socks and cooled my feet in the river. 
 
Tomorrow I will hit Marshal Pass which marks the Continental Divide, and ride the TAT eventually into Lake City. Today was a short day so a short story. Tomorrow should hold better content for you to enjoy. Consider this a rest day. 
 
Good night. 
 
 
 

DAY 16
 
Miles: 74
 
Today was a day of quality over quantity in regards to miles. A day to take my time enjoying one of my favorite parts of the nation. It was also a day of unpredictable weather. 
 
I began by heading west out of Silida towards Ponca Springs. A left turn and I start climbing quickly on highway 285 until my turnoff at Marshall Pass road. Here, I follow the small but picturesque Poncha Creek as is descends out of it’s 11,000ft headwaters. 
 
Ideally I planned to split from Marshal Pass road and take the more challenging Poncha Creek trail and they will meet at the top of the mountain. I started up Poncha Creek for about a mile until I reached some flood damage where the creek had reclaimed the trail. It looked passable so I had a chat with a couple who were dispersed camping at the washout. They said they had explored further up the trail and there were two other spots they saw that were washed out before they came back. With a second rider this would be an easy decision to continue on and see for ourselves. Without the ability to do further intel on the condition of the trail I decided to take the main Marshall Pass road instead. Marshall Pass road is a scenic road, but one that is maintained in a way that soccer moms can claim they have conquered a pass of the Continental Divide. Not exactly the pass you brag to your friends about, but I take the requisite photos to prove I was there nonetheless. 
 
Once over the pass I’m on the long decent down to Sargents, Colorado. Most people don’t know that beginning in 1880, there was a narrow gauge railway that went up and over Marshall Pass to link up rail traffic from Gunnison to Salida. It was operated by the Denver and Rio Grande Western. Sargents was the site where they staged the helper engines that were needed to get the trains up the steep grades. The reason I’m telling you this is that if you take the time to look around you can still find remnants of the original line. The roadbed and ballast can be seen in some areas, as well as footings and pilings of the old bridges that are long gone. I even saw one small bridge with narrow gauge rails still on it. In Sargents there is one remaining water tower dating back to 1937. 
 
Sargents has a very small community of residents and even a post office. I can’t imagine the postal route takes more than 15 minutes on foot. Matter-of-fact, you probably have to come get your own mail. There is a modern gas station with a restaurant where I had breakfast. It was unexpected and really good. 
 
From Sargents I head north, noting dark clouds building and approaching my path towards Lake City. I didn’t expect to run into weather until tomorrow. The route passes up and around the Cross Bar Ranch, it’s cows being begrudgingly courteous enough to let me pass. 
 
It’s perfect season for wildflowers to be springing up along the dirt roads. At one point I can pick out five separate varieties in the same area. I pick up a few sprinkles but the darkest clouds are still in front of me. 
 
As my dirt road passes highway 50, I have a decision to make about the weather. It’s about 50-60 trail miles to Lake City and it’s clearly raining between them and me. I don’t push my luck and instead make a right for the 20 miles to Gunnison. I can hide from the rain there. 
 
There is a huge girls softball tournament going on in Gunnison and everything is sold out or overpriced. The same name motel I just stayed at for $75 was $325. I hit up iOverlander for some camping options and learn about Hartman Rocks. Free 14 day camping and awesome scenery. It’s just outside of town so I can easily come back in tonight for dinner. I roll up and start exploring the area. It’s not crowded for the weekend yet and I think the weather has people spooked. It’s supposed to rain Saturday and Sunday. Hey, the site is free and I can hide in my tent for a couple days while the Aussies catch up if it comes to it. 
 
I pick a spot and as soon as I turn off the bike I notice a whitetail buck casually walking by in the rocks maybe a hundred feet away. The weather now is awesome. Sometimes a rain cloud passes over and cools things off, then the sun breaks out. It alternates like this all afternoon, as I lay in my tent letting the cool breeze pass through while listening to the rolling thunder that seems to be all around me but never threatening me directly. 
 
If this spot had a couple of uprights for my hammock it would be perfect. Tomorrow’s forecast shows 100% chance of rain but I don’t think it will rain really hard. I’ll just play tomorrow by ear. Whatever it is, at least I’m riding my motorcycle. 
 
Good night. 
 
 
 

DAY 17
 
Miles: 95
 
I wake at 2 AM to the pitter-patter of rain on my tent. I’m warm and dry and surprisingly very comfortable and so the low rumbling of thunder echoing through distant canyons puts me right back to sleep. 
 
The next thing I know it’s 0630 and I need to get a move on. The rain has passed for the time being and my rain fly dries before I pack it away. I try to keep my luggage organized but even so, I dread the morning pack up. Once buttoned up and my preflight checks are complete, I’m on the road 45 miles south to Lake City where I’ll pick up the TAT. 
 
The road to Lake City is part of the Silver Thread Scenic Byway and it has scenery in spades. My head spins in every direction taking it all in. Every blink is like a camera storing a postcard in my mind. As I get close to Lake City I drop into a canyon just wide enough to build a road that perfectly follows the Lake Fork Gunnison River’s edge. It couldn’t have been more perfectly conceived if it was an amusement park ride. Soon after, I reach the north edge of Lake City. The canyon opens to small pastures of bright green grass, anchored by beautiful ranch houses. It’s too early for my favorite restaurant to be open so I grab an underwhelming alternative across the street. 
 
I top off the tank and make my way to the beginning of the Alpine Loop. Not a route you want to take in the height of tourist season on a weekend. The “traffic” can be outrageous. But today there is hardly anyone out. I think the weather has them spooked and it’s not prime tourist season yet. 
 
Initially the road is easy gravel, maintained for city folks and their city RV’s. I pass Lake San Cristobal and one last RV park. After that, a sign warns me of the serious nature of the road ahead and of particular note a mention of a lengthy delay for EMS to reach me due to the remote area I am headed. For a spit second an entire scenario plays out in my head. Something about broken bones and not being able to ride back out. In an instant the thought is gone. I need all my attention on the road. I really had no recollection from four years ago of how technical the terrain was up to Cinnamon Pass. And by technical, I am of course describing things from the point of view of riding a bike that with me on it, is putting well over 800lbs to the ground. My biggest disappointment today is that there is no way to stop and take photos of the rough stuff to show what I have to ride through. If I stop I lose precious momentum, and momentum is balance. I learned this riding tough Arizona trails and it serves me well today. 
 
I am in a constant state of partial apprehension at not knowing how hard the route will become, and partial outright glee at passing each section. My focus is bouncing back and forth from near vision to far. Looking at the road ahead to plan my 5-inch wide ribbon of imaginary safe space between the rocks, and back to near vision to make sure I’m not going to misplace the front tire. 
 
My confidence on the big heavy bike is higher than it ever has been before. I feel like I’m learning and applying what I learn at the same time. The rougher the road gets the more I learn what the suspension can absorb and it takes everything in stride. A few miles up I meet two older guys on a Honda CRF250L and a 300 rally.  We chat a bit and it’s also their first time. One is clearly more confident than the other. I pull out first and make good time. I wait for them at the split where you go left to American Basin or right to Cinnamon Pass. The sign warns 4 wheel drive beyond this point. There is only 2.5 miles to the pass but they are the steepest. 
 
The guys catch up and I let them go ahead of me. The first switchback is tight and I almost bobble it but save it with a quick right wrist and a smooth clutch lever. There is a little congestion at the next section as uphill and downhill traffic alternate. The two guys on Hondas are still in front of me. The first goes up to the next switchback followed by the second. I can tell how the second gets off his bike that they are picking up the first guy’s bike. I’m waiting and watching. I don’t want to stop mid corner so I’m hoping they can continue and also looking for any indications someone may be hurt. I get impatient so I go up to check on things. 
 
There is a little snow melt runoff and his tire slipped on a rock slab causing him to go down. No injuries, nothing broken. 
 
This turn has three distinct lines. All with their own hazards. The outside line is the one you can use with momentum like a banked race track. But you can not take it slow or stop or you will tip to the inside with nothing but air under your foot. The second guy wants to go on this line. I can tell he’s timid about it. I stop him. I tell him he absolutely can’t stop or go slow and we both tell him the other line is safer. I see the writing on the wall and can only watch the inevitable happen. And it does. Like watching a Redwood fall in slow motion and just as violent when he impacts the ground. The gasp from the two of us watching sucked the remaining oxygen from the air at the 11,300ft impact zone. I’m sure I looked like I was blowing out a candle in reverse with my eyes closed. How there were no broken bones involved was pure luck. The meteor that killed the dinosaurs impacted the Earth with less energy. 
 
We all take a moment to console and eventually lift the bike and clear the road. I have decided that once I get past this obstacle I’m going to the top. This is a situation that doesn’t need my help any longer. I know when to check out. 
 
I pick my line up the middle and the bike crawls right up it. No thanks to me I’m just on for the ride, the bike knows what to do by now. I check on the two guys one last time and make my way up to the top. A few more switchbacks and I’m in the snow line splashing through streams that cross the trail from the melting remnants of winter. At the top is a simple sign reading Cinnamon Pass 12,640ft. No one here but me and so I take a picture and head down the back side. 
 
I pretty much slide on tennis ball sized rocks the first 300ft. I’m conscious not to lock up my front brake but the back isn’t doing much either. I’m picking up speed and have no choice but to ride it out. Brakes won’t help on a mountain of baseballs. As I reach the bottom I exchanged glances with a wide eyed Jeep driver. We probably had the same expressions. I thought the worst of it was over but the trail was basically an example of every type of terrain I would never willingly take a 650 pound bike on all the way to Animas Forks. And when I got to the bottom and could actually think about anything other than what I was doing, I realized that I just had the most incredible riding experience of my life. 
 
At Animas Forks I look around and take photos, hide from the rain for a few minutes and wait for those two Hondas to show up. I waited around maybe an hour but I never saw them again. 
 
Since it was raining and the rocks are getting slick, I decided to take the easier route to Silverton rather than try three more passes in the wet. 
 
At Silverton the rain is off and on but not heavy and as I ride slowly down Main Street I hear the whistle of the Durango and Silverton steam locomotive at the station. I decided right then and there I had to ride it. So after a meal in town, I find a cheap motel in Durango and reserve my round trip ticket on the train. One of the pleasures of traveling solo is making snap decisions like that. I’m doing whatever makes me happy. 
 
So tomorrow will be a rest day and then I’ll head to Moab to get back in the heat and do some red rock riding. 
 
Good night. 
 
 
 
 

DAY 18
 
Day 18 of my TAT trip was a rest day from trail riding. I stayed in Durango and made plans to ride the steam train up to Silverton and back. I did this as a personal side trip and something I wished I had done in 2018. I won’t go into the details of the train ride since this is really a moto adventure, suffice to say it was worth the trip for me. 
 
 
 

DAY 19
 
Day 19 I traveled from Durango to 3 Step Hideaway in La Sal, UT via Mancos and Cortez.  The ride was the standard pavement slab from A to B. My knobby tires singing away loudly to let me know I’m cruising at the posted 65 mph. I can’t help but feel every time I do highway miles on knobbies that I’m just grinding the life away and I’m leaving a trail of dollar signs in the road behind me. It’s not nearly that dramatic, but if I’m going to wear them out I prefer to do it on dirt. 
 
Prior to arriving at 3 Step Hideaway, I cross hay fields that feel out of place being only 55 miles outside Moab. The reality is La Sal is closer in elevation to Durango, 90 miles away. I will drop another 2,500 ft to Moab on the next day. 
 
3 Step Hideaway is a unique place. Unique in location and in business model. It survives on word-of-mouth advertising and is generally known to cater to the adventure and dual sport motorcycle crowd. It’s not a motel and not quite a bed and breakfast, although breakfast was awesome. The owner and his wife purchased the property and live on site. It is their home. In addition there are several ways you can enjoy your stay there. You can tent camp, stay in a teepee, stay in a basic cabin, or in a bigger cabin. They run completely on solar, have beautiful clean bathrooms and showers, and can provide supper and breakfast for a modest fee. We enjoyed pork chops, corn on the cob, beans and salad for dinner with apple cobbler and ice cream for dessert. In the morning we had pancakes and a scramble with eggs from the chickens and veggies from the garden. It was all very family style and everyone enjoyed it. There’s also a shop to maintain your bike. I’m convinced every rider passing through on the TAT needs to make 3 Step Hideaway a destination overnight stay. 
 
When I arrived I was the only guest there, but two hours later, guess who arrived? The Aussies!  Right after that a half dozen other bikers arrived and we all made introductions. Soon the dinner triangle was ringing from the porch and we were all eating a home cooked meal. 
 
 
 

DAY 20
 
The next day the Aussies and I set out for Moab along the TAT route. We wind our way from 6,700ft up and over Geyser Pass at a touch over 10,600ft. As we begin our descent to Moab, the aspen tress part and we see the stark contrast of the red rock desert far below.  With each passing thousand feet of elevation, the desert comes closer and the temperature rises. We are saying goodbye to the Rocky Mountains and opening a new chapter in the TAT story. Moab. 
 
We find a campsite along the Colorado River just outside the north end of town. We’re planning to stay one day in Moab and the surrounding area tomorrow so we can catch up on laundry, get a shower, and explore the Shaffer switchbacks and part of White Rim. It’s planned as a rest day so we rescind our idea of blasting the entire 100-mile White Rim loop in one day.  
 
 
 
 

DAY 21
 
The three of us wake up early to get a start on the day’s activities before it has a chance to warm up. I slept in my hammock last night, a first for me. I’m not an experienced hammock enthusiast when it comes to sleeping in one all night. I always carry one with me because I think they are awesome for mid day naps. But I confess to be a “fair weather hammocker” I don’t have the underquilt, the rain fly, or the bug netting. Just some straps and a hammock. I do know how to lay properly at an angle so that I’m comfortable. That being said, the night was perfect. No rain, no bugs, and I felt pretty darn comfortable all night.  I will continue to explore the hammock culture but I don’t see getting rid of my rain and bug proof tent just yet. But it’s nice to have options. 
 
We rode into town to grab coffee and a quick bite, then made a plan to ride for a bit exploring the area. Two of us are familiar with the area from past trips, one is not. So we want to make sure he has a good taste of what the Moab area is like. We take Potash Road along the Colorado River south this time until reaching Long Canyon. Long Canyon is an alternate way to reach Island in the Sky on a moderate dirt trail. Most of the trail is fairly standard for the area. Not too difficult and nice scenery. There is one particularly steep section that goes under a large fallen rock that is a mix of very soft sand and rocks. 
 
I downshifted from second to first and got the dreaded neutral instead. I lost all momentum and had to back down a bit for a second try. With much struggle, the bus finally made it up the hill to join the others. 
 
We then made our way to the Shafer switchbacks and played around taking pictures before riding along part of the White Rim Trail. We decided not to do the entire 100-mile loop, this was supposed to be a rest day. We went as far as the Musselman Arch viewpoint and back and got our fill. Then it was back to town for showers and laundry to complete our day. 
 
We make plans for the next day when we get back to camp. We all have an unspoken understanding that we will ride separately tomorrow. They are doing this trip as a pair and I am doing it solo. We often end up at similar stopping points but our pace throughout the day is much different. When riding with new friends on the trail you have to be able to understand that each of you had a goal when you started on day 1, and adding an extra person to your memories may not be part of the plan. Meeting for a meal or even ending up at the same campsite can be a great way to share your day’s experiences without having to tag along every step of the way. 
 
I’ll remember fondly the time we spent on the trail together. Ride safe guys. 
 
Good night. 
 
 
 

DAY 22
 
Day 22 and I’m solo again. Even though I really enjoy the Aussie’s company when we ride, there is something inside me that always has the desire for solo adventure travel. I like deciding my own pace. When, where, and how long I’ll stop and when I might just turn off the bike and listen to nature. My pace is decided by my ability to take in the scenes around me. 
 
After a fuel stop I take the highway up to the turn off for Gemini Bridges, the next landmark on the TAT. The road soon gets steep as I leave the desert floor, the early morning light beginning to illuminate the rocks on the cliff side. After providing a nice view, the road drops back down and turns right, heading into the backcountry. I pass interesting formations and navigate some sandy areas. The recent rain makes it a little easier. Eventually I pass a really soft sandy area then turn right onto a steep slick rock climb, the rubber from so many vehicles leaving two distinct lines to follow on the surface. After cresting the top, the trail becomes a mix of slick rock and sand making for technical, fun riding up to Gemini Bridges. 
 
There is a lot of riding after that today that is long, fast, and frankly boring desert sections running down power lines or across open barren desert. And I mean barren. Except for a small patch of sand dunes that looked beautiful, this section is a snoozer. 
 
Once I reach the Mexican Mountain Wilderness and the San Rafael Swell things begin to get more enjoyable again. The canyons return and the landscape is magnificent. This is bighorn sheep country, and there are over 900 currently making their home here after a very successful repopulation program started with only 12. 
 
As ever, the weather has me firmly in its sights. I see a monster of a dark cloud headed my way and I will have just enough time to reach camp. I think. I round the last corner and see the campground. Completely empty and sporting some nice new metal shelters at each site. I pick the largest one that serves adjoining sites and set up as fast as possible. I’ve seen these types of storms many times in the desert and know what is in store. This is the calm before the storm, literally.  I move the picnic table over, then set up the tent and the bike under the shelter. 
 
As I  pound in the last tent stake, I’m getting wet. The storm has come up the canyon and it is angry. I don’t know it at the time but the Aussies have taken shelter about 3 miles away. The wind tries to rip my tent out of the ground and I dive in to hold it down with my body weight. It pulls 4 of the 8 stakes out but the corners hold securely. I can barely hear the thunder over the rain pounding on the roof of the metal structure I’m under. The desert can’t absorb the amount of water it’s getting and my shelter begins to turn into an island for 1 guy and his bike. Muddy streams and small ponds begin to form all around the campsite. Then the hail starts and now it’s deafening. Everywhere around the campsite there is a puddle, it is exploding with the impacts of millions of bb-sized hail stones. The hail lasts about 10-15 minutes and all I can do it watch by peeking under the flapping rain fly of my tent. At least I’m dry. 
 
After about 25 minutes the storm has spent it’s energy and the sun comes right in behind it. The rabbits and birds come out almost instantly and start splashing in the muddy water, knowing how precious it is in the desert and how soon it will dry up. They are almost completely indifferent to my presence. In the new silence, I can hear water rushing as the valleys empty down to the campground, flooding tent spaces and campfire rings. Luckily no one else is here and it’s just me to watch nature reclaim its personal space. The hail stones begin to melt away quickly in the sun and the nearby river is now a chocolate colored stream 4 times its normal size. 
 
Soon, all seems to return to normal except for many ponds and muddy areas that will take days to dry, and the Aussies roll into camp to claim a couple shelters for the night. 
 
Enjoy the pics. Good night. 
 
 
 

DAY 23
 
I woke up last night around 2am from being cold. I fell asleep on top of my sleeping bag before I could even get in it. I guess all the storm excitement wore me out. Oh yeah, and riding. I’m out of camp by about 6:45 and make a quick stop at the Buckhorn Pictograph Panel. It isn’t as impressive as I remember due to mud that has run down after last night’s rain. The visibility of the images changes with seasons. 
 
As I leave the San Rafael Swell area, I see an ominous dark cloud ahead. This does not bode well for me, as the Aussies are already convinced I am a rain magnet. I reach Castle Dale and top off fuel. As I put my helmet on it begins to rain and the curse continues. Up to this point my tires have not been an issue in the rain. I have not been overly cautious but I do ride with the understanding that I’m on off road tires, not special racing rain tires, and I conduct my behavior accordingly. 
 
Up the road on Highway 29 before reaching Joes Valley Reservoir, I splash through a shallow rain runoff streaming across the highway. Just after that I cross a patch of road that is shinier than the rest but gave no initial cause for additional concern besides the normal caution I would use while riding in the wet. As I crossed it though, it may as well have been an ice rink. My back tire started sliding away, no longer following the front, which I can handle because I practice rear wheel skids as a matter of proficiency. But then the front wheel departed controlled flight as well and now I was drifting, or rather hydroplaning, across the lane. Two wheels hydroplaning on a vehicle with only two wheels is normally an instant crash. By some random act of luck the rear started to swing back the other direction and the moment traction was regained the front and rear tires were in perfect alignment going straight down the road. It was a one in a million chance of not going down and somehow I didn’t. I’ve never had a two-tire hydroplaning incident before, only the rear, and I never want to again. 
 
Once on the back side of Joes Valley Reservoir the road turns to dirt and the rain stops. I stop too and add an extra layer. It’s only 52°F but feels colder. I’m climbing over 8,000ft through the switchbacks when I’m stopped by a sheep protection dog guarding its flock as they move down the mountain. I’m a “dog person” and know that this pup has a job to do so I make it easy on her. I stop and turn off the bike, respecting the flock and in turn allowing the flock to move without fear of my actions. The dog gives me a few barks to let me know she’s the protector, and the two Australian Sheppards run around gathering strays and maintaining the form of the flock. It’s a beautiful thing to see working dogs engaging in their jobs. Dogs with a purpose. Soon the Sheppard and his horse come around the bend to clear the flock from the road. The dogs take cues from a simple wave of his hand. No speaking, only signs. Signs can be understood easier I assume over the noise of the 300 or so sheep in the flock. Once clear we exchange the universal thumbs up and I’m off. 
 
Down the back of the mountain to Ephraim where I can grab a bite and upload some previous day’s stories. The next section has me climbing up a semi-steep grade to the top of a mountain only to find the route now goes through a large ranch gate labeled Timber Canyon. The kind you see over a private drive into a ranch. Four years ago this wasn’t here and I can’t tell if the road is public access across private land or not. What I do know is that it’s very unusual to proceed through an entrance like this without it being private and two, I respect private property with a passion. All the tire tracks turn around here and none proceed up the drive. So I’m including the gps location in the photos, if you know anything about it leave a comment. I turn around and on the way down the Aussies catch up to me headed up. I stop them and they also decide a possible trespass isn’t for them either. They will detour around to the south and I will detour to the north to retrieve a front sprocket I have at will call at Rocky Mountain ATV in Payson a short trip up the road. After 23,000 miles I’m going to need a new one soon-ish. 
 
On my way back to the TAT there is a grass fire on the median of the freeway so I take a back road diversion into Delta where I made a reservation earlier while in Payson. When I pull up, guess who is here just by coincidence. The Aussies. And I didn’t even bring rain with me. 
 
Good night. 
 
 
 

DAY 24
 
As always, when leaving a motel, I have a harder time getting up early than when camping. As I’m packing my gear I hear the Aussies heading off on their ride. They are making a detour to part of the Idaho BDR north until it hits the TAT. I’ve done the Idaho BDR and honestly, it’s probably a better route than the section I’m doing around the great Salt Lake. But I’ll stick to my route and maybe we’ll cross paths up the road. 
 
I grab water and fuel in Delta, Utah before the section to Baker located on the Utah/Nevada border. This section from Delta to Wendover is my least favorite of the trip, probably rivaling the windy section I had in Oklahoma. Delta to Wendover is 250 miles and most of it consists of long straight sections of gravel road. 
 
After about 40 miles of gravel I reach the Swasey Mountain Wilderness through the House Mountain Range. This section is a welcome relief from the monotonous straight roads I’ve been on. I pass by a Trilobite quarry but had no interest in digging up prehistoric roly-polies of the ocean so I continued into Death Canyon. An ominous name for such a docile two-track. 
 
Over Dome Canyon Pass and through Wildhorse Canyon, the scenery is beautiful and unique for this area. After a short tour I exit west to an intersection marked by an old truck living out its last days as a bullet magnet. From there, another 40 miles of gravel roads across BLM lands to reach the blacktop near Baker and my fuel top off point. On the way a cloud blocks the sun and for a few minutes I’m riding in shadow. It’s hard to make out the tire ruts I’m following in the road for the lack of contrast in the road surface. So for a few miles I ride by braille, allowing my front tire to gently kiss the edge of the rut before nudging it back to the center. 
 
Baker has a gas station, a small motel, and a convenience store that has only just enough items to get you through a night if you plan on camping somewhere before reaching Wendover. 
 
After I leave Baker heading north to Wendover, I’m in for 115 miles of gravel road of varying quality. Some hard packed, some soft. But if I keep my speed between 50 and 60 mph I can blast through, or rather over, whatever the surface changes to. There isn’t much to see along the way but there are a few interesting standouts. West Desert High School is the smallest and most remote high school in Utah. Riding by, it seems a little out of place. It doesn’t look like there would be enough people in the area to even have a school at all. It’s over 40 miles just to the nearest paved road. There is a campsite that the CCC built that would serve as a good stop if you can’t make it to Wendover. Next I pass the remnants of one of the old Pony Express Stations along its route. On my bike I sort of feel like one of those old Pony riders. Just me and my steed making it from point to point. 
 
By the time I finally reach pavement, I have about 35 miles to reach Wendover. I made good time today and have time left in the day to make some miles but I decide this is a good stopping point. 250 miles of gravel roads is plenty and it puts me in a good position tomorrow to hit the Transcontinental Railroad Scenic Byway and visit The Golden Spike NHS. 
 
Good night.
 
 
 

DAY 25
 
Miles: 318
 
I left Wendover this morning a little grumpy that I couldn’t find an open diner in town. They were either closed or closed down. So I grabbed fast food and headed for Bonneville. 
 
The famed Bonneville Salt Flats. It’s heyday was during my childhood and I can remember stories about land speed record attempts. I had to make the quick stop and run my bike down the racetrack out and back while I’m here. The course isn’t the same as it used to be. At one time the salt was 3 feet thick and the race area was 12 miles long. Now, over time, it is only 2 inches thick in spots and the course is only 2 ½ miles long. The big speed record attempts are no longer attempted here, although many smaller events still are. I run up and back a few miles in the early morning before the Sunday tourist crowds show up, take my photos for posterity, and head off to kill more TAT miles. 
 
Fifty miles down more of Utah’s less exciting gravel roads I reach to start of the Transcontinental Railway National Back Country Byway. The official TAT route splits to the left here and more or less parallels the Byway on the north, meeting up with it about 45 miles from here. I decided to take the Byway and retrace the route of the original Transcontinental Railroad. Along the way there are interpretive signs telling about the different stations that used to be along the line. Many of the old trestles are still in place and the route goes around them. I pass a few ADV riders along the way and eventually arrive at the Golden Spike National Historic Site. As I arrive I’m just in time to see the 119 engine pulling up to the more famous Jupiter, chugging along slowly and blowing its whistle while the bell is rung by the conductor. 
 
After visiting for awhile and watching a film, I stop in Tremonton for fuel and head north through miles of farmland towards the small town of American Falls located on the Snake River. Along the way I pass into Idaho, another unmarked border crossing between two wheat fields. 
 
With the exception of a few short sections, the entire 300 miles today has been rather a tough slog, just hammering out distance in order to get through to the good stuff tomorrow. 
 
I arrive in America Falls, clearly a town dedicated to supporting the local farming economy, and grab a bite for dinner before finding a spot to camp. I’ve zeroed in on a BLM campsite on the bank of the Snake River but it’s Sunday and there are limited spots. When I get there I find only one campsite open and take it even though it’s within earshot of the next campsite having a party. I’ve got earplugs. As I’m setting up, the music stops and the cars eventually go home, apparently only out for the day. The rest of the evening is perfectly quiet and the sound of water over the distant rapids sends me to sleep after a long day of riding. 
 
Tomorrow should be a better ride with more to see and talk about. 
 
Good night. 
 
 
 

DAY 26
 
This morning I woke up on the bank of the Snake River. A peaceful camp all night was a pleasant surprise given that the adjacent camps had music playing in the afternoon. Luckily everyone but me was local and just out for the day. I was left with the camp to myself. 
 
After leaving American Falls, I hit about 25 miles of more farmland. It appears to be mostly wheat and canola. Every field as far as I can see is being sprinkler irrigated and like a giant evaporative cooler it’s helping to keep the ambient temperature down. Some of the sprinklers spray onto the road and I debate parking my bike for a little while in the spray zone for a free wash. 
 
I initially wasn’t excited about the next section, the part that skirts the Craters of the Moon National Preserve. When I did it in my truck it seemed to take forever and it was rough and slow going. But on the bike it was a pleasurable ride at a good pace. Mostly 20-30 mph, but many times it was slower. There was good dirt, soft sand, some volcanic rock, and a section of many miles of cinders. As I began the section a sign says Arco, 60 miles. I instinctively check my gas gauge and notice something odd. It’s not full. When I stopped at the gas station before it was just to get water, not fuel but it my mind I thought I topped it off. I hate starting a day without a full tank but if Arco is 60 miles, I can probably do that even on reserve. The bike has been returning a hand-calculated 61.5 mpg on trails lately. I hate to be low, but I’m not riding 37 miles back to the gas station. On I go. The 60 miles to Arco are a lot of fun on a bike, not to be skipped in my opinion. 
 
In Arco I get gas and then lunch at Pickle’s Place. A simple joint that prefers cash if you got it. Nothing fancy but the food was good. 
 
After Arco I’m pretty much leaving the farming behind. I enter into a valley, and as the walls become closer they pinch out the fields and the only place for me to go, is up. It’s starting to rain lightly as I begin my climb on dirt roads when I’m flagged down by a forestry truck going in the opposite direction. He tells me the road is washed out about a mile ahead and someone put the sign at the washout instead of at the beginning of the road. I can continue but should probably turn around now he advises. I didn’t bother to check for myself if it was one of those closures that pertains to cars and trucks but not motorcycles if you know what I mean. A simple work around and I’m on track again. 
 
The scenery through this section of the White Mountains is stunning. It rivals anything in the Rockies for beauty in my opinion. Descending down on the forest service road I am suddenly, and a bit shockingly plopped right into the resort town of Sun Valley adjacent to Ketchum, ID. One minute I’m on dirt roads in a mountain valley and the next minute I’m looking at a beautiful golf course and million dollar homes. I feel like I should have taken a shower and washed the bike before entering. 
 
I stop for gas in Ketchum and another Tenere 700 rider is finishing up. We say hi and chat a bit  like owners of the same vehicle usually do. Likes and dislikes, modifications, and stuff like that. I then cruise through town to look around. Ketchum is a winter ski resort town and a summer mountain bike town, as well as probably many more activities. To me it is a beautiful place and even though it’s a bit touristy, it’s always been high on the list of my favorite towns. It’s on my “if I ever win the lottery” list. 
 
I know there is dispersed camping right outside of town on Warm Springs road so I see if I can find something close but not too close. As luck would have it I split down a road with maybe 5 spots and no one is here mid week. I go all the way to the back (and then just a bit further) and stake my tent near warm springs creek. 
 
I stage some gear and head back into town for dinner at the Pioneer Saloon. While I was there I met a wonderful couple who were very excited about my trip and traveling off road by motorcycle. We had a great conversation and I really enjoyed their company while we ate. If you guys happen to read this, know that your generosity was above and beyond and will not be forgotten. Thank you. 
 
Back at camp I settled in for a quiet night by the creek. Writing this story, editing photos, and reliving the day’s ride like I do each night looking forward to what new memories tomorrow will hold. 
 
Good night. 
 
 
 

DAY 27
 
This morning is like an old bike with out of spec valves, hard to start. I wake up but my body doesn’t want to do anything. Everything is perfectly comfortable. My pillow and sleeping pad are just right, the temperature is perfect, I’m not rushing anything this morning. 
 
I lay there, listening to the sound of Warm Springs Creek, until finally a cloud moves and the sun illuminates my tent. The temperature rises instantly from “ah that’s nice” to “get me out of here”.  Ok fine, I’m up. I get dressed, pack up, and hit the road. 
 
My first climb takes me up to Dollarhide Summit at 9,300ft. The road is well maintained and the route is easy. The hardest part of the entire day is just keeping my eyes on the road. Practically every route on today’s agenda has either a creek, a stream, or a river next to it and I’m not complaining one bit. 
 
Nineteen miles after peaking at Dollarhide Summit I reach the Smoky Bar Store. A small convenience store and bar where you can wet your whistle and pick up a few snacks. 
 
Continuing on, it’s just more and more dirt along the gorgeous trout-filled waters of Big Smoky Creek until reaching Featherville. Not much was happening in Featherville, the cafe wasn’t open and the bar was the center of activity for the local crowd. I skipped getting gas here and made tracks toward Idaho City. 
 
North out of town on Phifer Creek Road until hitting the Middle Fork Boise River, a left on Middle Fork Road and then I get to follow this beautiful river for miles. It eventually flows into [insert reservoir name] and the section around it is occasionally washboarded due to increased vehicle traffic that drive way too fast. 
 
Soon, I turn north on Highway 21 and the Ponderosa Pine Scenic Route up into Idaho City. There are plenty of places to choose to eat in this small tourist trap town and a modern Sinclair station for fuel. The Roadhouse Saloon had an excellent burger with mac-n-cheese. A young 14 year old boy entertained the patrons singing and playing the guitar. 
 
Before leaving cell reception at the Saloon, I checked my map to make plans for camp. I could see that I’d want to find a spot prior to reaching Horseshoe Bend so I went as far as I could while watching the sides of the road for a dispersed campsite pullout. I almost run over a rattlesnake in the road before pulling into the last camp spot before residential homes start appearing. It’s not anything fancy but there’s a nice spot for my tent and the creek is flowing right next to me. I strip off my boots and riding pants for sandals and shorts and walk around my backyard for the night. I startled a green garter snake and it took off to the creek. Snakes are officially on my radar now. I set up my tent away from the creek and settle in for the night against the backdrop of the creek on one side and the occasional car on the other. The cars stop at dark, which surprisingly doesn’t come until about 10pm this time of year. 
 
Another day down. I rode along at least 140 miles of riverbank today and it was really hard to keep my eyes on the road. I’d call that a good day. 
 
Good night. 
 
 
 
 

DAY 28
 
My alarm clock this morning is the sound of a truck pulling a very light trailer with stiff suspension over a washboard road. Not even the creek could mask that noise. My pack up goes like clockwork today. A little too easy I’d say. That’s because I forgot to pack up my chair.  Unstrap. Open. Close. Restrap. Damn. Forgot my camp shoes. One of those days, huh?
 
It’s a short ride into Horseshoe Bend. I remember this town. I remember that bridge. The one that’s now closed to vehicular travel on what was West Boise Street. I remember watching the kids jumping off it and the abandoned railroad bridge into the Payette River. Those kids, the ones swimming in cutoff jeans, not the latest name brand board shorts. The kids who learned to swim in this river, in the current, like it was nothing. Those kids, who jumped off rusty bridges with bare feet without a helicopter parent hovering overhead. Without any adult supervision of any kind. I’m so happy some kids get to have the freedom I had growing up. Get a jump in for me, kid. 
 
I follow along the Payette River for a few miles up and over the rolling hills into Emmett for breakfast. I play a little Yelp Roulette and land at the Blue Ribbon Cafe and Bakery with a Denver omelette and hot coffee in front of me. Another fine establishment with hand written checks where your name is hun or sweetie or sugar and that’s how you know it’ll be good. I also take a moment for a spray wash, although pointless really, in an hour it’ll look exactly the same as it does now. 
 
After reaching Payette, it’s time to say goodbye to another state by crossing the mighty Snake River into Oregon. The bittersweet last state of the TAT. This is the second time I’ve met the Snake River, just 220 miles away as the crow flies I camped 10ft from it’s waters. 
 
Off onto more gravel roads that are far too close to civilization, full of drivers who don’t seem to understand or care how big the dust cloud behind them is when passing you, or that in a moment you’ll be breathing it. No, in the air conditioned bubble that they live in, nothing else matters. Gone are the days of four fingers on the top of the wheel extended to greet oncoming drivers as a silent way to say thanks for slowing down while passing. No one slows, and they barely move over. I need more solitude. 
 
Passing the Malheur Reservoir it’s clearly much lower than four years ago. The bus is still there though. I wonder how high the lake was when it ended up there. 
 
On a long gravel section I wonder to myself why this gravel is coming off my front tire and hitting my boots and no other gravel has ever done that. I keep feeling the impacts on the top of my feet. The geometry and physics don’t make sense. I look down at my right boot and it looks damp in spots with flecks of green. I’m apparently decimating the grasshopper population. Look out boys, commin’ through. 
 
I cross Highway 26 and the riding gets really good. Some rocky forest trails, some narrow paths through manzanita bushes, and then some incredible unmarked pavement through the pine trees that looks like it’s just there for my personal enjoyment. I don’t see one car the rest of the day until reaching town. It was incredible. 
 
When the TAT crosses Summit Prairie Road I decide to dip out to Prairie City to the north and check out a place to clean up. I ate a lot of dust behind a Subaru today. As soon as I enter town I get a great vibe. A couple good looking restaurants and a hotel, all dressed up in an old time theme. I get a room at the Hotel Prairie which is an awesome place to stay if you’re in the area and head across the street to El Cocinero. 
 
As I’m seated on a bench seat at my booth I place my hydration pack next to me. Unbeknownst to me at the time I’m sitting on the bite valve and my seat is filling with water. It feels cool but I figured I was just feeling the coolness of the vinyl seat. By the time I realized what was happening I was sitting in Lake Cocinero. I tried to slyly push water off the seat with my hand like a little bulldozer but that’s not going to cut it. I’m literally sitting in it because I’m making the low spot. My riding pants are soaked. I’m trying not to make a scene but I only have one napkin against what may as well be a bathtub. My waitress must have thought I was the messiest eater of all time because I kept asking for more napkins. I mean, how many times can you ask for more napkins? I really needed a wet/dry shop vac. I save the last two napkins to give a quick wipe as I stand up. The seat looks presentable. As I walk to the register I feel water running down my legs to my boots. Just get me out of here I think to myself as I wait for the world’s slowest point of sale machine to run my card. I step outside and deposit the wad of wet napkins I was hiding into the trash and walk uncomfortably to my hotel. I hope my pants dry before morning. 
 
Good night. 
 
 
 

DAY 29
 
I woke up and walked down to Chuck’s Little Diner for breakfast. Chuck was there, eating with some locals, discussing the finer points of living in a small town. Food prices, gas, and local gossip. One look at me in my dusty moto gear and they know I’m a traveler. They ask the usual questions about where I’m going and where I’ve been. I tell them I’m just out camping for a few days and the conversation drops off, back to local events. I like it better that way, no one making a fuss about me or my trip, just living under the radar. I just want to ride. For me.
 
I leave Prairie City for a quick ride through John Day to Mount Vernon. Here, I head south back into the forest. Riding through Mount Vernon I’m catching the last moments of morning before the day kicks off in full. Horses neighing, roosters crowing. I hear the faint chit-chit-chit-chit of an old sprinkler watering a yard. I can picture the spring loaded arm smacking the stream of water as it progresses across the yard and inevitably the sidewalk. I pass a pasture being watered by the big farm sprinklers and I smell cool damp air mixed with warm grass. On the south side of town the breeze is carrying cottonwood tree fluff across the road. I dodge them with my head, pretending I’m not allowed to touch them. Some sort of game I can imagine playing as a kid, but seems perfectly acceptable right now. Being on a motorcycle brings me so much closer to the environment around me, but I still have to make an effort not to blow by the details too quickly, they are easy to miss.
 
Once into the forest a good distance, I am fortunate to experience the best dirt of my TAT trip. A section maybe 5 miles long that had "hero dirt". Until now, Pennsylvania on the Mid Atlantic Backcountry Discovery Route had held my top spot for the nation’s best dirt roads. But this short section, nestled somewhere between John Day and Walton Lake was even better.  It had traction that rivaled pavement, but looked like gravel and dirt.  The harder I pushed and the deeper I let the bike rail into the corners the better it treated me.  It was smooth without rocks or potholes.  It was magic traction dirt and at one point I had to stop and feel it with my hand, trying to understand what made it so special.  Anything better than this and it would surely require an entrance fee.
 
But one must take the good with the bad, and the motorcycle gods also bestowed upon me some of the worst roads right after that.  A tractor had recently tried miserably to grade a section of the trail it appeared. The only thing I can see that was accomplished was laying down a layer of soft dirt a few inches deep and it looked as if the front edge of the bucket had clipped every rock in the road and uplifted them on top of this fresh surface.  This was the first bad part.
 
The next bad road critique was the potholes.  The absolute worst potholes.  There were sections of road that looked like they had been graded using hand grenades.  The potholes were the perfect size for a 21” tire to fit in.  I don’t know how I didn’t get a flat or blow my shock seals out.  I could avoid most of them, but the ones in the shade that snuck up on me were nightmares.  The road felt like riding through a farmer’s field and I spent the next two miles up on the pegs.
 
I pulled into Prineville and stopped to eat.  While eating I called around to shops to see if anyone had a new chain that would fit my bike.  Pro Caliber Motorsports had what I needed and could do the work today if I hurried.  I beat my GPS’s predicted arrival time by a noticeable margin.  I provided the sprocket, they provided the chain, and I was the last bike out before the closing bell rang.
 
Upon leaving for my campsite I fell in love with my bike again.  I have been needing a sprocket for a little while now.  I turned down the road towards where I found a forest campground and passed an RV park.  So I turned around and got a tent spot for $25 with hot showers and laundry, both checked off the list.  I don’t really understand the appeal of RV parks.  But for a hot shower and clean clothes I will complain about them another time.  Hey, look at that sunset…
 
Good night
 
 

DAY 30
 
No alarm today.  I wake up later than I’d like to but a part of me doesn’t really mind.  Subconsciously, I know my TAT experience is coming to an end and maybe sleeping in is a way to delay the inevitable, if only for a couple hours.
 
At breakfast I go over my plan for the day.  I know cell reception is non existent in many places in the forest going forward so I make sure to download all the map coverage I need.  From previous experience I remember that the logging roads twist and wind all over the place.  Reroutes can be necessary based on fallen trees or logging operations so having a detailed map on my GPS is a priority for me.  Having plenty of fuel can turn into barely enough fuel pretty quickly if I have to make several reroutes.  I’m not too worried though, my bike gets about 300 miles on these backroads.  These are just things that go through my mind as I wait for my Denver omelette at the truck stop diner.
 
I had seen the report that Windigo Pass was open and the Aussies informed me that the road was clear after the pass so I had no reservations about the next part of the route.  The flooded area just past the pass had almost dried up and was only damp.  Perfect conditions really.
 
As I race along the now beautiful dirt two-track I’m making really good time in excellent riding conditions.  I’m in a trance of sorts, not thinking, just in a flow with the road.  Then I snap myself out of it.  It’s easy to get in a rhythm that takes you out of the environment and focuses you on just the riding.  At the next overlook, as soon as the trees part, I slow to a stop and put the kickstand down, turn off the bike, and remove my helmet.  I wait for the last drops of hot oil to drip in the engine and then just listen to nature.
 
I don’t want my memories of this beautiful place to be two tire tracks and the wind rushing around my helmet.  I remind myself to take a minute for the memory.  The wind is gentle but steady coming up the slope and in through the pines on the ridge above me.  The sky is clear and blue with dots of small white puffs.  Bees are busily flying from here to there, pollinating the wildflowers growing just off the trail.  The ants are marching along a log while birds sit high atop the darkened remains of the old growth trees that stand as a silent reminder of the power of fire.  I try and burn it all into my memory and then I continue on.
 
As I round a corner on Black Butte Road I am stopped by a rockfall.  I notice there are no tire tracks anywhere so this appears to be recent.  I give it a moment and listen for further activity from the rock face above me before having a closer look.  The moss, grass and soil the rocks brought down with them are still damp, I must have literally just missed being an eye witness.  I look up at the hillside and for a hundred yards in front or behind me this could happen again at any moment.  The evidence of past shattered trees agrees with the theory.  I clear a path between the rocks and mark the location on my map.
 
In Tiller, I go to the Pit Stop, which is I think one of the only occupied structures in town. I ordered a burger and fries from the nice young lady behind the counter. They had a small grocery section and plenty of drinks and water. This would make a decent place to get provisions for camp if I wasn’t already eating dinner here.
 
Later on I have to divert due to logging operations.  Everyone is gone for the day so I explore past the detour sign and find the big excavators are parked in the road, thus ending any thoughts I have of squeezing by.  The reroute is simple, maybe two or three miles at most.  It actually turns into a great section and much better than where they are logging.
 
I find camp at Devil’s Flat, and this will put me in perfect position to make a stop for gas and breakfast before knocking out the final push to the ocean tomorrow.
 
Good night.
 
 
 
 

DAY 31
 
I wake up this morning with a lot of different thoughts in my head as I know others have had on their last day of the TAT. Bittersweet is the exact word for it. On one hand you can be proud of the accomplishment of riding across the USA on dirt roads and back roads, highways and byways. On the other hand, ending such a journey after a month of chasing that line on the map leaves something to be desired. I take a deep breath but I’m too far, I can’t smell the ocean yet.
 
As you know by now I have many waypoints along Sam’s TAT route that I saved from doing it in 2018 in my truck. Two such memorable waypoints are labeled “manzanita start” and “manzanita end”.  Between these two points are what I believe to be my personal greatest challenge of the TAT.  It is comprised of several steep sections of road with direction changes and a very long uphill section of baby heads.  The section climbs 1,000 vertical feet from 3,600ft to 4,600ft in a distance of 1.3 miles. Welcome to what I have named "Manzanita Hill".
 
Like any situation that doesn’t go as planned, I went into this one full of gumption and confidence.  By the time I fully understood the condition of the hill climb I was committed to, it was far too late to stop or back down and I was in it to win it.  Like many of the difficult sections I drove in my truck, I don’t remember this one being a standout.  That’s because I sit in my comfy chair and let it walk up in 4Lo.  But it is definitely standing out to me right now.  I know I need to keep speed and momentum up but the rocks have other intentions.  I make a valiant effort and make it quite a ways but it only takes one misplaced tire to ricochet off one rock to start the chain reaction of missteps to degrade my momentum until the steepness of the grade, the weight of the bike, and the available traction culminate in that final moment where you realize you must come off the pegs and put a foot down because you aren’t going any further.
 
There are only two places a guy like me with shorter legs can put his foot down. A place where I can reach the ground and a place where I can’t. This is the latter and with nothing but air between the ground and my toes the bike slowly decides to take a nap.   I step off casually and let the bike's weight be taken up on the right pannier bag.  Then assess the situation and my options.
 
First off, I’m going uphill on baby heads and bigger rocks, I know at my bikes fully loaded capacity I can’t get started on this surface.  Even empty, I’m just in a bad spot and I need to relocate the bike.  I remove the left pannier and the top duffel and stand the bike up on the kickstand, then remove the remaining pannier.
 
At this point I have at least a 400ft climb to get in a position I can ride off from and try the rest of the climb on the bike.  I take up position on the left side of the bike and walk it up the hill carefully using the clutch and throttle to match the speed I can climb the hill walking with the bike.  Careful not to slip the clutch too much, knowing it is essential equipment.  I can only go about 100ft at a time before I need to catch my breath, the bike is still heavy and I support some of it leaning against me so I can ensure it doesn’t tip away from me.  Eventually I make it to where I’m pretty confident I can ride up the remaining hill.  I hope.  I just know forward and up is my only option so I better get it done.  This is solo riding.
 
I then walk to the bottom of the hill to retrieve my duffel.  The duffel isn’t exactly lightweight goods.  I can carry it about 40ft at a time uphill in the rocks before I need a short break and I need to do this about ten times up the hill.  After that I go back for the panniers.  Back down the hill, this time one pannier in each hand.  At least I’m balanced, but twice the weight.  It takes me a long time and many stops to reach the top.  By the time all of my inventory is in one place again I’ve been hauling bike and luggage for over an hour up this damn mountain.  But now that it’s here I’m determined to ride this big pig the rest of the way up no matter what.  I reattach everything and scout up the hill a little.  The road turns and keeps going up.  I cuss to myself but I’m getting up this hill.
 
I get my gear on and start the bike.  I don’t give enough time for my mind to start thinking of “what-if” scenarios, the clutch is out and I’m up on the pegs.  Standing, moving, dodging rocks.  Look ahead, find the line, accelerate.  Just.  Don’t.  Stop.
 
I’m climbing higher and higher, and I know it has to end it just seems like I’m on a treadmill mountain.  By the time I reach the top the trail is surrounded by trees and everything is shrouded in clouds.  I pause and breathe in deeply.  I smell pines, but I can’t smell the ocean yet.  It’s been a good two hours getting to the top of this mountain and all because of one rock.  That’s part of the magic of the TAT.  We all have our own experiences based on light bikes and heavy bikes and varying trail conditions.  We choose our ride and ride it.  That part was mine.
 
I arrive at my breakfast spot now in time for lunch and have a meal I fully worked for.  Then I top off with fuel and begin the run to the coast.
 
Just past Glendale the route turns north and heads back up for a short stint through logging areas in the mountains.  This is the section where I broke my arm on my 2018 trip.  As I am approaching a gate a forestry worker is closing it due to some logging operations so I did a short reroute and met up with the TAT on the back side.  On the reroute I was able to see some retaining walls for the railroad line that are still in use made in 1890.
 
Later on, somewhere down the line the trail turns to pavement and a single lane unmarked ribbon of asphalt guides you along the way.  It was somewhere along here, still way out in the forest, that I came across a man that flagged me down.  Let me paint the picture.  He had a bicycle, and attached to it was one of those child carrying chariot things.  But there were three.  The man was pulling triples like an Australian land train across the outback.  He obviously had all his possessions in those things he was towing around.  When I stopped, the man could have asked for anything.  But he simply and honestly asked, “Do you have any food?”
 
I was taken aback for a moment and had to think.  I hadn’t been carrying food since food joints are around everywhere along the TAT but I remembered I had stowed away some tuna sandwich kits and a bunch of trail mix.  I gave the man every edible thing I could find on my bike.  He thanked me, we exchanged names and we shook hands like men.  His name was Willie.
 
I thought a lot about Willie in the miles that passed after that.  I didn’t know his situation.  I didn’t know why he was so far away from any sort of town.  But I know that the food I was carrying was going to end up in the trash at the end of the trip, to me it was the least valuable of all my possessions, and to another man it was the most valuable.  That affected me, and it put things into perspective.
 
As I ride away, I take another deep breath but I still can’t quite smell the ocean yet.
 
The trail eventually turns back to dirt and I begin the last section of gravel roads on the entire TAT.  The route winds through mountains and every time I think I should be going down the road climbs back up.  I know the trail ends at sea level but I’m still at 3,200ft.  The coastal clouds drift along at the same altitude until they crash into the same trees I’m riding through.  The eerie fog is a joy to ride through.  The temperature fluctuates between 70° and almost 50° several times throughout the day.  Soon I begin to see the altitude on my GPS decrease as I weave through the coastal forest to lower elevations.
 
The trail effectively ends with the termination of Forest Road 5502 when it meets Elk River Road and the rest of the ride will be on pavement.  A left turn on Hwy 101 and a short cruise into Port Orford.  I take a deep breath and now I can smell it.  That salty sea air I remember from 6,000 miles ago on the ferry crossing from Okracoke Island.  Almost the entirety of the lower 48 between these two points.  Coast to coast on dirt.  Well, mostly.
 
I have to get a photo on the beach so I ride down the short but steep beach entry road onto the sand. An astute bystander and fellow moto fan brings me a small piece of driftwood to put my kickstand on. Not even my oversized kickstand foot could support the Tenere in this sand.  The driftwood does the trick.  Soon two other TAT riders finish their journey on the same beach. Two more coast-to-coasters.  We chat a bit and all go to dinner at the Crazy Norwegian for fish and chips.  It’s kind of a TAT tradition.  Its fitting to be ending the TAT and meeting new riders at the same time.
 
And with that I head south and find a quiet campsite within earshot of the crashing waves of the Pacific.  I reflect on my day, my week, my month and the last 8 weeks I’ve been on the road with my bike crossing the US twice and seeing some of the most beautiful parts of our country.  Over 11,000 miles and I still have about 1,300 to get home.  No trailers, no flats, no breakdowns, not even one loose screw.  It has been a perfect trip, just me and my Tenere and some new friends along the way.
 
One final time from the end of the Tran America Trail,
 
Good night.
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