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Foreword

Adventure riding is one of the fastest growing sectors in the motorcycle industry these days, popularized by recent television series, books, and online blogs. Whole web-based communities have formed around the genre. Most of the major motorcycle manufacturers have an adventure line of bikes and the aftermarket accessory industry is flourishing. In 1963, when Keith Thye and Dave Yaden rode their BMW motorcycles to South America, none of that existed. I don’t know if they were the first to embark on such a moto adventure, but I’m sure they were one of the very few. There were no modern resources like we have today, the roads were seldom paved, camping gear was primitive, and protective riding gear meant a pair of stout boots. Keith and Dave managed this trip with little money while camping in a canvas pup tent and surviving on sardines and crackers. Motorcycle breakdowns and illness were frequent yet they persevered and eventually arrived at their destination, Pucón, Chile where they were greeted to a hero’s welcome and memorable party.

After their return, Keith and Dave spent the next 50 years living relatively normal lives, getting married, raising families, and completing successful careers. The memory of that trip, however, never completely left them. Recognizing the 50th anniversary of Moto Raid was upon them, Keith started thinking about a return trip and started planning. Keith reconnected with Dave Yaden who hadn’t ridden much in the preceding decades and was easily convinced to repeat the trip. It is by pure speculation on my part that I think Keith and Dave’s wives assessed their now 70-year-old spouses and gave into the crazy idea only if they brought some “younger” people along. That is where my wife Deby and I come in. Along with experienced adventure riders Michael Hansen and Jim Balz, we made up the four people honored to share the golden anniversary of their epic ride.

We thoroughly enjoyed joining the adventure with them. We soon learned they were motorcycle rock stars. This was their ride, we were along for support, companionship, and help for the occasional tip-over. In retrospect, they would have been fine without us. It was easy traveling together and a huge pleasure revisiting places they remembered from half a century ago. Much had changed: the roads were mostly paved, we rode modern reliable motorcycles, and we could afford nice hotels. We benefitted from modern technology such as GPS navigation, internet communications, and especially bottled water. Considering the group only met a couple of times before leaving on the 16,000-mile journey, we were amazingly compatible as travel partners and soon a firm and easy friendship developed.

We hope you enjoy this book and Keith retrospectively comparing the then with the now. We had a wonderful journey, something Keith and Dave probably recognized as their last South America motorcycle trip. We were glad to share it with them.

– Donn and Deby Harvey


Prologue

In our early college days of 1962, I called a friend of mine, Dave Yaden, and said, “Hey Dave, I’m going to take a year off from college and ride a motorcycle to the end of South America. Do you want to go?”

It didn’t matter that Dave was not a motorcycle rider, or that he was the most dedicated student I knew and the least likely of my friends to take me up on this offer.

But without hesitation he said, “I’m on.”

I emphasized, “I’m serious, and if you want to do this we need to start planning for a departure in about a year.”

He was and we did.

Dave and I attended grade school and high school together and were friends throughout that time. In high school there were eight of us that all played in the school band and formed a dance band. Dave played baritone saxophone and I played the drums. We graduated from Lake Oswego High School in 1960, and the dance band stayed together for the next two years. We all went our separate ways, but we still stayed in the greater Portland, Oregon area. Dave and I attended universities that were about 100 miles from each other and continued to see each other on occasional weekends when the band would have a gig in the area.

Ann Rohlffs was my high school and college sweetheart. While still in high school, I bought a Vespa and we used to go on dates on that motor scooter. During the summer, I would pick her up from her workplace as I was returning from mine, and we would often take lengthy late afternoon rides.

After high school, Ann and I both attended the University of Oregon, and the Vespa was our mode of transportation our freshman year. During that first year in college, I began thinking about some sort of adventure, one that perhaps had not been done before. That was when the idea of taking a motorcycle trip to South America occurred to me. As the idea took shape in my mind, I began to research brands of motorcycles that were capable of taking such a trip. Motorcycling in the early 1960’s was not a popular endeavor in the U.S. The Japanese brands were just being introduced to this country and did not have a worldwide dealership network developed. But one brand did have such a network: BMW. So I sold the Vespa and purchased a used 1958 BMW R50 motorcycle with 35,000 miles on it. For the next two years this bike became the new mode of transportation for Ann and me. The motorcycle with me leaning over the handlebars on the cover of my first book, Moto Raid, is the same bike we drove on our dates. The memories of dating on that motorcycle are indelibly etched in our minds. One memory in particular is of us going to a college prom on that motorcycle. Ann was in her finest dress, sitting side-saddle on the passenger seat holding an umbrella as we drove through the light rain to our dinner spot.

For whatever reason, our romance subsided. I went to South America and Ann went her own separate way. We did not see each other or speak to one another for 28 years. And then I got that letter.

Our 30th high school reunion was to be held in the summer of 1990. I received two letters from the organizing committee. One letter was a list of the classmates they were looking for, asking if I could help with contacting any of them. This second letter listed the females by their maiden name with their married name in parentheses, followed by their address and phone number. I was glancing down this list and noticed Ann Rohlffs. There was no married name in parentheses and the street address was followed by #1, which I assumed to be an apartment or condo number.

I was in the final days of settling a divorce after my long marriage and had absolutely no interest in going to the reunion. However, my discovery of Ann’s name on this letter intrigued me, and I thought “What the hell — make the call.”

I did and it was life-changing.

Ann answered the call and we talked for an hour. She was also in the final days of a difficult divorce and had not considered going to the reunion, even though her good fiend Linda Haskins had been trying to get her to attend.

I soon learned that her married name had been left off of the list in an error, and the #1 on the address was the number of her houseboat on Lake Union in Seattle. We had several more lengthy phone conversations over the ensuing weeks and finally agreed to go to the reunion together. Dave was instrumental in this decision.

Dave was also on the reunion organizing committee and sent a letter to our old band members suggesting that we all get together at his home in Lake Oswego for a dinner, with our wives or partners, the night prior to the reunion. I had only seen a few of these guys occasionally since our college days, and this was appealing and something I did not want to miss. So I replied with a “yes” and indicated that I would perhaps bring someone they all knew.

This dinner was what really convinced Ann and me to attend. She was a classmate of the group in high school and usually attended the gigs with me, helping set up my drum set. Since these gigs were on Friday or Saturday nights, we would often have our date after the event was over. She had also not seen these people in a long time and was anxious to do so.

The thought of meeting her for the first time in 28 years was exciting yet one of anxiousness. People can change a lot is that period of time and neither of us knew what to expect. Ann was living in Seattle, and I was in the San Francisco area. Over those phone calls we agreed that she would drive to Portland from Seattle, and I would fly to Portland. She would meet me at the airport.

1990 was prior to the security measures at the airports, so arriving passengers could be met as they walked off of the airplane. The anticipation of seeing her after all of those years was overwhelming. But as I entered the terminal from the plane, holding a single red rose, she was standing there waiting for me, as lovely as ever. Perhaps even more so.

We attended Dave’s dinner and the reunion the following night and have been together ever since. We were married in 1999, but our coincidences did not end there.

Upon our return from our 1963 trip Dave returned to college. Thereafter he became quite influential in the political realm and public affairs. He served as special assistant to the U.S. Secretary of Transportation, as chief-of-staff for a U.S. Congressman, as Director of the Oregon Department of Energy, and was Executive Director of Policy and Planning for Tri-Met (a regional transit agency). He has been an independent public policy consultant and owned his own public opinion research firm. After a 50-year career he is now retired, although still very active in public affairs. After our return, he chaired the Oregon State Board of Higher Education for two years and is currently involved with many state and local issues. So much for retirement. He stated upon our departure that the trip just managed to fall in a soft spot on his calendar.

When I returned from the trip, I went back to get my degree from the University of Oregon. Ann had left the school by that time, so I did not see her. I went on to a career in the wholesale grocery business in Oregon and Northern California, which is how I ended up in the San Francisco Area.

After college, Ann held several positions in teaching and retail, and eventually became the owner of a retirement community in Washington State. When we got back together in 1990 we had both semi-retired and were looking for something to do, as we were too young to retire. We decided to live in Washington together and began looking for an opportunity.

Through those years apart, we both continued to ride motorcycles and maintained a love for the activity. In 1995, we learned, quite by happenstance, that the BMW motorcycle dealership in Seattle was for sale. We were immediately intrigued. As a matter of fact, we had previously purchased a used BMW K75 bike and rode it daily, having it serviced at the dealership. We approached the owners and struck a deal for the purchase and sale. Ann became the owner as she purchased the company with the proceeds from her retirement community. In 2003, we were approached by the owners of Tacoma BMW to buy that motorcycle dealership, and we completed that sale as well. We changed the name to South Sound Motorcycles and moved the dealership to a new location.

So we were back to riding BMW motorcycles together. We traveled extensively on a single bike, with Ann as a passenger behind me. And we traveled a lot, including all 50 states, most of them more than once, including ten round trips across the U.S., through Europe several times, across Canada, Australia (five weeks through the outback), and New Zealand. We never tired of it.

When I got the idea to repeat that trip from 50 years prior it was a natural progression of what I had been doing the past 18 years, that is, riding BMW motorcycles long distances. And, being the President of two BMW motorcycle dealerships, I was in a perfect position to do it.

After our sophomore year Dave and I dropped out of college for one year to take the trip in 1963. The trip would be six months long, and we needed to get jobs and earn enough money for the journey. Dave also bought a used 1958 BMW R50 motorcycle and we began planning.

We got the best road maps we would find, procured visas to the countries involved, and obtained a customs carnet for South America. This $1,000 bond ensured that the bikes would exit the continent and would be refunded on their return to the U.S. We chose BMW motorcycles because it was the only brand that had repair shops in Central and South America.

This six-month adventure cost $1,200 apiece, all-inclusive, from Portland, Oregon to Pucón, Chile by motorcycle and the return by ship, plane, and hitchhiking back to Portland.

Needless to say, it was a frugal trip. We had wonderful experiences, accidents, sickness, and periods of despair, including being held in a Peruvian jail for three days. Had things not been quite so fortunate for us during that period, we would probably still be held in those jail cells. I chronicled that trip in the book Moto Raid, which is Spanish for Motorcycle Ride.

Fifty years later, I began thinking what a great idea it would be to basically repeat that same trip. So, although Dave and I had talked only occasionally during the ensuing years, I called him and said, “Hey Dave. It’s Keith. I want to repeat that motorcycle trip we took 50 years ago. Are you up to it?”

And he said, without hesitation, “Absolutely,” and we began planning.

This book will be an account of the second trip, as well as comparisons to the first. Call it “then” and “now.” We encountered three major differences and numerous smaller ones on these two trips but in other respects little had changed.

Being 50 years older, we obviously wanted to do things a little differently, more comfortably, and more in keeping with our age.

In 1963, the roads were almost all dirt and gravel, and very tough going. Bridges over creeks, streams, and some rivers were nonexistent. We had little money and shared a small canvas pup tent, fixing most of our meals over an open fire or straight out of the can. The bikes were pre-owned when we bought them and state-of-the-art technology for the time, which nonetheless meant frequent repairs and adjustments. Plus, we were very hard on them.
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Dave and Keith ready for departure in 1963.
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Dave and Keith – 2013

This time, in 2013, it was a ride of 16,000 miles and 100 days, and much more accommodating in terms of livability. We did not even take camping gear with us, and instead stayed in hotels and ate at restaurants or out of grocery stores. We elected to take a few others with us, thinking six riders would be the ideal sized group, not only for riding but for security as well.

In 2012, and planning this trip, my wife owned, and I was president, of two BMW motorcycle dealerships, so we had a great pool of riders to approach about taking this trip. Initially there were about a dozen people that wanted to join us, but for one reason or another most dropped out.

We ended up with a great mix of people and experience. Donn Harvey is a technology expert riding a BMW F800GS; his wife Deby Harvey is an artist riding a BMW G650GS. Jim Balz is a retired surgeon on a BMW R1150GS. Michael Hansen is a good technician on a BMW R1100GS. Dave, who is fluent in Spanish, was on a BMW F650GS twin and me (expert in nothing at all) on a BMW F800GS.

The GS in the BMW model designation indicates it is a dual sport model. These bikes are designed for both on-road and off-road riding. They have large fuel tanks, heavy duty suspension systems, panniers (aluminum or metal saddle bags), space for a trunk bag, and camping gear can be strapped across the pillion (passenger) seat, so they can carry a lot of stuff. The number in the designation refers to the cubic centimeter displacement of the engine, which also affects the horsepower. All of these bikes, however, are designed for world travel.
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Deby and Donn Harvey – 2013
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Jim Balz – 2013
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Michael Hansen – 2013
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Our group of six ready to depart in 2013.


It Starts

It was an auspicious beginning. The day I left home on this three-and-a-half-month trip was my wife Ann’s birthday. She had bronchitis and could hardly talk. We had just built, and were in the process of moving into, a new home in the Phoenix area. Plus, we had just gotten a new puppy that had yet to be house trained. Now, she is an understanding gal, but I was definitely pushing it.

Nonetheless, on January 9, 2013, I set out from Phoenix to meet the rest of the group in San Diego the following morning. Weather-wise, the best time for us to leave for South America on a motorcycle trip of this duration from the U.S. was around New Year’s. Due to various schedules and start points we decided to meet at the BMW dealership in San Diego.

We all managed to get to the dealership close to the appointed time and set out for the U.S.-Mexico border by late morning. Donn, as our proclaimed technology expert, volunteered to lead the group because he had downloaded city maps into his GPS. He later admitted its shortcomings.

“Within riding five feet, (really) my Garmin Montana 600 went completely blank,” he said in his trip blog. “Oh great, I’m the leader with a blank GPS. Well, good thing I had the written directions in my tank bag right? No, not for me. I was busy trying to fix the GPS including removing it from the cradle while on the freeway and cleaning the contacts with my sleeve. It didn’t work. Really.

“Somehow while attempting repairs, we missed the turn for 94 and ended up going north on 54. It took an embarrassing amount of miles before I decided to pull over and turn on my backup GPS. Funny thing is that no one else seemed to know something was wrong or that we were going the wrong direction. Hmmmm, lesson one in getting to know my new riding partners.”

Or could it be that we were trying to get to know one another and did not want to create an early-on issue? Matter of fact, I wondered why my onboard computer was showing us going north instead of south!

Auspicious beginning indeed. It started raining at the Tecata border crossing. But it really was not a concern as we spent several hours getting visas, exchanging money, and getting our paperwork in order. Then we headed south, passing through Ensenada.
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In 1963, Dave and I headed through the mainland on the Pan-American Highway to Mexico City. And it was a good thing since we had a few mechanical problems, and Dave ended up sliding on a patch of oil and ending up in a ditch. Mexico City had a BMW dealer that was able to fix our problems.

This time the group decided to travel down Baja to La Paz and take a ferry to Mazatlán on the mainland. Getting to La Paz was interesting in its own right. We were expecting sun and warm, but got rain and cold in the mid-50s. What’s that all about? After all, this was Mexico. But to all of us from the Northwest (Oregon, Washington, and Idaho) this was not a problem. Also surprising, is that the northern section of Baja is wine country, hilly and green, although the terrain soon develops into an arid desert sprouting a rather odd-looking cactus.

I was able to put this group of six together as they were all customers of Ride West BMW, Seattle’s BMW motorcycle dealer (except Dave, who lived in Portland, Oregon). My wife owned the dealership and I was a dealer principal there for nearly 20 years, so I knew the players, but not well. The others hardly recognized each other on the street when we met in San Diego. The initial days getting to know one another on this trip would be interesting.

The first night in Baja was our first real night on the road together, and we needed to decide room and sleeping arrangements. Being a married couple, Donn and Deby obviously shared a room. The other four of us elected to rotate roommates each night; one night I would bunk with Dave, then Jim, and on the following night, Michael. This gave us a chance to get to know one another. This was true for Dave and me as well. We were high school friends in the late 1950s and traveled together for the better part of a year in 1963, but had communicated only occasionally throughout the ensuing years.

The room this first night proved to be typical of rooms to follow: a narrow door with a single window, concrete floor or tile, dingy with a single light fixture in the center ceiling, a small room by U.S. standards with two sagging single beds, a very small bath with a sink attached to the wall, and a shower with no place to put the soap, which ended up on the floor. All this for about $50 a night with hot water. A $15 room, and there were many, usually had no hot water. But at least it was a room. Fifty years ago Dave and I shared a very small pup tent nearly every night of the trip, but it was free.

I had not ridden through Baja before, so I was uncertain as to what to expect from the condition of the roads, and was pleasantly surprised to find them paved, in good shape, and for the most part, straight. But the speed limit was ridiculous, posted between 35 and 50 miles per hour (converted from kilometers). We traveled at 70 mph and were passed by cars and an occasional old beater pickup truck. But all in all, the paved riding through Baja was a breeze compared to what we were in for later.

Until you get to the tourist areas, rural Baja is like much of the rest of mainland Mexico, poor and undeveloped. There is no commerce worth mentioning and the towns were pretty rough, with paved streets immediately giving way to dirt and puddles along the sides. Other than the few restaurants and small shops, one wonders what these people do for a living. Agriculture there is limited, and there are no apparent means of making any money. Nonetheless, when we would stop and talk with the people, we often found them content, jovial and happy. They laughed a lot and loved to tell stories.
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This tent was our housing for the two of us in 1963.
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This kind of room was typical in 2013.

We took five days getting to the La Paz-Mazatlán ferry, with a very pleasant side trip to the mission at San Javier. This mission is 250 years old and was built by the Jesuits who made the area the center of their missions for Baja and “upper” California beginning in 1697. They were determined to “save” the natives, but after several years of construction and then habitation they were forced to abandon the site due to a threatened Indian revolt and lack of enough water to grow crops. In 1710, they moved the site a few kilometers south to the present location.
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Occasionally, we scored a really nice room.

That evening, we enjoyed a nice hotel in the coastal town of Loreto. The road to the hotel was sandy and created its own excitement, but was worth fighting to get to because they happened to have a TV with a good connection. As it happens, that night, Sunday the 13th, the NFL was on and we were able to watch the playoffs.

As Dave wrote in his blog, “… my friends from Seattle watched the Seahawks lose to Atlanta. Sadness prevails, assuaged with margaritas.”

So much for roughing it.

The luxury of a nice hotel with football was short-lived. We had heard that the ferry left La Paz on Tuesday-Thursday-Sunday and that we would need to make a reservation. The crossing is 17 hours and we were looking forward to getting a berth and a good night’s sleep. We understood that we needed to get to the ticket office 24 hours before departure to ensure a spot. We arrived there at 2:00 PM on Monday for a 5:00 PM departure on Tuesday only to find that the Tuesday ferry was sold out. We were disappointed that we would have to wait until Thursday, which meant spending an extra three days on Baja and pressing our time further on in the journey.

While we were in the process of purchasing our Temporary Vehicle Import Permits, which are required once you leave the Baja peninsula, Jim heard that a ferry was leaving in an hour and if we hurried we could board right away.

“What do you think?” he said.

We replied, “What are we waiting for?”

The passenger ferry we were hoping to take, the California Star, said in its brochure, “The definition of luxury. There is no other way to describe our cozy cabins that are witness to the unforgettable journey our passengers experience.”

But not on our ship. As we queued up to board, we found ourselves pressed between trucks in a long line of beat-up old semis hauling everything from junk metal to trash. Once the crew managed to remove a disabled truck from the loading ramp, we drove on and were instructed to tie our bikes down to the deck among the trucks. The ship was a rickety old transport that saw much better days many years ago, and it was very obvious that this was going to be far from a luxury crossing.

There were no staterooms, no lounge, no accommodations for passengers at all. We wondered why, and how, we managed to get on this ship in the first place. But it was a passage across the water and we were saving ourselves a few days wait time. As it happened, we probably would have been better off waiting for the passenger ferry a few days later. Our consolation was that it cost less than half of the regular fare.
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Trying to sleep on the La Paz-Mazatlán ferry wasn’t easy.

The ship left port at 5:00 PM, and being a 17-hour journey, most of our crossing would be in the dark. This was okay, except that there were no provisions for sleeping. And there was no food on this ship, at least for us. The truckers all slept in their rigs, so we did not even see them. The crew was busy doing what a crew does. There was a small cafeteria that the crew used and we resolved to try sleeping there in plastic chairs with our heads on our arms on the table. But at 9:00 PM they kicked us out and locked the door, so we were left with doing the best we could.

Donn and Deby got the jump on the rest of us and scored a spot on the worn-out carpet at the end of the ship’s only hallway. We had not even brought sleeping bags with us on this trip, so it’s a mystery where they managed to find whatever was covering them. Jim, Michael, and I spent most of the night wandering around the ship just trying to stay warm and find a place to get a brief nap.

Dave, on the other hand, was amazing. I remember from 50 years ago how he could sleep through anything, snoring loudly through any turmoil. This night, he collected his motorcycle cover from the bike, rolled up in it fully clothed in all of his motorcycle gear and boots, and laid down on the outside steel deck of the ship. He snored his way through the night. In my stumbling around the ship, I passed him every half hour or so and mumbled to myself, jealous of his ability to sleep anywhere. Plus, it was a rough crossing, and somehow Dave managed to not roll off the side of the ship. It was so rough, in fact, that Jim’s R1150GS tipped over, even with the tie-downs secured.

We rode off the ferry at 10 o’clock in the morning, with most of us more tired than when we rode on. We drove through Mazatlán and headed down the coast to Puerto Vallarta.

We had been together on this trip for less than a week, but already I was beginning to form some ideas about what my compatriots held in store for the next 95 days. Surprisingly, we all seemed to get along. We did, however, all have our own idiosyncrasies that would manifest themselves in the weeks to come.

We knew there were many sights where we would want to spend time, but we also had lives to get back to at the end. Some rumbling surfaced about how hard and fast we were riding. Since I was responsible for getting this group together, I was considered the informal leader. I suggested that we press on. And so we did, hoping to reach Panama City by the end of the first month on the road.

“Today was 207 miles with a moving time of 5 hours,” Donn said in his January 17 blog.1 “We spent a large part of the day on Mex 200, twisting along the coast. It took us two hours to ride turn after turn after turn. Wow, 3rd and 4th gear the whole way. Traffic was pretty light in this section, so we could just glide left and right over and over. It was a bit of work but way too much fun. As we were negotiating the curves I was trying to figure out if this could possibly be the best motorcycle road I’ve ever been on…could be!

“Towards the end of the day we came to a section with construction where suddenly the road was beautiful, smooth and wide with a posted 90k. It seemed like we were just getting up to speed when as quickly as it started the road reverted back to the old road on just gravel. One exciting moment came when I was passing a truck on a sweeping right turn at about 60 mph, when about three-fourths of the way around the turn the asphalt disappeared and I was on dirt! We’ve come to expect any condition around any corner at any time with obstacles including donkeys, dogs, goats, cows or rocks, topas, vadas or any kind of debris. Yes, we are not in Kansas anymore.”

And this was a good road compared to where we were going.

The weather was nice now, in the 80s every day. The highway was in pretty good shape. The question is though, why build a nice four-lane highway with 60 mph speed limits and then construct “topas” every couple of hundred yards? Topas are Mexican speed bumps, and they are usually so big they are very effective. You just get back up to speed and have to jam on the brakes because of another one. Of course, they are never marked and often are hidden by the shade of a tree. Hit one of them at speed and it could blow a tire or dent a rim (which actually happened to one of us in South America). Topas, in conjunction with stray animals standing in the roadway out in the middle of nowhere, made riding in this part of the world very exciting.

Another curious thing has to do with the roadside vendors. Most small towns have people set up alongside the road, selling everything from fruit to furniture. Each small town seems to specialize in a particular product: oranges and bananas, trinkets, soft drinks, baskets, etc. One vendor after another are bunched up along the side of the road selling the same stuff. So the competition is tough. Seems like if they would diversify a little and sell different products, trying to differentiate from the next guy, they’d be more successful. But then, that’s just me.

Getting through Acapulco was interesting. Donn’s GPS showed the shortest route. It didn’t say anything about how long it was going to take to traverse it. The route took us away from the coast and around the backside of the city, but the traffic was a disaster. Drivers in Mexico, Central and South America have little regard for traffic signage or lane markings. Every vehicle, whether truck, car, or scooter, is fighting for the same space. And they were doing a fine job of it on this road. We bumped, banged, and weaved our way through town, often scraping our panniers against the side of the vehicle next to us.

These towns were tough to navigate as a group, because someone was always squeezing between us no matter how tight we tried to stay. We seemingly always got separated from one another. Our solution was with Donn and Deby, who were using a bike-to-bike communication system. Donn, using his GPS, would lead with Deby as the last rider. She would collect the strays and Donn would pull over somewhere to wait for the stragglers. So we got that problem figured out.

Before starting this trip, we knew we would have issues keeping the group together and realized we needed some “riding rules of the road.” We came up with several that worked quite well. Unfortunately, for various reasons, we did not always follow them.

The first rule was for each rider to keep the following rider in sight, using the rear-view mirror. If the following rider dropped out of sight, slow down or pull over until that rider appears. The leading riders will all eventually slow or pull over until the group is in sight again. If a rider gets separated from the group, or from one another, return to the last point that the other rider was seen. This prevents each rider from traveling around trying to find one another, which can be futile.

Another rule was if a following rider realizes that the lead rider has taken a wrong turn, attempt to get his or her attention by flashing lights or honking the horn, etc. If this does not work, speed up and pass the lead rider, signaling the other riders to do the same. Then discuss the issue and work it out.

Leaving Acapulco, I led the group and we were anxious to get some miles under our tires so we could take a side trip to the Aztec ruins at Palenque. We were doing fine charging down the road, slamming on our brakes for the endless topas and dodging the stray animals, until I took a couple of wrong turns and had us pretty well lost. It took us a while to regroup, but by using the rules above, we were able to get back on the right road before too much time passed.

Along with the varying road conditions, we also found substantial changes in the weather with the change in altitude, with the temperature in the nineties at lower elevations, and a cool rain and fog in the mountains. And then the wind, at one point in southern Mexico, it was as strong as any of us had ever encountered.

We had been warned of the need for security on this trip, not only for ourselves but for the bikes and our personal belongings. And we had a hard lesson. The night before we headed for the ruins at Palenque, we stayed at a Holiday Inn Express in Tuxtla Gutiérrez. This was a nice hotel. Whenever possible, we always liked to have the bikes secured in a garage, or at least have someone keep an eye on them through the night. We were concerned about things being stolen from the bikes.

The entrance to the hotel had a portico over the front drive with a kiosk at the door. After checking in, we asked if we could leave the bikes at the edge of the drive, under the portico and supposedly under the watch of the kiosk, which we were assured was manned all night.

“No problem, and we will keep an eye on them all night long. You never know what might happen around here, even with your bikes parked in the lot,” we were told.

You can guess what happened. We normally took everything with us to the rooms. But because this “manned” station was no more than 50 feet from our bikes we thought we could leave a few things still attached. Well, the next morning we found Dave’s two special water bottles missing, Donn’s “SPOT” (a device for people in other parts of the world to track our progress), two motorcycle covers and, worst of all, Deby’s Airflow jacket (which required a serious effort to extract) all gone.

We were furious and we let the manager of the hotel know it. He was, of course, very apologetic and promised to severely discipline the employee who worked the night shift. This hardly comforted us and we knew that nothing would come of it. Besides, we needed to be moving on.

We left the hotel riding to our next destination and stopped for something to eat about 150 miles from the hotel. They had Wi-Fi at the restaurant and Donn wondered if, by chance, he could see if his SPOT had been activated. The thieves must have pushed the OK button and broadcasted their location, for he could see on the map exactly where they were. The impulse to go after them was strong, but after a discussion among us all he decided against that. Donn emailed his son in Seattle and asked that he purchase a new one and send it to him at an upcoming location. Within a few days his new SPOT was broadcasting our progress.

The ruins at Palenque are wonderful, impressive and well maintained. It is amazing how civilizations thousands of years ago were able to construct these magnificent structures. Palenque was a city-state that began in 226 BC and existed for more than 1,000 years, flourishing in the seventh century.

“The Mayan society was basically a case of the 1% and the rest,” Dave explained. “Those on top lived well. Everyone else hauled stones to build monuments to the lords.”

The site was ultimately abandoned due to overcrowding. Today the excavated site is less than a square mile with 90% of the area still in the jungle, yet to be uncovered.

Equally as interesting as the ruins were some of the villages we passed through on the way there. Still inhabited by descendants of the Mayan culture, they had distinctive dress and a look that differentiated them from others we had seen.

We departed the ruins and headed for the Guatemala border and entry into Central America. As we would find throughout the rest of this trip, the driving was challenging yet very interesting. Pedestrians on narrow roads, cars parked in the middle of the street, broken down trucks abandoned and left halfway off the road, and dodging dogs, pigs, chickens, goats and other live beasts was becoming a way of life.

Worst of all were the damned topas. They were everywhere, always entering and exiting a town, usually with several through the town itself. The killers were the ones through the rural countryside, where you would least expect them. Mexico must have some guy who sits around at a computer scrutinizing roads, trying to find any stretch of pavement more than a couple of hundred yards in length that does not have a topa and putting one in.

What is perplexing, though, is how this affects commerce. Topas are tough on any vehicle, particularly trucks. And if the purpose of them is to slow traffic, it wasn’t working. The trucks would power on, and if they could not brake in time for the next one they would just bump over it, shaking and rattling as they continued.

1 See Donn and Deby’s Motorcycle Adventure Blog/ADV on two wheels. Seattle to South America 2013. Dave Yaden also kept a blog but it has since been taken down.
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Up until this point, the group had been taking a route dissimilar to the one we took 50 years ago. The condition of the roads was the first major difference that we experienced between these two trips.

Then, we primarily had the Pan-American Highway to get from city to city, and it was almost all dirt and gravel. In Central America, few bridges crossed the streams and small rivers so fording them was the only way across. Now, the roads are mostly paved, although sometimes it would have been better to have dirt again.

At the Guatemala border, we began to retrace our trip of 50 years ago. Then, the border crossings were brutal. With little international commerce, very few trucks or people crossed the borders. The border agents were usually corrupt and did everything they could to extort money or valuables from us. Had there not been two of us in those days it could have been very nasty. The guards were usually alone and we soon learned how to two-on-one them. Nonetheless, the crossings were always dangerous.

Today, the situation is certainly different, although with its own challenges. Most border crossings in Central and South America involve a number of steps and paperwork that must be initiated, verified, approved, stamped, copied, paid for, and triple checked. Many of these steps are in different locations, sometimes as much as a block or two apart. And if it happens to be siesta time, you wait.

What made it particularly time consuming was that with six people and six bikes, we had to always leave two or three back to watch the bikes while the others passed customs. The first group would then return and keep watch while the second group went through. It was almost always a two to three-hour event, and sometimes as much as six hours getting us all through, depending upon the time of day and the competence of the agents.
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The Pan-American highway through Central America in 1963.
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The Pan-American highway in 2013.

They often had some sort of gimmick to get a few extra bucks out of us. At one crossing, a woman sprayed the tires and wheels to “fumigate” them and charged $1.50. We were pretty sure it was a scam, so we didn’t pay. Later we discovered that if we did not pay and get our chit, the border agent would not officially stamp our papers. So we went back and had it done. You really do not want to try to get into these countries, especially with a vehicle, without having the proper documentation. They are numerous and each of them important at different locations: the original of the vehicle title and registration (not a copy), passport, visa if required by that country, health immunization certificates, insurance papers, and special forms required by particular countries, which may be numerous.

Fifty years ago, entering Guatemala was a very trying time for us. My clutch had failed just before the Mexico-Guatemala border and it was much closer to Guatemala City than back to Mexico City (both cities had BMW dealerships). The problem was that the first 100 miles in Guatemala was a very rough dirt road, this section being called the El Tapón (bottle-stop or cork) landslide area. It was really nothing more than a dirt lane carved out of the mountainside, following every bend of the river with precipitous drop-offs.

Interstate commerce was almost nonexistent because of this road, its condition, and the frequent landslides. My bike was inoperable, so Dave and I rigged up a nylon rope, tied it between the bikes, and he towed me through the 100-mile section.
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The El Tapón landslide area in 1963. 
One of our cameras carried black and white film.
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Dave and Keith at the El Tapón landslide area in 2013.

“It worked reasonably well on level ground or slightly uphill,” Dave said. “But it was doing some serious wear and tear on my clutch. The worst were the downhills where we couldn’t keep the rope taut. It would wrap itself around Keith’s tire and down we would both go. By this time, we were both experiencing episodes of pretty severe dysentery.”

By the time we got to Guatemala City, both bikes were in need of substantial repairs. The work took several days, which allowed us a good rest after the abuse we took on that section of road.

Several encounters from that first trip were very memorable, both pleasant and ugly, some worth experiencing again. El Tapón landslide area was one of them. This time, however, the road was paved most of the way, even turning to four lanes for about 30 miles. Wow, what a difference. A quarter-mile section under construction had been taken out by a recent landslide and gave the others in our group an idea of what the road was like on that first trip. This time it took three hours instead of three days to traverse the area.

For the first time on this trip, nostalgia really took hold of me. Dave and I talked about our feelings while reviewing the landslide area, reminiscing about our first experience. We were struck by how recent it seemed, as if it happened yesterday. Okay, maybe not yesterday, but fairly recently anyway. It is odd how some memories can get embedded in one’s mind and then flood back when triggered. We had several more of these nostalgic moments throughout the trip.

Some of the more memorable ones were: this landslide area, the restaurant at the highest point in Central America, our special tour of the Panama Canal, transiting the Panama Canal on a freighter and entering South America, the Central Highway in Peru to Machu Picchu, blazing our own trail and getting lost in the Bolivia altiplano for three days, followed by getting thrown in a Peruvian jail, and our arrival and stay in Pucón, Chile.

Fifty years ago, Dave and I heard about a market at Chichicastenango, which was remote and a bit difficult to get to in those days. Once there, it certainly was worth the trip. Just about anything could be purchased there, from fruits and vegetables to brightly colored apparel. On this most recent trip, it was a must-see destination. Again it was one of those moments that brought back instant memories of the first trip. The road had improved immensely getting there, but the market had changed little. Because of the market’s notoriety and easier access, it had grown substantially in size.

“When I left Lake Oswego,” Dave said, “and told Janice [his wife], I’ll meet you in Chichicastenango, Guatemala on January 24, we both thought it might be a joke. At 9:30 AM, January 24, Janice and our friend Faye Richardson, who has a house in Antigua, walked through the door of the Chalet Hotel. It was a wonderful treat for me.”

As Dave moved by motorcycle from place to place over the next several days, Janice followed by bus and met him each night. The company was nice in several respects. Obviously for Dave, he got to spend some time with his wife. For the rest of us, Janice and her friend Faye were familiar with the area and had some friends who were able to show us some sights not on the normal tourist agenda.

The Chalet Hotel was a fairly nice place by our standards, but there were problems. First, a large dog started barking about the time we went to bed and he continued until the rooster started squawking before daybreak. We had not had this problem on this trip — and it was not to be our last night of no sleep because of animals — but it was an omen. For I made two stupid mistakes the next day.

The first mistake was with my credit card. Fifty years ago we used travelers’ checks or cash for transactions, as credit cards were not yet in existence. This time, we were able to do nearly everything by credit card. Well, when I finish with a room key, the kind that you swipe to unlock the door, I usually bend it in half to effectively destroy it.

We had checked out of the room and I had not yet done this with my room key. So feeling it in my pocket I proceeded to bend it in half. Problem was, it was not my room key at all but my credit card. So now I am thousands of miles from home, depending on a piece of plastic for funds, with my legal tender bent in half. Fortunately, I was able to very delicately unfold it and use it for the balance of the trip, although sometimes it did not swipe adequately and I had to borrow from one of the others. I still had my ATM card, however, and was able to pay back and use cash.

This was supposed to happen to Jim, not me. We all know people like Jim, who successfully stumble through life. He has traveled on two wheels for many years, mostly by himself. He always seems to be misplacing important documents like credit cards and keys. He often wanders off and is hard to recapture. Yet everything always seems to work out in his favor. Perhaps he has built an internal bank of goodness that carries him through life.

The second curse for the day was when I dropped my camera on the cobblestone street. It was destroyed and I had to buy another one. Unfortunately, the memory card in the new camera I bought was a different size than the ones I brought along. So now, in editing pictures, I had some work to do.

This, incidentally, is another big difference between the two trips. Fifty years ago we carried two cameras, one for black and white and one for color. We carried 50 rolls of 36-exposure film and mailed them back to the U.S. in batches for processing, not able to see the pictures until we returned. On this recent trip, the new cameras allow one to instantly see the picture just taken and distribute it around the world in just a few moments. What a huge difference!

It was a short ride from Chichicastenango to Panajachel, the main town on Lake Atitlan. On the way into town, a fellow called “Freddy” was instantly beside us on his bicycle, and hard as we tried to shake him, he stuck with us. We found our hotel and there was Freddy making his best pitch to us to use his boat for a tour of the lake the next day. Making no commitment, we were sure that he would be outside of our rooms the next day. And there he was.

It had rained during the night, and the next morning was threatening and blustery. But it was actually easier to take him up on the boat ride than have him pester us all day long, since we were going to spend the day there anyway. We crossed the lake to the traditional Mayan town of Santiago de Atitlán, which turned out to be a highlight of the trip so far.

In Santiago we met Dolores, a local Mayan woman who had spent many years in the States and spoke excellent English. Because of the remoteness of this town, tourists were sparse and we were able to get a feel for a truly local Mayan market, where women have tiny little spaces to sell fish that came in twice a day from a nearby lake.

The focus of this tour, though, was to visit “Maximón,” a local Mayan deity who resides in a different local house each year. Maximón is a very useful god because he can cure many things. People come to him with illnesses and receive a cure by putting on some of his clothes, which absorb the illness. Just to be sure, however, the shrine also has St. Gregory and a few other Catholic saints who have specific powers. The Mayans believe that Jesus was real but just another saint with specific powers.

Another visit that afternoon was to a ceremony that Donn relates in his blog. “Next stop was a ceremony in a small room filled with incense smoke. Our group of seven tall gringos ducked into the back door to observe a blessing that was going on. In the corner was an older man playing a Mayan folk song (with a long tradition) on an out-of-tune guitar. He played the same two chords over and over while singing a song that was more like a chant. In honor of the large group of guests, they decided to give us a blessing as well. Who am I to argue? Turns out that later in the day we probably needed it. Part of the blessing was passing the swinging incense thing to each of us. We were instructed to swing it under our armpits. Nice, given our lack of showers it certainly served two purposes. The second part of the ceremony involved drinking Coca Cola out of Styrofoam cups, the phrase “drinking the cool aid” came to mind but it seemed safe enough.” It occurred to us that this was quite a racket. They charged a few dollars to attend this ritual and performed several of these each day.

That night in Panajachel I finally figured it out. I am a bit technologically challenged. Not even the experts with us could get me fixed up with Skype or FaceTime. I guess if I mess around with something long enough even I may luck out and do something right. Apparently that was my case. I was now able to have a face-to-face conversation with Ann, and what a revelation! It’s interesting how cell phones cost a fortune to set up for international use but with Wi-Fi you can see the party you are talking to for free.

One of our riding rules was if it was obvious that we had lost one another, we were to return to the last spot we had been together. It usually worked. This time it didn’t.

Leaving Panajachel on Lake Atitlán for Antigua, Donn explained in his blog, “The weather cleared by the time we were ready to leave for the short 45-kilometer ride to Antigua. As usual, traffic was crazy and the group was immediately split up when we exited the hotel driveway. Deby and I were in the rear trying to catch the other bikes when we totally lost sight of them on the winding road out of town. Somehow we thought they turned left at an intersection and turned around.

“About that time my GPS (now I know why they call it the Devil Box) said the route was behind us, and since I thought that’s where the group went I followed the GPS. Bad move. We rode pretty far before it seemed clear we were going a different way than the other four bikes (Michael had taken off on his own for a few days). I should have followed the rule and gone back to the last place we were all together for a re-start. It turns out the rest of the gang did and were waiting for us.

“Somehow Deby and I decided to continue on our way since it was a short distance and I had an address in Antigua. I learned later that they were on the NEW highway 1 and we were on the OLD highway 1, which explains why I kept seeing highway 1 signs and mileposts. The old highway was paved (barely) and in rough shape. I kept expecting the road to just end at any time. The worst part was when a bridge over a river was out and we had to detour and cross 2-foot deep water on the bikes. I wasn’t in the mood to take pictures and was worried that I should have gone back and everyone was going to be really pissed.

“In the end it all worked out and we met about 7:00 pm in time for dinner. Yes, they were slightly upset but in a nice way (thanks guys, I deserved it).”

You would think that we would have learned from this experience but no, we had several more occasions just like it during the trip, with everyone at some point abusing the rule.

A couple of things about this. One is that Wi-Fi was available everywhere on this trip. Even the smallest hotel in the remote locations had access to it. Maybe not in the room but at least somewhere on the property.

The second major difference between the two trips was the huge advancement in communication. Then, when we communicated with home we would write a letter and leave it at the post office of that particular country, hoping that it would reach its destination. Sometimes the letters arrived and sometimes they did not. We stopped at the U.S. Embassy in each new country we entered to pick up any mail we received. So our turnaround time with correspondence was at least a month, usually more. On some occasions the embassy or consulate had to forward our mail since it arrived after we left.

One occasion was particularly perplexing. We were expecting some important insurance documents when we got to Lima, Peru. The embassy insisted that they had not arrived, which caused major headaches when we tried to cross the border into Bolivia. One month later we received an apology from the embassy saying that the packet had been found. It was discovered leaning against the wall, having fallen off the back of a desk. By that time, it was too late — our crisis had passed.

Today, with satellite phones, international cell phones, e-mail, and particularly Skype and FaceTime, communication is instantaneous. We did not even experience the several-second lapse between international speakers that you often see on the nightly newscast. And what a revelation! Being able to not only talk to Ann, but to see her in real time from out in the boonies was an event that I always looked forward to.
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Things we had in 2013 that were not available in 1963: 
computer, tablet, cell phone, GPS, digital camera, bottled water, credit cards, ATM cards.

Dave and I remembered Antigua from 50 years ago. Then, it was a small town built around ruins from its former days as the capital of Guatemala. Three hundred years ago a succession of earthquakes, followed by a flood, destroyed the city and they decided to move the capital to Guatemala City. Now, the town is much larger and a major tourist destination. On the weekends it is jam packed with people from Guatemala City who park (if they can find a place) and stroll the busy streets.

Dave’s wife, Janice, and her friend Faye took the bus from Panajachel and met us in Antigua. Faye and her husband owned a house in Antigua, and Janice and Dave stayed there while the rest of us were at a place down the street. And it was a good thing for Dave because he came down with a case of the crud. We were not sure what it was, but he did not feel like getting out of bed, so while we enjoyed Antigua he was flat on his back.

From Antigua we headed for Cobán. Dave was in no condition to make the one-day ride to Cobán and insisted that the rest of us go ahead, and he would catch up with us in a day or two. Janice and Faye were expecting to meet a friend in Cobán and took a bus from Antigua. The remaining five riders set out on Highway CA-5, which showed on the map as a decent road and the shortest way to get there. It started out as pavement but soon deteriorated into 40 miles of fairly rough dirt and gravel.

Jim and I got separated from the other three riders — deliberately because of the dust — and were unable to upright my bike when it tipped over into a ditch on the side of the road. Finally, two guys came along and were able to help us right the bike. As an aside, I seemed to have a problem with tip-overs on this trip because my side stand was too long even though I had shortened it.
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Oops!

When we got to Cobán I began to worry about Dave. In the years between trips, Dave had owned a few motorcycles but had not done a lot of riding. When we agreed to the second trip, he purchased a bike and did many multi-day trips around the west. Although he was doing well on this trip, he was still adjusting to the bike, particularly on dirt. I wanted to get word to him that he should take the newer, longer road to Cobán rather than the old road we took. I feared that in his weakened condition, from being on his back for the past few days, he would struggle on CA-5. But not to worry. He showed up late the next day, tired and haggard, and admitted that the road “just about did him in.”

Janice and Faye’s friend, Janine, had lived in Guatemala for 30 years and spent her time educating indigenous women about farming, family planning, nutrition, and doing cancer screenings. Getting to her, however, was a challenge, as she lived down a two-rut dirt lane that had, with the recent rains, turned to mud. I was not the only one to dump it in the muck. In the end, Jim, Michael, and I decided to stay at a hotel in town and were transported to Janine’s in her truck for dinner.

“Janine has a passion for preserving the unique cloud forest,” Dave said, “and came to realize that both ecological and social problems in this region begin with the tradition of having many children. For 30 years she has worked to expand the choices and lives of indigenous families and girls. Just down the road from her are Robb, Tara, and their four children who run programs for girls. They are now constructing several buildings where they can host girls for several-week periods when they are not in school.

“Janine, Robb, and Tara are all unassuming people who live the simplest lives in service to some of the neediest people in the world. All are happy, joyful people, taking delight in the birds around them and in the betterment of the lives of the indigenous people they work with.”

Dave, Donn, and Deby stayed on at the farm for a few days while Jim, Michael, and I headed out for the Mayan ruins at Tikal. Jim made me feel better with a tip-over of his own bike. His happened in the middle of the road, and this time we had plenty of help righting it.

Tikal is another of the magnificent ruins left from the demise of the Mayan people. It was the capital of a conquest state that ruled the area economically, politically, and militarily. Dating back to the fourth century BC, it reached its heyday in the first century, and by 900 AD, it was slowly being overtaken by the jungle. Today, it is a World Heritage Site.

A guide who spoke excellent English gave us a tour in the morning, and we spent the afternoon being lazy around the pool. My bike was filthy, and one of the hotel guys said he would wash it for me. We agreed on a price and off he went pushing my bike somewhere. I looked for him later and found him cleaning my bike with a spray bottle and a filthy old rag. I guess you get what you pay for.

Reflecting on the stay at Tikal, which is a major tourist attraction, Jim and I talked about how tiresome it got to be haggled endlessly to extract money. Although the hotel was comfortable, the meals and service were not. Then we got to talking about a few of my pet peeves. For example, (again) why would anyone build a shower without a soap tray, and how about a light over the sink so you can see what you are doing?

After a couple of days getting to and staying at the ruins at Tikal, the two groups of riders agreed to meet at 5:00 PM at La Honda, near the El Salvador border. The road from Tikal to La Honda was paved but had enormous potholes that would surely destroy the wheels and suspension if hit at speed. Watching the riders ahead reminded me of someone executing a slalom course. And of course we had the ever-present topas, which the Guatemalans call “tumulos,” along with people and animals all over the road, and more than enough crazy drivers. One must be extremely vigilant and alert, as one lapse could end this trip.
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Leaving Guatemala was no problem at all, as they were probably just glad to get rid of us, for they whisked us through in nearly record time.

Getting through the El Salvador side, however, was a nightmare. In 100-degree heat, it took four hours for the six of us to clear customs. Three different people, at different times and places, had to dot every “i” and cross every “t,” and then double and triple check every digit. It was a lesson in incompetence and bureaucracy and took our thoughts back, once again, to 50 years ago when these crossings were perhaps even worse. Some things never change.

In 1963, these border crossings were often remote. The dirt roads were in poor shape and commercial traffic was nearly nonexistent between countries. The border outposts were usually manned by one guard who was armed. And they always, always attempted extortion in order for us to cross. They wanted money, or a watch or a camera or some form of payment. We never complied. Fortunately, there were two of us and we devised a system. First, we would take a picture of the guard, then we would make a big deal out of recording his name and badge number in a book. We made sure he understood that we wanted a receipt for anything that was handed over. And we always tried to stay on either side of him, never together. It always worked, although a little testy in some instances. We spoke with some travelers who were traveling alone, and it usually worked to the border guard’s advantage, although it normally only cost a few dollars to pass.

We finally cleared the border at mid-afternoon and learned that it is best to arrive earlier in the day. After noon, the local pedestrians and buses arrive, and the crowds grow.

After a short drive to the coast, we hoped to find a hotel on the beach, where we arrived at sunset.

The search for a decent hotel, Donn said in his blog, is “actually a comical routine that we’ve developed that involves a lot of stops, checking of GPS hotel locations, asking local opinions, and making a spectacle of ourselves to the entertainment of the locals.

“Thursday night was no exception and we found ourselves riding in the dark to a recommended resort only to have the guard tell us it was full. Really??? We saw a sign to another resort hotel and backtracked to that place. When we arrived, the heavily armed guard seemed shocked to have guests and eventually led us to the reception office. It became clear we were about the only guests in this rather large complex (which seemed to be some sort of time share resort) and even though we arrived well after dark, we were told to wait while our rooms were prepared. In the end, it worked out and we found ourselves in nice little stand-alone buildings.”

Another one of our rules was to not ride after dark unless absolutely necessary. In this case, it was because we needed a place to stay. Other than that, it can be dangerous. These roads are tough enough in the daylight, and navigating them at night can be fearful. The night animals come out, and the domestic animals are still wandering around trying to figure out where to go and what to do next. Additionally, in some parts of Central and South America, you absolutely do not want to be on the road after dark because the drug lords own the road. We were told this many times by the locals. We heard horror stories of travelers being robbed, or worse, kidnapped, which happened only after dark.
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Another border crossing, and here is a blow-by-blow explanation of what these things can be like, again from Donn’s blog.

“Just to give you an idea of what a border crossing is like, I gathered the collective memory of the group at dinner and took notes of exactly what we went through today. Here it is.

“We stopped at a gas station just outside the border to fill up the tanks, which would give us enough gas to traverse Honduras without filling up. We were immediately solicited by at least a half dozen “fixers,” people who want to “help” us get across the border easier. We shook them off, but one guy was so persistent that he followed us through all of the checkpoints, hoping we could use him.

“We rode about 1km down the road and were waved down by someone that looked official. He told us we needed to get two copies of a form that was the entry paperwork for the bikes into El Salvador. Deby volunteered to collect everyone’s form and went to a nearby shanty to make copies. Upon arrival, the power promptly went out.

“While Deby was trying to figure out what to do, the power came back on, and the woman helping her declared, ‘It’s a miracle.’

“Deby came back and distributed the copies, and we each went one by one to another more official looking shack and gave the copies to someone who stamped them and kept one.

“Keep in mind, all of this is going on while we are guarding the bikes in shifts, fending off offers of “help” from fixers and money changers, and guarding against pickpockets and other shady characters. Oh, we were in the sun and it was nearly 100 degrees.

“After that paperwork was complete, we gathered and moved the BMW parade to the next checkpoint. This was the exit immigration point where we needed to get exit stamps on our passports. Once again, we parked in a row and one by one stood in line at the window in shifts while someone watched our bikes.

“Once we got our passports stamped, they gave us the smallest piece of paper that was literally the size of a fortune in a fortune cookie. We had no idea what that was for but assumed it was important and that we shouldn’t lose it, no matter what. I shoved it in my tank bag where the potential for loss was very real.2

“We always wait and travel to the next checkpoint in a group, so after some time we all loaded up and the circus rode about 50 feet before we were stopped by someone looking official. He wanted the other of the two copies we had made previously, then someone else came over and wanted the fortune cookie piece of paper. I have no idea why but it worked and they waved us through.

“I’m pretty sure this was the point where we were officially out of El Salvador, having successfully exported both us and the bikes.

“From there it was 4km to the next checkpoint. I know because numerous ‘helpers’ or ‘fixers’ were giving us detailed instructions hoping for a tip.

“We made the very short ride, with no helmet or jackets, trying to stay cool in the oppressive heat. We parked at the Honduras immigration where we were directed by the fixer we met at the gas station. He had followed us the whole way, working for his tip. This guy spoke reasonable English and led us to an air-conditioned office, that I’ll call the White Room, to speak with an official looking person. That is when we found out he didn’t really know what he was doing since we were supposed to go to another window first to get our passports stamped and fill out an immigration form.

“One good bit of advice he had was to bring a pen, which we did. One by one we walked a few buildings down and stood in line to get the immigration forms and then sat on the ground filling them out while fixers hovered around offering help and little kids offered us their pens (for a fee). Once that form was completed, we stood in line again to turn in a copy and get our passports stamped.

“Somewhere along the way we found out before we could go back to the White Room, we would each need two copies of the following: Passports, Vehicle Registration, Vehicle Title, Driver’s License, and the vehicle exit form from El Salvador. Conveniently, there was a small shack between the official buildings that sold cell phones and made copies. One by one, we took turns guarding the bikes and waited to get copies made.

“Finally, with all of our paperwork, we entered the White Room where a very pleasant woman helped us out. To make things easier (not faster), she wanted the paperwork for all six bikes together, so we gathered the stacks of paper with our passports and handed them over for processing. The room was sort of air conditioned, so we took shifts watching the bikes in the blazing sun, alternating with monitoring the progress in the White Room. Pleasant lady pulled out the documents for one of the bikes and started reading, copying, typing, and finally after about 20 minutes started stamping all kinds of paper with all kinds of stamps. I thought stamping was a good sign and gave her a big grin. I was right, after the final stamp she gathered the papers and put them in the corresponding passport and set it on the corner of her desk and seeing my big grin flashed me a gigantic smile and said ‘Ono.’ My cheesy grin faded when I realized that it took 20 minutes to process just one bike.

“Do the math…20 times 6 is 120 minutes, which is two hours, plus a thankfully short lunch break, and we were there for two hours while she typed, stamped and stacked papers. Each time she completed one she flashed her big smile and gave us a count.

“Finally she started stamping number six and we could tell that we were almost free. After the last stack was complete, she collected all the forms in nice piles to give back and told Dave she needed MORE COPIES! We thought for sure she was joking and having fun with us but no, so off we went back to the copy shack. This time we needed two copies of our passport, three copies of the exit form from El Salvador and four copies of a new form that she had created. So off we went in shifts to the copy machine while the others guarded the bikes in the heat.

“Finally with copies in hand, we went back to the White Room for the final time for more paper shuffling before she returned our passports and gave us some new official paperwork that certified we had permission to bring the bikes into Honduras. We did it. We were legal to enter the country and even better the process took so long that our fixers gave up on us and were all gone. We jumped on the bikes eager to make some progress before we stopped for the night and rode 150 feet before we were stopped by a guard who wanted to see our paperwork and take one of the copies pleasant woman gave us.

“The whole process took almost 4 hours to enter a country that it takes 3 hours to ride through. So tomorrow we do the whole thing again when we exit Honduras and enter Nicaragua.”

This was a normal border crossing and it is interesting to note that Dave is fluent in Spanish and had he not been there to interpret many of these encounters, it would have taken much longer to get through.

Just before leaving on this trip, I read in The Seattle Times that Honduras was the most dangerous country in the world. Hard to believe with what is going on in other parts of the world, but there it was. The drug trade was in full swing. As a consequence, we did not want to spend any more time than necessary in the country. Honduras narrows down to just a short stretch on the Pacific side of the country — only about 100 miles across — and can be ridden in several hours. Unlike 50 years ago, the road was pretty good pavement but had a lot of very large chuckholes.
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Now there is a chuckhole! Notice the dead rat in the foreground.

Since getting across the border took such a long time, we knew we would have the same from Honduras into Nicaragua, so we decided to spend the night in the country. Finding a decent room was a concern since we were now in the part of the world where the difference between hot water and cold water is purely theoretical. As it happens, we found a hotel on a lake that was the nicest we had stayed in so far, and it was the best night’s sleep yet on this trip.

Many of our accommodations were not as nice as this, and it got us collectively thinking about some generalities of our experiences in Central America so far. We observed that nothing seemed to work, not consistently at least. No hot water, faulty air conditioning (if we had it at all), peeling paint, and things broken and never fixed. There was poor sanitation, sewage and garbage on the side of the roads, and incompetence (and not only at the borders). Guys stood around all day with nothing to do. It makes one appreciate the U.S., warts and all.

This is hot country. It was then and it is now, consistently more than 100 degrees during the heat of the day. All of us always rode fully geared with jackets and helmets but today’s apparel is light-years ahead of what it was in 1963. Then, we wore half-helmets and looked like aviators from the 1940s. The jackets were fabric that we found in an Army surplus store (although I replaced mine with a leather jacket after it was stolen in Peru). Now, we wore flip-up, full-face helmets with ventilation and perforated jackets that allowed the air to flow through.

As Dave said, “…riding in 100-degree weather. That’s not too bad if you are moving and if you soak your shirt. A wet shirt, with the vents of your riding gear open, acts like an old-fashioned swamp cooler. It makes riding in real heat tolerable.”
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Riding gear in 1963—I purchased a leather jacket after my fabric jacket was stolen.
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Modern motorcycle apparel.

2 The tank bag sits on the gas tank and is easily accessible to the rider, nearly resting in his or her lap. The tank bag has a clear plastic window on top that is normally used to put a map and is easily readable by the rider. Sometimes handwritten directions or notes are inserted there for easy reference, and if the zipper or Velcro is not secured, the contents can fly away while moving down the road.
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Our target for the day was León, Nicaragua, only 116 miles for the day. It was a good thing we left early since we knew we had a border crossing. Although the road was paved, it was a landscape of immense potholes that required constant vigilance for fear of denting a rim, particularly when the shade of a tree crossed the road. It took us longer than we had assumed to reach the border. Once again we had the hoard of “fixers” and “helpers” that tugged on our sleeves as we weaved our way through the customs process. In the end it was not too bad, clearing our entry into Nicaragua in only three hours.

We wanted to have a short riding day because this was Super Bowl Sunday. We arranged to have a room at the Best Western in León, hopefully in plenty of time to catch the kickoff. What we had not planned was that several of us did not follow our own “rules of the road” and got separated on the outskirts of town. It took a few hours to round one another up and find our way to the hotel. We made it just in time to watch the entire game. The Denver Broncos beat the San Francisco 49ers 34-31.

Leaving León, we headed south toward Managua, the capital of Nicaragua. On this trip we attempted, whenever possible, to avoid the large major cities. The congestion, pollution, and noise were things we had no stomach for. In an effort to avoid the big city, we veered off of the Pan-American Highway for a road that skirted the coast. As it happens, this was the road that Dave and I took fifty years ago. In the meantime, they had built a new highway bypassing the old one, which showed on our maps as being paved. Wrong! It was dirt, and rough dirt in places, and brought back strong recollections of what that first trip was like. Ruts, potholes, washboard surfaces, and sections that had been washed out by flash floods. Ah, the memories.

We did eventually end up that day on the outskirts of Managua after having a hard time keeping the group together. Deby was held up by traffic, and as a result was passed by a couple of riders from Seattle that we knew. Tad Haas and Gaila Guttierez had been motorcycling through Central America for nine months. Donn had been keeping in touch occasionally with Tad through the internet and we knew that they were somewhere in Nicaragua, or close to it. And it was purely by accident that they happened to pass by us at an intersection as we were trying to regroup with Deby. We knew Tad and Gaila also as customers, as they had purchased their motorcycles from Ride West (our Seattle dealership) and had the bikes serviced there. Small world.
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Our adventure continued with one of those frustrating days that just happen on a trip like this. We got a late start due to a prolonged goodbye to Tad and Gaila; my bike went over at moderate speed as I stupidly used my front brake, trying to plow through a pile of sand; Dave dented his front rim when he hit one of the massive potholes that was hidden in shadows; our group got separated at a busy traffic circle and it took more than half an hour to regroup. Then we got to the Nicaragua-Costa Rica border and set a new record, as it took four and a half hours to get across. At the risk of repetition, it was an exercise in incompetent officials, stamps, copies, signatures, buildings blocks apart, insurance, vehicle documents, and more copies.

Once back on the road in Costa Rica, it did not take long for us to notice the difference in the atmosphere and relative prosperity of the surroundings. The affluence of Costa Rica over other countries we had traveled through in Central America was striking. Even the shanties were more substantial. There is less “life alongside the road,” fewer small stands, and fewer people hanging out as well. And the permeating smell had mostly disappeared.

It did not strike me until the disappearance of the smell, that Mexico and Central America seem to have an odor peculiar to the region, at least in those “off the beaten path” locales, away from the tourist areas. This distinctive smell occasionally flooded me with nostalgia from the trip years ago. Just as sights and sounds, the sense of smell aroused experiences from years past.

The first night in Costa Rica we ended up in Tamarino, a small town on the coast that is considered by many as the Cancún of the country. No need for Spanish here, as there were young gringos everywhere, hauling their surfboards under their arms down the sidewalk. We had to catch up on emails, do wash, and shop for a few things, so we spent the next day in town. A few observations: Costa Rica is expensive, matching U.S. prices, but oddly enough the exchange rate is 500 to 1. A fancy hotel in the middle of town started at $212 per night for a garden view. Condos, not even waterfront, start at $250,000.

Rather than backtrack on the paved road to the Pan-American Highway, we elected to take a road south from Tamarino that looked reasonable and would save considerable miles. Dirt and hard-packed gravel created some of the most severe washboard surfaces we had encountered, but it was doable.

More dangerous were the dump trucks that plied this particular road. They owned the road and had absolutely no regard for us at all. See one coming at you and you better be prepared to shift off to the side of the road for they were swerving to avoid the plentiful potholes, and if you happened to be where they were headed — good luck. It was a time for concentration.

We were headed into the highlands, to the recreation area around Volcan Arenal, a tourist area with upscale hotels and restaurants, all advertising in English. We ended up at a hotel at the high end of our usual tastes, but the pickings were slim for rooms and no one complained.

“Back at the hotel,” Dave noted, “I was getting ready to nap when Keith said, ‘There’s a walk down to a waterfall that I think I’ll do.’ Good buddy that I am, we both set off. About 10 minutes into the hike, at a sign that said something to the effect of ‘not really a trail, do this at your own risk,’ it was obvious that this little jaunt was going to be more serious than the previous one [earlier that day].

“Keith, it turns out, has a contentious streak in him that would not let him turn back. Good buddy that I am (make that old and foolish), I followed. I followed for 30 minutes of nearly straight down, root-to-root, rock-to-rock. Keith kept saying, ‘What have I got us into?’”

In retrospect, no way should a couple of old guys have been there on that near-cliff face. Once at the bottom, we elected to take the nearly eight-mile hike back rather than attempt that again. After a couple of miles, we reached a paved road and, amazingly, two guys in a van picked us up. They were from Oregon City, Oregon, nearly Dave’s neighbor.

Another observation is that we kept running into enclaves of Americans, and some Canadians, so far through Central America. Our first trip was just us and the locals. Occasionally we would happen upon an English speaker, but they were few and far between. Of course, access to these towns, even along the Pan-American Highway, was hard to get to then. Now, the roads are paved, airports are operating, and the tourist areas have been discovered.

Leaving Arenal, we headed to San Jose, the capital of Costa Rica, and managed to fight our way through the city traffic.

Fifty years ago, we had intended to spend a few days in San José and get caught up on our sleep and health, but as we approached the city, Volcan Irazu was spewing ash and covering the city like a blanket. So we powered on through.

An excerpt from the book “Moto Raid” detailed the Pan-American Highway leaving San José toward Panama:

“The road really began to deteriorate. At times, it was like driving through a narrow rock quarry, with loose rocks making up the roadbed. The tires on the bikes would roll off the sides of the rocks, bouncing the machines from one rock to another. The road turned from good to bad to awful. We traveled for ten hours and covered slightly over 100 miles.” And then it began to rain and all of that dirt turned to mud.

We had reached the highest point in Central America at just under 11,000 feet. At the summit was a restaurant that was closed, but after our pounding on the door the proprietor let us in. He was probably sorry for us since we were wet, muddy, cold, and not in the best of moods. Over hot coffee he managed to cheer us up and this restaurant became one of those special places that we always remembered.

While in the restaurant drying out, we heard a roar outside that sounded familiar, so we opened the door to see what was going on. Pulling into the parking lot were two brothers who both lived in the Los Angeles area. John was riding a Harley Davidson 650 (which was making the roar) and Bill was on a Honda 305. They were dripping wet and anxious to get dried out as well.

John and Bill knew of two riders that had preceded them on the road and had heard stories about us. Since they were traveling faster than we were, they thought they might catch us at some point. They only had a month off from work and were in a hurry to get to Panama, where they would turn around and head back. They were already well behind schedule and were concerned about keeping their jobs. We ended up forming a friendship and traveling to Panama City with them.3

So on this second trip, we were anxious to see if the restaurant was still there. The road to the summit was nicely paved this time, and the weather was good, with only a little fog at the top. And rounding the bend there it was. Dave got to talking to the owner and found out that the old restaurant stood for about 40 years before it burned to the ground, at which time they rebuilt. This new restaurant was in a slightly different place and was surrounded by a small grocery and a gift shop. Nonetheless, memories of that miserable day 50 years ago flooded back, and we had a good time reminiscing about that episode so long ago.

The road was wonderful after leaving the summit: up, down, twist, turn, repeat, and I wondered why Costa Rica was so more advanced than the countries to its north and if the other countries will ever get their act together.
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The restaurant at the summit in Costa Rica, which is the highest point in Central America.

3 In 2008, Bill wandered into our dealership in Seattle and reintroduced himself to me. He had read a copy of Moto Raid, about our 1963 trip, and realized that he and his brother John were mentioned in it and he wanted to reconnect. Unfortunately, his brother John passed away a few years prior, but not before he read the book as well. We had a nice conversation that afternoon.
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Upon our departure from San Diego on January 10, we had said that we wanted to be in Panama by the end of the first month on the road, and on February 10 we crossed the border. This time we used the help of a very unobtrusive “helper” and were able to clear customs into Panama in only two hours. The roads were good with reasonable speed limits, and we recalled that 50 years ago the roads were good as well. Then, with the U.S. in control of the Panama Canal, our country constructed good roads to support the strong military presence there.

We did, however, encounter our first corruption. It was carnival time in Panama, and we had been warned that there would be a strong police presence on the highway. Sure enough, it seemed as though there was a motorcycle cop every few miles tucked in behind trees along the side of the road.

The first one we came across tagged Michael for doing about 65 in a 50 mph zone. He was adamant that a ticket would cost $100 but could be fixed on the spot for $20. So $20 later, Michael was back on the road. Not much farther and Dave was pulled over. The cop explained that the government could not even afford motorcycle gloves for the officers and he wanted Dave’s. Somehow Dave managed to draw the line and avoid a fine.

We got to Panama City on Monday and the carnival continued, which meant that roads all over town were closed and businesses were shuttered until at least Wednesday.

Donn, Michael, and I created a comedy of errors trying to navigate this patchwork of closed streets. Wrong way on one-way streets, jumping curbs, and making illegal U-turns finally got us back to the hotel.
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Walking around Panama City can be hazardous to your health.

On a stroll around town that evening, I nearly tumbled into an open hole in the sidewalk. I got to thinking about what a disaster something like this would be in one of our major cities with people staring at their cell phones while walking around.

We took a few days enjoying the area, venturing out to the Panama Canal to watch the ships go through, and we realized that, other than a new visitor center, the locks had not changed much in the intervening 50 years.

Panama was originally a part of Colombia, but became independent through revolution in 1903, thanks to U.S. intervention because Colombia rejected the idea of a canal across the isthmus. France had first attempted to build the canal in the 1880s and failed. The U.S. took over the project and completed the canal in 1914. Actually, it is a series of two parallel sets of locks on both sides of the isthmus, Atlantic and Pacific sides.
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The Panama Canal in 1963. One lock was drained every five years for two weeks for maintenance.
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The Panama Canal in 2013. A new canal is being built adjacent to this one.

Upon completion, the U.S. controlled a ten-mile wide swath of property 50 miles across the middle of the country. Over the decades this became a point of increasing tension, and on December 31, 1999, the U.S. ceded control of the canal to the Panamanians. Since the new tankers, container ships, and cruise lines are building even bigger ships, a third set of locks is under construction to accommodate them and should be completed by 2020.

“Fifty years ago, we did get the insider’s tour with the lock master, who was a motorcycle rider and took us under his wing,” Dave recalled. “We’re not such a big deal these days.”

Then, we spent two weeks in Panama City getting the bikes repaired, healing ourselves and arranging for passage to South America. In the meantime, we got to know Joe Young, the lock master, and his wife Connie. They had lived in the Canal Zone for many years and introduced us to the highlights of Panama City, including the very sleazy subculture.

The Panama Canal had ships from all over the world making passage and often the ships had to wait several days before crossing the isthmus. When the merchant sailors got off the ship and into town they were looking for all sorts of entertainment, which meant lots of drinking, whoring, fighting and other nasty pastimes.

The Panama Canal is a 48-mile long man made waterway that connects the Atlantic and Pacific oceans. Prior to this canal, ships had to “Round the Horn,” of the southern tip of South America. It was a long and dangerous navigation. Ships are raised 85 feet from sea level through a series of locks. The Gatún locks are on the Atlantic side; the Miraflores locks are on the Pacific side. Joe Young was the lock master of the Miraflores locks and took us on a private, extended tour of the locks, and we happened to visit at an interesting time.

The locks are a set of two parallel locks. One lock fills with water, raising a ship while the parallel lock loses water, lowering a ship. The water is transferred through huge tunnels in the concrete sides of the locks. The chambers of the locks are enormous, 973 feet in length (the length of three football fields), and 106 feet wide.

Every five years they would drain the parallel locks for two weeks, one at a time so that traffic could still be maintained, although at half-speed. With one of the locks empty of water, we were able to visit the floor of the lock, as well as the tunnels on either side that pumped the water into and out of the locks. It was a half-day tour and absolutely fascinating.

A missing link in the Pan-American Highway, which runs from Alaska to the tip of South America, is the Darien Gap, which separates Panama from Colombia. It is a 60-mile section of dense forest, swampland, and steep canyons that only a few have traversed. Many call the Darien Gap the densest jungle in the world. Road building has been attempted on several occasions but abandoned because of natural physical barriers and environmental concerns.

Donn did some research and came up with this list of today’s dangers in the Darien Gap: “Tough, nasty jungle with plenty of disagreeable wildlife, impenetrable swamps, crazed drug traffickers, pissed off guerillas, greedy kidnappers (all of the guys mentioned above), paranoid government police, and no marked trails.” Therefore, one must get around the Darien Gap by other means.

In 1963, Dave and I had our bikes hoisted onto a cargo ship. As the only passengers, we boarded on the Atlantic side of the canal, traversed it and sailed on to Buenaventura, Colombia, on the Pacific side. We again hoisted the bikes, this time off the ship, onto the dock.
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Arriving in South America in 1963.
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Arriving in South America in 2013.

This time was different. We had heard of a car ferry that operated between Colón, on the Atlantic side of the canal, and Cartagena, Venezuela, which would have been perfect, but for unknown reasons had been discontinued. Not having any luck with finding a ship or boat that could take us to either Venezuela or Colombia, we chose to fly the bikes air transport.

Actually, it worked out pretty well, except for the timing. The freight forwarding company for the bikes wanted us to drop them off at 4:00 PM, and then we would continue on to the main terminal for our passenger flight, which left at 6:30 PM. To be on the safe side we arrived with the bikes at noon. You can guess –– the paperwork started flying, stamps came out, we got shuttled from one building to another, and traffic around the airport was a disaster. We just barely made it to our flight on time. Incidentally, the bikes cost twice the amount we paid for our personal tickets.
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Welcome to South America,” Dave and I had said to each other 50 years ago as we stepped off the ship and set foot in Buenaventura, Colombia. Then, the drug era was in its infancy and although Colombia was already known as a source of cocaine, years would pass before its worldwide reputation for sin and vice would develop. We understood that an armed insurgency by rebel factions was developing and that Colombia was becoming a dangerous place. It was time for caution for we knew that we would be riding through the jungles and mountains of this country for some time.

The people of Colombia had had enough, and by the early 2000s, the guerrillas were demobilized and the armed conflict subsided. Today, Colombia is no longer the major cocaine producer in the world and is developing as an important energy sector. Its economy is improving and its people are returning to a sense of peace and relative prosperity.

“Welcome to South America,” the six of us said to each other as we stepped off the plane in Bogotá, Colombia. We had arranged to be in Bogotá for four days, primarily because the bikes needed service. Plus, Dave was familiar with the city, since he had spent five weeks here the prior year, and there were people to see, things to do, and places to go.

It always takes a few days to get used to the local currency in any new country and Colombia was no different, a challenge even. The exchange rate was 1,800 Colombian pesos to the dollar, so we each took out a cool half-million pesos to get us through the next few days. Spending bills of 50,000 for a purchase took some getting used to.

On our first trip, Dave and I missed Bogotá altogether because we docked in Buenaventura and traveled from there directly to Cali, Colombia. So once again, on this recent trip we were experiencing some new sights not seen on the earlier trip.

We found Bogotá to be a wonderful city, modern, with a system of pedestrian and bike paths that the people actually use. The people are physically fit, with little obesity or smoking, and are over-the-top fashion conscious. Walking down the street it is obvious why so many Colombian women end up in the finals for Miss Universe.

The bikes arrived at the freight terminal a day after we did and off we went to retrieve them. We had hoped that the South American’s customs process would improve over that of Central America. This didn’t happen. Once again it was a frustrating four and a half hours being shuttled from office to office getting the bikes, and us, entered into the country.

In 1963, we observed that the customs process seemed to be much easier in the large cities. The officials were more accomplished, had many more people to process, and had less chance for extortion because of people waiting in line.

Not anymore. We found the incompetence to be equally distributed.

The third major difference in the two trips were the bikes themselves. Our 1958 BMW R50s were carbureted bikes that both had about 30,000 miles on them when we bought them. They had kick starters, as electronic starters were not yet in vogue. They had not yet developed panniers for the bikes, so Dave and I had to custom make them. We knew that windshields would get destroyed on that first trip so we did not use them. And they had spoke wheels with tubed tires, which we had to occasionally change on the road. The clutch was activated with cables and the fuel barely filtered. But those bikes were workhorses and we were often able to make repairs ourselves.
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The 1958 BMW R50’s were workhorses that we could work on ourselves in the wild.

[image: images]

The 2013 BMW F800GS was a reliable, technological marvel.

The modern BMWs are powerful, comfortable, and technologically wonderful. They have tubeless tires with electronic starters, custom locking panniers, heavy-duty suspensions, fuel injection, and an array of electronic indicators to tell the rider when something with the bike’s performance needs to be addressed. What a difference!

The issue with these newer bikes, though, is that if they develop a major problem in the wild it is very difficult to fix them. However, ingenious solutions often can be figured out.

We had intended all along to get the bikes serviced in Bogotá. The BMW dealership was a “combination” store, in that it sold and serviced both BMW cars and motorcycles, and was a nice facility, similar to those seen in the States. We had assumed that they would not have sprockets and chains for our bikes, so we had them sent from Ride West in Seattle. And, of course, when we arrived they were there — somewhere. Hence, one of the reasons we were in Bogotá for four days. They said the bikes would be ready by 10:00 AM. Not! But we were finally on the road by 12:30.

After our lazy days in Panama City and another four days of city life in Bogotá, we were anxious to get back in the saddle again. But leaving town was tortuous, a matter of surviving the traffic. It was a slow, stop-and-go crawl with every driver seemingly trying to push us off the road. Cutting people off and crowding you out is part of the game.

At one point, a minibus, at slow speed, merged into me and with nowhere for me to go, nudged my right pannier. My back tire slid about six inches across the road. I could not tip over because I was pinned between the minibus and a car to my right. It’s kind of odd when your motorcycle is upright all by itself, held in position by a vehicle on either side.

We had heard horror stories of a road referred to as “The Line,” which we would be riding about a day out of Bogotá. The road was murder, we were told, with twists and turns, and lots of elevation changes. Rain had been falling and the roadway was slippery with oil and diesel.

Dave described the road as, “The route is infamous for a 50-mile stretch known as The Line, presumably because it is nothing but a line of trucks creeping uphill and downhill and around tortuous turns at about 5 mph. On the tight turns, kids station themselves to warn oncoming traffic that a truck is swinging wide to make the turn. Grateful drivers then throw a few coins to the kids.

“The road crosses the western range of the Andes at 10,000 feet but you don’t have time to notice because your concentrating on passing trucks. Because they are almost standing still, it is possible to do that on a motorcycle. I know I passed several hundred today, sometimes ten at a time. The scenery is breathtaking with deep, sharp gorges. We managed to get through in less than 3 hours. From there the road was pretty good, but we had some serious rain for the first time since we left.”

After traversing The Line, our group split up for a few days. Jim and I wanted to head to Cali, Colombia and experience a zip line, one that billed itself as one of the highest and longest in the Americas. The rest of the group headed the opposite direction for a few days to a coffee plantation.

Jim is a very accomplished rider. In 2006 and 2007, he spent a year riding, on his BMW, the entire perimeter of South America. The next year he took eight months to ride around the world; then ten weeks in Australia and New Zealand, followed by three weeks in Egypt, and then our three and a half month excursion.

Even with all of this, he met his nemesis in Cali, Colombia. Driving through this town was a complete disaster. Without Donn and his GPS, we got horribly lost. We thought we would be okay because our hotel was the highest building in Cali, but that did not seem to help. Once again we had to pay a cab driver to lead us to the hotel. Every time we ventured out we could not find our way back.

We thought we had seen the worst traffic imaginable in the other cities we had been through. Not even close! Cali, according to Jim, holds the worldwide trophy. There was absolutely no regard for the other drivers on the road. Drivers beware, I’m coming through, and “just plow on” seemed to be the rule of the road here.

Returning to the hotel, I needed to make a right-hand turn from one street to another. I was slowly approaching the intersection, blinker light on, when a bus decided he wanted my piece of real estate. So he just pushed into my lane, forcing me against the curb. I had nowhere to go. As he pushed against my left pannier and handlebar, I bailed off the bike onto the sidewalk.

The question is, why would the city embed a steel pipe at the edge of the curb for no apparent reason? I found the pipe with my right leg and thought I had broken it, but Jim determined it to be a bad bruise with lots of swelling. My bike was tossed up onto the sidewalk by the bus, but no real harm done, other than some scrapes and scratches.

The zip line was interesting, but getting to it was even more so. It normally operated only on weekends and holidays but Diego, a son of the family that owned it, agreed to operate it just for us that weekday. The zip line was about 30 miles from the hotel and Diego, knowing we would have trouble finding it, agreed to meet us at the hotel so we could follow his truck.

Diego said, “9:00 AM sharp at the hotel lobby.” A little after 10:00 he arrived and explained that he meant Latin time, which apparently gives an hour leeway in any circumstance.

The zip line was down a two-track dirt road that plowed through a heavy jungle canopy, with several tributary turnoffs. There were no signs directing visitors to the location, so we were unsure how they managed to attract customers. But once there, we were impressed with the beautiful home, along with a restaurant and pool underneath the line. It was all it was billed to be: long and high over the jungle canopy.

Even better were Diego, his brother, and his Mom, who fixed us a wonderful lunch. Every time we had encounters with the local people, we found them to be delightful, joking all of the time and fun loving, extremely family oriented, and dedicated to their community. Diego and his family were certainly no exception.

The other group of four enjoyed their stay at the coffee plantation, and Deby told us we missed a few wonderful meals. So everyone had a good time.

Prior to splitting up, we had agreed to meet a few days later at an intersection well south of Cali, and after a few initial misses we caught up with one another. We had been warned that the road south of our reunion was very dangerous and we absolutely should not be on the road after 5:00 PM, as the bad guys (the drug lords) own the road at night. So we left in plenty of time to make the passage. Except for one thing.

Some sections of the Pan-American Highway throughout Central and South America consist of toll roads. In some countries, motorcycles have to pay the fee just as all other vehicles. In other countries, however, motorcycles are allowed a free pass via a narrow passageway to the right side of the tollbooth.

Donn, Deby, Jim, and Michael led the way and powered by the side of the tollbooth just fine. For some unexplained reason, there was a large concrete abutment adjacent to the tollbooth that restricted the passage, and although the other four passed safely, Dave managed to plow into the concrete block with his left pannier, ripping it from the bike and exploding the contents all over the side of the road. I was directly behind him and remember it in slow motion, with tools, riding gear and underwear flying everywhere.

Dave and I pulled to the side of the road and collected the contents and what was left of the aluminum pannier. Actually, it was intact but severely bent. Michael had seen what had happened in his rearview mirror and pulled over as well. The other three riders were far enough down the road that they could not turn around on this one-way stretch of divided highway.

Dave, Michael, and I did what we could. We pounded the pannier back into some semblance of its original configuration and, with the help of my Monster Tape, managed to strap it back onto his bike. An hour later we caught up with the rest of the group and headed on down the highway.

“At the hotel there was extensive consultation over beer about what to do,” Dave remembers. “Keith was sure we could beat the pannier back into shape. Donn gave some engineering perspective and Jim some surgical advice. After due consideration, I stood on the box and beat at it with a hammer. It must have been good advice, or maybe the beer, but we did get the pannier squared up enough to be usable. All part of adventure motorcycling.”

This was to be our last night in Colombia, and over dinner, the group cogitated about how such a marvelous, beautiful country could be under siege for 50 years. But then, the ruggedness and remoteness of areas of the country, along with the natural attributes of the environment conducive to growing cocaine, made for the perfect combination. And, of course, a weak political system and rampant corruption completed the picture. We lamented the past and were encouraged by what we saw for the future here.
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Crossing into Ecuador was easy compared to what we had experienced. The officials on both the Colombia and Ecuador side were organized and helpful. We had two in our group who did not have the proper insurance forms for entry, but the officials worked with us and we got it worked out. One and a half hours was all we needed to cross into Ecuador.

While at the border we met Patrick, an American, who was riding his bicycle from Alaska to Patagonia. He had been on the road for nearly a year and hoped to complete his journey in another six months. Originally, his girlfriend accompanied him on her own bicycle but had a nasty fall in Mexico and had to abandon the trip, so Patrick was continuing on his own. And we thought we were doing something special!

Fifty years ago, Ecuador was a footnote to us. We had few pleasant recollections of the country and did not have much to say about it at the time. There was squalor and filth everywhere, particularly in the cities. Sanitation and electricity were absent in many areas. Every time we stopped on the bikes, we were mobbed by kids wanting handouts. The adults were not accommodating to us, primarily ignoring or shunning us.

We even missed the equator. We knew about where the monument should be but it was so overgrown with weeds and vines that we drove right past without seeing it. And the roads were awful. Not since Costa Rica when we climbed to the highest point in Central America in the rain had we seen such deplorable roads.
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The Pan-American highway in 1963 was mostly dirt. Notice the rider in the upper middle left. We rode five minutes apart because of the dust.
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The Pan-American highway in 2013 was mostly paved.

So we did not quite know what to expect on this recent trip. And wow, were we pleasantly surprised. Like our experience at the border, we found the people to be helpful and engaging. We did notice right away a difference in the appearance of the populace from that in Colombia. In Ecuador, the skin color was darker, and the native facial and body features predominated.

Everything was different for us this time. The roads were wonderful, with nice pavement and good signage. Many of the roads, however, had absolutely no shoulder, just a curb. If you needed to pull off the road for a problem, or a picture, there was nowhere to stop. But the riding was delightful. The road would twist and turn, climb to 12,000 feet then descend to 4,000, back up to 8,000 and down to 2,000. On and on, with curve after curve, well-marked with good surfaces. What a delight.

As we ascended and descended we experienced a variety of weather and temperatures. Rain, fog, humid steam, hot, cold, and brilliant sunlight. This is what makes motorcycling so pleasurable: you don’t just see nature and the environment, you feel it. All the while leaning into right and left turns, accelerating and slowing and testing your limits.

We liked this country. People were friendly, hotels were good, traffic was more civilized, and the currency was the U.S. dollar. The country was clean without the piles of trash alongside the road. Pricing for food and lodging was about what one would pay in the U.S., although fuel was cheap by our standards at the time. And the scenery was spectacular through the Andes.

We were about halfway on this trip, day 47 of a 100-day trip and 6,500 miles into our 16,000-mile journey. Most of the group started north of the 45th parallel and we were headed for 40-degrees south latitude, and we were at the equator.

In 1963, Dave and I were aware that we were close to the equator and we assumed that there would be a monument at the exact location. We never saw one. When we stopped to talk we realized that we had both noticed a large area of brambles in the road about ten miles back. Someone later told us that there was a monument buried in there.

This time, Dave and I were determined to stop at the monument and take a picture. Interestingly, a few in the group drove by it and did not notice they had missed it until they realized we had stopped, so they had to go back. The monument was a concrete globe of the world about five feet in diameter and placed off to the west side of the road. Had we not known to look for it we would have passed it as well.
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The equator. Keith is in the southern hemisphere, Dave the northern hemisphere.

Michael was the “loner” in our group. He would occasionally like to charge ahead and let us catch up with him later in the day, which worked out well since we all had our own style and his was aggressive. Today he took off on his own for what we thought would be a couple of weeks. His fiancé, Dee Dee, was flying into Cuzco4 in two weeks to visit Machu Picchu with him, and he wanted to make sure he made it in time. So now it was down to the five of us.

Traveling by motorcycle is a wonderful experience. New sights, sounds, and smells that engulf the rider, particularly when everything is good and things are working well. But just as enlightening are those things you notice that are not so good, or could use some work. So halfway through this trip our group made some observations.

Hotels: It’s interesting that someone would go to the expense to build a hotel and not put a sign on the outside to let potential customers know that it was a place to stay. A few times on this trip, we knew a hotel was somewhere and finally someone had to point it out to us. And then why not build it right? No soap tray in the shower so bending over became routine. No light over the sink so putting in contact lenses or shaving was a challenge. And in many cases, no hot water. A few hotels did not even have toilet seats, so sit on the rim at your own risk. In some hotels, the desk clerk had to unlock the door for you each time as they did not have room keys for the customers. And sometimes hotels with 40 or more rooms would have just us as customers. The coffee in the rooms, and most restaurants, was always instant or freeze dried, offered in pencil-like sleeves.

Roads: Although the roads have improved substantially from our first experience, they still need a lot of improvement to adequately handle commerce. Even the good sections of highway would often be followed by very poor sections, with dirt, chuckholes and washboard surfaces for miles. We wondered why they could not just connect the good sections. No shoulders. Broken down vehicles were left abandoned in the middle of the road or pushed part way off to the side of the road. There were topas and túmulos (speed bumps) everywhere, sometimes in the middle of nowhere. Speed-sign changes appeared for no apparent reason. And of particular annoyance, absolutely no street or directional signs in towns.

Restaurants: People are not in a hurry in Latin America, and particularly not at restaurants. What we would call the dinner hour starts at 8:00 or 9:00 PM, and often the doors are not unlocked until that time. Once seated, do not be in a hurry. Service is slow, and particularly when requesting the check. And for some reason, no one ever has change if you want to pay in cash. Sometimes our server would have to cross the street to the gas station to get change. With six of us, the servers often had a difficult time keeping things straight, so we would accept the dishes and sort them out after being served. And in even the finest restaurants, the TV is always on. Always. And usually turned to a soap opera.

Other Observations: Houses and buildings often have rebar sticking out of the sides or tops of concrete walls. Banks do not normally loan money to constituents for mortgages or home-building projects. Therefore, a family builds what they can with the money they have. As the family grows or more money becomes available, they add on a room or two, and they already have the rebar in place to start that next wall. Unfortunately, most of the rebar you see in these cases is well past the rust stage as that next step was never reached.

Many areas of these countries have no sewer system or garbage disposal service, hence the smells are awful. Mix that with fish left in the sun too long for a potent nasal cocktail. One of the reasons for garbage everywhere is a total lack of garbage cans, even in the cities. Finding a place to put a candy wrapper usually meant a pants pocket.
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Lunch of sardines and soda in 1963.
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Lunch in 2013.

I always like to start my morning with a cup of coffee and a banana. Interestingly, I seldom could find a banana worth eating. They were usually small and over-ripe. One would think that good bananas would be abundant in the tropics of South America, but I guess they export the good ones to us.

These observations are the kinds of things that make traveling interesting. And we were enjoying every minute of this trip. We could have ridden in Ecuador for months without tiring of it. We decided that if we wanted to travel as we are accustomed to at home, we should stay in the States.

As Dave explained, “We were above 10,000 feet for much of the day, reaching close to 12,000. The road was almost perfect for motorcycling, with a smooth surface, wide and well-marked, and very little traffic. The scenery in the high valley between the two ranges of the Andes continues to be like a scene from a fairy tale. In short, it doesn’t get much better for a riding experience.”

4 Cuzco is the original spelling for the city; Cusco is also an accepted spelling
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Dropping down out of the Andes, we crossed into Peru near the coast and returned to the 100-plus degree weather. Once again, we suffered through a lengthy border crossing. The customs office was a converted shipping container, and the only relief from the heat was a fan the officer had directed at his desk. At least there were no “fixers” at this crossing to bother us.

Crossing the border into Peru from Ecuador was a startling difference. Trash and garbage along the side of the road and the familiar smells, prior to Ecuador, reappeared. The small towns we passed through were scruffy, and the slum sections of the towns were much larger than we had seen so far on this trip.

As we dropped in altitude to the hot, sticky flats of the Desierto de Sechura in Northern Peru, I reflected back to 1963. It appeared as though not much had changed here in 50 years. The smells were reminiscent of that time, and I remember thinking that certain areas had peculiar smells unique to the area. This particular region was, and still is, a poor region rich in guano from pelicans, prized as a nitrate fertilizer. Now vast fish meal “farms” made an unforgettable odor for mile after mile.

The shantytowns, constructed of cardboard, tin, sticks and plywood looked the same, still without water, sewers or electricity, and the lack of commerce still prevailed. And yet I got a jolt of nostalgia that put a huge smile on my face. It just seemed right.

So far on this trip, the hotels we stayed in were adequate; that is, they had a bed, a bath, and the essentials for getting a night’s sleep and getting cleaned up in the morning. Every once in a while we splurged on a nicer room with a view or a pool.
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The shantytowns are as they were in 1963, without water, electricity or sewer.
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Tough way to live—the Atacama 2013.

In 1963, while staying in Panama City, Dave and I learned of a one-level hotel that catered to an hourly clientele and offered complete privacy. A discriminating “guest” could entertain someone in a room without being detected. We had understood that this was the first of its kind for complete discretion.

So on this recent trip, when we saw signs for “auto hotels,” we understood what they were. Typically, an armed guard watches over the entrance to a large, walled compound with about 30 garage doors. Each garage is attached to a small, sparsely appointed room with one double bed. Once inside, a guest can arrange for a companion. At some, food is served through a slot in the front door. Complete privacy and secrecy. The room fee is generally paid by the hour.
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Dave passing an auto hotel in 2013.

We assumed that at some point we would need to stay at one of these. One day we were hot, tired and had no luck in finding a hotel when we got to a town large enough to have one. But on the outskirts of town was Coco’s Suites, an auto hotel. It worked out well, because it was one time that we all had individual rooms to ourselves, was inexpensive at around $30 for the night, and was clean (a necessary requirement in these establishments).

We needed cash, as not all gas stations, hotels, and restaurants took credit cards. ATM machines were not easy to find. Banks opened late, closed early, and often closed for siesta in the heat of the day.

Leaving our auto hotel the next morning, we drove through town looking for an ATM. With confusing traffic, few road signs, and limited Spanish we found ourselves on a street that for some reason was off limits to motorcycles. And the local cop pulled us over. Little harm done though, as we feigned our lack of Spanish and all had a good laugh.

This episode got me to thinking of the difficulty that Dave and I had dealing with money on the 1963 trip. ATMs were not yet invented, banks were few and far between and epitomized the term “bankers’ hours.” Banks accepted travelers’ checks and not everyone took dollars. But we worked it out.

In 1963, Dave and I powered through the desert of Northern Peru. The road was rough pavement, straight as an arrow, and fast for us at the time. We were anxious to get to Lima as we were both feeling a little woozy. We had experienced attacks of dysentery since entering Mexico and were fearful that another bout was in our immediate future. Sure enough, Dave got it first, lasting nearly a week, then as he slowly recovered, I was attacked. Fortunately, we managed to get a cheap room in Lima with its own bathroom. I doubt anyone ever used that room again!

Dysentery was a major concern of ours on that earlier trip. The problem was that bottled water had not yet been developed. I guess it was crazy at the time for a company to think that people would pay good money for water. Yet Coca Cola and Pepsi were available everywhere. But we could not live on soft drinks alone, and so we did our best to purify the water we did drink. It did not always work. Our purification system was a good one, but the filthy water overpowered the apparatus. Our case of dysentery in Lima may have coined the phrase, “At first you are afraid you are going to die, and then you are afraid you are not.”

Back then, in our haste to get to Lima, we passed a couple of interesting historical sites. Perhaps they had not been developed enough for tourists, or we were not paying attention. This time, we took a couple of days to explore these sites.

Huaca de la Luna (temple of the moon) and Huaca del Sol (temple of the sun) was the site of the capital of the Moche culture from roughly 100 to 900 AD. Huaca de la Luna was primarily a religious and ceremonial site and contains some burials. It is the smaller and better preserved of the sites and has yielded substantial archeological information. Huaca del Sol was the administrative, military, and residential areas. The brick and mud structures here allowed a population of about 10,000 people at the height of its civilization.

In 900 AD, in close proximity to these two shrines, the capital of the Chimor empire became Chan Chan, which developed into the largest pre-Colombian empire in South America, and remained so until 1470 when it was incorporated into the Inca Empire. In the 17th century, the Spanish conquistadores partially looted and destroyed these sites and they deteriorated over the following centuries.

Today, excavation work continues at these sites and museums, where the impressive pottery of the time is highlighted.
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The desert of northern Peru in 1963.
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The desert of northern Peru in 2013.

This part of the world is desert — hot, dry, and desolate — and the Pan-American Highway here is flat and straight, but beautiful in its simplicity. The vast vistas of sand dunes and hills with sharp features and subtle coloring make for exquisite panoramas. The day after visiting the ruins, our intention was to explore the Cañón del Pato, which is a road we had heard about many times on this trip. We had difficulty finding the road because our maps did not agree on where it started, and the GPS was of no help. Once on the right track, we traversed the first 30 miles on pavement, then the road turned to dirt and headed up into the mountains through the difficult section of the canyon, with the very dark water of the Rio Santa rushing from the Andes to the sea. Looking up the canyon into the towering mountains ahead was a stunning view, and thoughts passed through my mind of what this road would offer over the next 50 miles.

“Roughly 20 miles into the dirt section, we see an adventure bike riding towards us,” Donn recalled. “I can tell from the distance that it’s a big BMW with panniers, as it gets closer I notice it’s yellow, and as it gets even closer the rider has a red helmet. Could it be????? Sure enough it’s our sixth rider, Michael, riding towards us! Michael left us a few days earlier to get to Cuzco a few days before us. What was he doing here? Why was he going the wrong direction? We found out that he got an early start into the canyon and rode almost to the end where it connects with the main road and a bridge had been washed out so he had to turn around. Bummer!

[image: images]

We met Mike returning from the end of Cañón del Pato.

The good news was that his misadventure probably saved us four hours of riding the dirt road in and out. The bad news was that we missed the best part of Duck Canyon that was beyond the bridge. Personally, I was really disappointed because Cañón del Pato was high on my list of things not to miss in Peru.”

Now we were six again, and ended up staying that night in the same hotel that Michael had stayed in the previous night. And once again this large hotel had only a few occupants besides our group. In the parking lot of the hotel, we spotted another BMW R1200GS motorcycle, and later on that evening, we saw a fellow sitting in a lounge area with riding boots and a motorcycle jacket thrown on the back of the couch. Upon approaching him to introduce ourselves, I could not help but notice the brightly colored t-shirt he was wearing with “South Sound Motorcycles” lettered across the chest.

Small world: I am the president of South Sound Motorcycles and my wife, Ann, owns the dealership. He had traveled from the dealership in Tacoma, Washington, and was continuing his tour through South America for a year. Although his English was limited, with Dave as the interpreter, we had a good discussion.

Suddenly we were down to four. Michael rode off early the following morning to get some distance to Cuzco, now being several days behind his already tight schedule. Jim came down with a stomach ailment and decided to stay an extra night at the hotel. It was a prophetic curse because Dave left all of his customs papers in a drawer in the hotel and did not realize it until we were 50 miles down the road.

We placed several phone calls to the hotel hoping they would get a note to Jim, but those calls went unanswered. And then we found an Internet cafe in a small town where, after some confusing arrangements, we were able to send an email as well. That evening, Jim contacted us, again by email, informing us he had the papers and would bring them with him and meet us the following night in Lima.

Here again was a striking example of the improvement in communications over the past 50 years. Then, we would have had to turn around and retrace our steps to the hotel to retrieve the papers, even if Jim had been with us on that earlier trip.

The ride into Lima was short and fast, until we reached the outskirts. This is a city of nine million people, and I believe all of them are on the road at the same time walking, riding scooters or jitneys, cars, trucks, and an occasional bicycle all fighting for my space on the road. Once again, I was bumped up onto a curb, this time by a taxi. It was a combat zone and I was losing. Thankfully no injury or damage. We managed to find our way to a nice hotel in Miraflores, an upper-crust area of the city, and reconnected with Jim that evening.

We liked to avoid these large cities whenever possible, but there were things that could only be accomplished there. In Lima, we changed tires and Dave had to have his rim straightened after hitting a huge chuckhole.

Shortly after checking into the hotel, we were introduced to Ivan Guerrero who owns the local Touratech franchise. Touratech is a line of accessories developed for adventure motorcycles. Ann and I knew the German company well because our Seattle dealership, Ride West, was the original importer of Touratech products to the United States.5 So we had something in common. Ivan was a tremendous help with us navigating this huge, confusing city. And some of the places we were looking for were located in back alleys.

One of the highlights of our 1963 trip started in Lima. The Pan-American Highway extends down the coast, but we elected to take the Central Highway which heads east, up over the Cordillera Occidental, the western range of the Andes, into Cuzco and on into La Paz, Bolivia. We spent a month primarily above 11,000 feet and reached a high of 17,500 feet in Bolivia. On that segment of the first trip, we visited Machu Picchu and had numerous memorable encounters with the Quechua Indians of the region.

We were anticipating the Central Highway as a highlight of this trip as well. But it was not to be. We had talked to a few travelers who had just come down out the mountains and heard horror stories of the weather: hard rains, washed-out roads, snow at the higher elevations, and impassible sections.

This time, we elected to stay on the Pan-American Highway and the coastal route. It worked out well for several reasons. We were able to see some sights we missed on the first trip, avoided some miserable weather in the mountains, and, upon reflection, kept intact our wonderful memories of our visit to Machu Picchu in 1963.

From Lima, Donn and Deby departed down the coast ahead of us to take an easier route to Cuzco. They were to catch up with Michael there, meet Dee Dee, and take a four-day hike from Cuzco into Machu Picchu.

Jim had done this hike in previous years, and Dave and I were content to forgo the ruins and save the extra week it would take.

In 1963, it was a very special experience. We were two of only a handful of people that were at the ruins and spent a full day there exploring every aspect of the site. Huayna Picchu is a section that sits on a peak 800 feet above the central city. The day we were there, a Mormon missionary went missing. His body was found a month later in the Amazon River hundreds of miles east of Machu Picchu. The theory is that he fell 1,000 feet off of a cliff from the top of Huayna Picchu into the Urubamba River, which flows into the Amazon.
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Dave needs to change the carburetor jets as we gain altitude in 1963.
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Machu Picchu in 1963.
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Dave climbing to the top of Huayna Picchu in 1963. Notice Machu Picchu in the upper middle distance.
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If Dave jumps from the top of Huayna Picchu, he will land in the Urabamba River 800 feet below.

In 2013, the tourists were restricted to 2,500 on any given day, and we felt that a visit at this time would negatively impact the wonderful memories we had of that earlier visit. So Jim, David, and I pressed on down the coast while Donn and Deby went ahead to catch up to Michael in Cuzco.

While we were in Lima getting new tires (which they mounted backwards the first time and did not balance) and Dave’s bent rim straightened, one of the mechanics highly recommended that we avoid Highway 3, the old Central Highway leading to Huancayo and on into Cuzco. We would have encountered cold, rain, snow, ice, and more than 100 miles of dirt roads that turned to mud in the rain. Too late for us to tell Michael as he was on his way.

Here is Michael’s three-day saga, as told by Donn:

“On Tuesday the 5th [of March] Michael left the Lima area and headed into the mountains in decent weather, but as he approached the 15,000-foot summit in Abra Anticona (4843 meters), it started raining and then it turned to snow over the summit and flooded.

“After the summit in the rain and snow, Michael continued into Huancayo in drenching rain, cold, and traffic. In Huancayo, Michael stopped for the night and when checking his e-mail found a message from Keith about the road conditions ahead. It was Tuesday night and Michael decided he had to turn around to make it to Cuzco to meet Dee Dee. Now he had 1380 km to go, including the backtrack to Lima.

“On Wednesday morning, Michael was on the road by 8:00; the weather was better over the 15,000-foot summit. The flooding was worse the second time. He crossed the water, which was halfway up his boots, and a truck blasted in the other direction, drenching him the rest of the way. A good way to start the day. Back down to Lima, just outside of Lima, Michael stopped for soup. In the English/Spanish translation he ended up with pig jaw soup. It was a pig jaw in some mystery broth…

“After a late afternoon fight with Lima traffic, Michael found his way to the four lane (highway) and flew south trying to get all the way to Pisco. Later in the afternoon, he had a flat along the road. Michael didn’t have an air pump but managed to get a plug in the hole and filled up the tire to about 15psi with a couple of CO2 cartridges. He managed to get to Pisco for the night. Total mileage for the day was 325 miles including the flat.

“Thursday, with one day and 540 miles to go, he left with the goal of 300 miles through the hot desert into Nazca. Somewhere near Nazca, Michael’s wallet with his charge cards, drivers’ license, and some cash disappeared. Left at a gas station? Stolen? Left on the seat at a stop to fly away along the road? Michael didn’t know it was missing and rode on into the 14,000 foot Andes.

“Michael rode through Puguio at 4:00 and saw dark clouds but didn’t have his 300 miles in, so he kept going. Big mistake. Sure enough, when he hit the 13,000 plus level the rain started and turned into snow. It was getting dark, cold, snowing, and with a fogged visor he couldn’t see a thing but kept going. Finally, he arrived at Negro Mayo, a small town consisting of about six huts. The snow, cold, and darkness meant the end of the ride for the day. He went and knocked at a hut and communicated in his limited Spanish that he was near frozen and needed a place to stay for the night. After some negotiation, he ended up in a shed alongside a house. Home for the night, freezing cold, with no heat.

“It was during the night that Michael realized his wallet was gone and he didn’t have any money to pay for his stay.

“Friday morning, cold, damp, broke, with almost no gas in his tank, and a leaking rear tire that was pretty low, Michael got up early after not really sleeping and jumped on the bike and left feeling bad for running without paying. Good thing Michael had a spare charge card stashed away, all he needed to do was: 1) find a gas station and 2) find one that accepted charge cards…

“Eventually, after draining his spare gas can, and with the bike computer saying he was out of gas, he found a station that accepted cards and even had an air pump for his tire. He was ready to go!

“From there, with 15 soles, which is about 6 dollars, he had enough money for a bite to eat and some money left over to pay a cab in Cuzco to find the hotel. Determined to arrive the same day as Dee Dee, he blasted through the final 265 miles on the twisty mountain road to the hotel where Dee Dee was waiting!

“There, the tale is told. Michael’s three days in hell.”

From Lima, Dave, Jim, and I headed south down the coastal Pan-American Highway, which was new territory for Dave and me. Jim had been here on his yearlong perimeter ride a few years before. Our original intention was to catch up with the other three in Cuzco after their four-day hike into Machu Picchu. As it turned out, we would not see Donn and Deby for more than three weeks and Michael for more than four.

Even on a Saturday morning, leaving Lima was a dog fight with the traffic, but once out of town we had a divided highway for 100 miles and made good time. The cold ocean air met the warm desert air to the east and produced a thick fog, but quickly turned to 100-degree heat as the highway turned inland and became two lanes. We were headed for the “land art” of the Nazca Indians.

In the high desert of southern Peru, a series of lines are etched into the hard sand surface of the desert. These are called the Nazca Lines and were created by the Nazca people more than 2,000 years ago. Hundreds of geoglyphs cover a huge area, with some of them as large as three football fields and depicting primarily animals, including hummingbirds, monkeys, and fish. These scratchings in the earth’s surface, usually only several inches deep, have preserved over time due to the climate — this area receiving only one inch of rain a year on average and very little wind.

Why these lines were created in the first place remains a mystery. Some believe that they have something to do with astronomy or the calendar. Others believe a religious connotation. But the most widely accepted theory has to do with the quest by these ancient people for water. These were ritual sites, designed to obtain water for the sparse crops the desert would allow.
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Nazca “land art” as seen from the air in 2013. Some etchings are as large as three football fields.

The best way to view these etchings is by air. We plunked down $100 apiece for a 30-minute flight and had a marvelous view as the plane banked right and left.

On the flight with us was an English woman who had been in the area the previous day and told us that there was a “gully washer” that flooded the roads. Leaving there the next day, we asked the gas station attendant if he knew what was happening weather-wise. He told us a bridge had been washed out about 100 miles to the south due to runoff from torrential rains in the Andes. Our thoughts immediately went to the plight of the rest of our group.

To double-check we went to the police station to ask. The chief was emphatic: “The road is open and fine in my jurisdiction.”

Dave, in Spanish, asked about the conditions farther to the south. Again, emphatic: “The road is fine in my jurisdiction.” Dave pressed him further and got the same response. So we went to someone who could help, a bus driver. He told us that the road was indeed flooded 100 miles to the south and, although buses and trucks could probably wade through, motorcycles could not.
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Heavy rain in the high country caused flooding on the coast in 2013.
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The highest point on the 2013 trip.
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17,500 feet was the highest point on the 1963 trip.

We found the only hotel for miles around and decided to stay there overnight, hoping that the water would recede by the following day. Sure enough, when we got to the flooded area we were able to ford the washed-out section of the road and continue on our way. We got drenched, but at least it was passable.

Regardless of the bad weather in the mountains, the three of us decided to head into the high country. But first we wanted to ride to Cañón del Colca, one of the deepest canyons in the world and twice as deep as the Grand Canyon.

Leaving the 100-degree weather on the coast, we headed east and into the Andes once again, and in just a few days we were in temperatures that dropped to freezing at night. Getting to the canyon required crossing a pass at 16,000 feet, and once again it brought memories of us crossing over 17,500 feet on the earlier trip. The big difference, of course, was with the bikes. Then, we had to stop and readjust the carburetor jets every several thousand feet in altitude. Now, with fuel injection, the bikes would power on with no interruption.

We were above 14,000 feet most of the day where there is little civilization, with the inhabitants primarily being on four legs. Llama, alpaca, vicuna and guanaco, all relatives. And then we dropped dramatically into the bottom of the canyon. Our intention was to ride the 35 miles of tough dirt to visit a condor viewing area, but because of a late start and several difficult water crossings, we elected to turn around so we could get back before dark.

The way back was almost disastrous for Jim. A long, narrow tunnel on this dirt road had a very sandy road surface. Because of this surface he had to keep up his speed to keep the front wheel turning. In the middle of the tunnel was a turn that was difficult to detect in the blackness. We all made it okay on the way out, but on the way back Jim’s headlight was obscured by dust hanging in the air from the earlier rider, and he nearly drove into the side of the tunnel. A rider with less experience probably would not have been able to correct the bike in time.

Leaving the Cañón del Colca the following day, we backtracked for 50 miles, once again over the 16,000-foot pass and settled onto the altiplano.

The altiplano is a large area between the two cordilleras of the Andes, primarily in Southern Peru and Central Bolivia, but incorporating parts of western Argentina and northern Chile. Towering volcanoes reach from the surrounding Andes. The altiplano is semi-arid with portions so dry that trees and crops are nonexistent. The second largest mountain plateau (next to Tibet), it also incorporates Lago Titicaca, the highest navigable lake and the largest salt flat in the world.
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Lake Titicaca was flooded as we passed in 1963.

At 110 miles long and 35 miles wide, this largest lake in South America sits at 12,000 feet. The scenery surrounding the lake is spectacular, with snowcapped peaks towering in the distance. This region was one of the very early sites of Indian civilization, predating the Incan empire and holds many important architectural and archeological remains.

When Dave and I visited this area 50 years ago, the lake had flooded its banks and the road around the shoreline was under water much of the way. Other than that, the lake and its surroundings looked unchanged from that earlier time. The Indians living in the rural countryside still use reed boats to travel and fish the lake and still speak Indian dialects that were unintelligible to us.

The difference on the second trip was that the towns had grown substantially in size. Then, it was always frustrating and confusing trying to find our way through even the smaller towns. The larger ones were ridiculous. Now, they were even worse. They had grown in size and it seemed like every block had construction of some sort.

Donn had the GPS for these towns, but he was somewhere a week behind us. So we relied on asking residents for directions. This always seemed better than asking policemen because they would give us conflicting directions, made even worse by the construction and one-way streets.

Another difference on this recent trip is that we seemed to meet other “adventure riders” along the route. Some were traveling solo, others in pairs, and a few in organized groups, mostly Americans and Europeans. We would normally stop and chat with them and compare travel stories. Separated from the other three in our group, we were often able to get information on them from these travelers who had crossed their path recently.

On the first trip, we very seldom met other motorcycle travelers other than local riders. International motorcycle traveling was just not yet happening in South America.

On this trip, we had missed the high country in Peru, the Central Highway 3 which travels down the spine of the western cordilleras to Cuzco and on into La Paz, Bolivia. We knew from Michael’s experience that the weather was awful. Near the border into Bolivia, we reconnected with a fellow from Virginia who was riding a Kawasaki KLR by himself. We had met him about three weeks prior and he had said he was going to do Highway 3, even though he had heard about the bad weather.

At this reunion, he stated that it was a very bad decision. The road was mush because of the rain, and at one point a landslide had washed out the road. The only way he was able to continue on was because he recruited five guys to help him carry his bike over the slide area. So even though we had looked forward to this part of the trip, it seems we made the right decision to forgo it.

5 We sold the Touratech franchise in the early 2000s.


[image: images]

Crossing from Peru into Bolivia was a much easier process than our past border crossings, except that there was a policeman on the Bolivia side who insisted on a “donation” before he would stamp our passports. We made a good show of taking his name and badge number and insisting on a receipt, at which point he decided to let us pass without incident.
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Actually, he was supposed to pay five cents and do this inside.

A short distance from the border was a ferry crossing of Lago Titicaca that was challenging. The ferry was a small flat-bottomed craft, eight feet wide, and about 30 feet long, with low gunnels and 2x10 planks for flooring, spaced about one foot apart.

It was tricky getting the bikes onto the ferry, especially with the boat rocking with the waves and wind. The easiest way was to ride on, but then stopping on the plank and setting a foot on the next plank over was difficult. And I almost lost it, with my foot slipping on the plank but not quite off of it.

We were congratulating ourselves on getting the bikes onto the planks and managing to secure the side stands when a wave sideswiped the boat and Dave’s bike went over. He had just opened his tank bag to take out his movie camera and it fell to the floor. Somehow it managed to land on one of the planks and did not end up in the standing water in the bottom of the boat. This, of course, was very comical to the few other passengers. They helped us right the bike and on we sailed across the lake.

Getting off the ferry was even more difficult than getting on, as we had to push the bikes backwards off of the planks. This was a delicate operation and the three of us managed to get the first two bikes off unscathed. Jim’s bike, however, was another matter.

The locals who were watching this process determined that they needed to help get this big, heavy motorcycle off of the ferry. We were doing fine with the removal but they insisted and started pushing and pulling the bike, apparently not understanding that, with only two wheels, this thing needed to stand upright.

It was like a tug-of-war between the two competing groups on either side of the bike. One side won and the bike went over, partially into the water. Fortunately, Jim had his helmet on through this competition for he went over with the bike, forcefully striking his helmet on a large rock embedded in the sand. Good thing he was all right, because we needed Jim’s doctoring later on in this trip.

La Paz is a big, sprawling city that sits at 12,000 feet, the highest capital city in the world. Approaching it is spectacular, as the altiplano gradually rises to about 14,000 feet, with the city sitting in a valley of this high, flat land. The air is thin and cold and unless approached gradually can cause nausea.

We had reservations at a hotel that caters to motorcyclists but finding it was another matter. Dave’s GPS never seemed to work when we needed it the most. La Paz, like most of the large South American cities, is a maze of streets that rarely intersect at right angles. Combined with numerous one-way streets and a total lack of street signs, we once again were hopelessly lost. At one point, we found ourselves in a line of cars on a very steep cobblestone street, a situation that any motorcyclist likes to avoid whenever possible. A motorcycle is operated with the throttle twisting on the right handlebar. That handlebar also has a handle for the front brake. The left handlebar has a handle that operates the clutch. The right foot controls the rear brake while the left foot operates the gear shift. On a slow crawl up a steep hill the rider only uses first gear, which leaves the left foot to steady the bike when it comes to a stop. But slipping the clutch and holding the brake while trying to inch up the hill is no fun. Add to that a rough, cobblestone street and you have a situation to avoid.

Again we paid a cab driver who led us to the hotel that was eight miles out of town. Here we were able to connect with a few other motorcycle riders from around the world and share stories of our travels.

We spent two nights at this hotel because we wanted to take one day to revisit a town that 50 years ago marked the beginning of the most memorable part of that earlier trip. Corocoro is a small, cold, desolate mining town about 60 miles from La Paz.

In 1963, we had a dilemma and needed to make a decision. Needing to get back down to the coast, we had checked in La Paz about the road conditions to Arica, Chile, with both the police and the local driving club. They checked their maps and confirmed that the road was passable. They were wrong. The 60-mile ride from La Paz to Corocoro was merely a semblance of a road and took the better part of one day to get there. Often the road itself was a series of washed out ruts that we could not negotiate, so we ended up creating a path alongside of what used to be a road. Beyond Corocoro, the road was nonexistent, having been abandoned more than ten years prior.

Our dilemma then was whether to blaze our own trail to Arica or return to La Paz. Returning would have required us to retrace our route into Peru, work our way down to the coast and then head south to Chile. This would have meant an extra week or more, time we did not have to squander. Even more important, though, was that we had used our visas in Peru and would have had to re-apply to go back. This is not always granted and certainly would have been time consuming. So we chose to blaze our own trail.
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Leaving La Paz for Corocoro—the road began to deteriorate in 1963.
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This road had not been traveled for over 10 years in 1963.

[image: images]

The road continued to deteriorate.

There was no road. All we knew was that we needed to head west, toward the mountains of the western cordillera of the Andes. For three days we fought our way across the altiplano, following the few tracks and paths we could find. At times we had to push the motorcycles, one at a time, across large expanses of loose sand while revving the engine and spinning the rear wheel. At other times we had to push the bikes across rivers with the water flowing over the top of the engine, only to have to dry them out on the other side. It was three days of riding (and pushing) that will never be forgotten.

Totally lost and nearly out of fuel, we finally stumbled into Charaña, a very small community near the Peru-Chile border, but still in Bolivia. From there we dropped 12,000 feet down to the coast, thinking we had entered Chile and intended to clear customs in Arica.

Unfortunately, we had inadvertently crossed back into Peru and were picked up by the state police. Knowing that there had been no road from where we claimed to have ridden, they suspected us as drug smugglers and threw us in jail. We each had our own very small cell with a dirt floor and single light bulb hanging from a cord.

We were allowed one phone call upon incarceration and called the embassy in Lima. Three days later we were released thanks to the U.S. consulate who heard of our plight and came to our rescue.

This was a traumatic experience. We had heard horror stories of Americans imprisoned in foreign jails for years on end and were fearful of this plight. Once released we headed immediately for the border of Chile and, thanks to the consulate getting our papers in order, exited Peru.

It was a very powerful day, riding back out to where that adventure started 50 years ago. On this second trip, leaving La Paz felt much different. In 1963, we saw almost no one until we got to Corocoro. This time the city of La Paz was much bigger, with urban sprawl stretching outward as people looked for cheaper land. This urbanization was truly ugly, with homes and buildings thrown together with whatever materials people could find. Obviously, there was little city planning as sanitation was hardly developed, causing a stench that was nearly overpowering in certain places. And the traffic on the poorly maintained roads was a nightmare.

Surprisingly, once out of town, the road for the first 50 miles was very good. We learned that the mine near the town of Corocoro had been reactivated, and they were in the process of completing a new paved road to haul out the ore. However, the bridges were not complete and we had to ford the smaller ones and be cautious on the old bridges yet to be replaced.

The new road led to the mine, and we turned back onto the old dilapidated road that led into town. Here, nothing had changed. Corocoro appeared to be the same size as 50 years prior. The houses were the same; the dirt track for a road was the same; the few people we saw were mostly very elderly, with few younger people to help keep the town modern.

Dave and I, with Jim, drove the few blocks to the edge of town where, in 1963, the road ended and we began blazing our own path across the altiplano. Here as well, nothing had changed. The dirt road ended at the same pile of dirt that had been there on our first trip. The nostalgia was overpowering. Dave and I put our kickstands down, climbed off the bikes and just stared in silence at that pile of dirt. Several minutes passed before we regained our composure.

As we muscled the bikes around so we could return down the dirt road, we were approached by a fellow who appeared to be in his early to mid-50s. He held his hand out signaling for us to stop and said, in Spanish to Dave, “We do not often see travelers here in town and never on motorcycles.”

Dave responded, “This fellow [pointing to me] and I were here 50 years ago on motorcycles and took that road out of town,” and pointed to the dirt path leading to the pile of dirt.

After a few moments of talk about the town and the rejuvenation of the mine, the fellow asked us to wait a few minutes and disappeared. About five minutes later, he returned with an old lady in tow. She was his mother. She had been in the town 50 years ago and recalled a couple of guys on motorcycles that rode through town, looking for a way to Chile, although she could not remember anything more about it. Occasionally the town’s residents would reflect on that event, as it was such an oddity, and they always wondered what happened to those two guys. Now they know.
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Meeting the old woman from 50 years ago.

On the way back to La Paz, I had a riding incident that was both scary and embarrassing, particularly for an accomplished rider.

A new bridge was being constructed across the largest of the small rivers but was not complete and a temporary bridge was being used. The bridge was narrow, with two sets of wooden planks for tires to ride on. Between the planks were cross members spaced far enough apart for a foot to fall through. It was just wide enough for a truck or bus to travel over. For some reason they had large poles on both sides of the bridge, extending upward from the bridge deck. These substantial poles were about five feet high and may have been there to give the truck or bus driver some indication of the side of the bridge. Other than that, there was no railing on the bridge. The river below was not fast moving and not particularly deep, but was cold at 14,000 feet in altitude.

On the way to Corocoro, we pushed the bikes across the bridge because keeping the bikes on the planks while trying to clear the panniers from the upright poles was an effort. We had to tilt the bikes inward and do so without stepping through the cross members was a delicate operation.

On the way back, we repeated this process, except this time each rider did his own bike, not helping one another. Somehow Jim managed to ride across the bridge, not having to dismount. It is still a mystery how he accomplished this. Dave managed to push his bike across without incident.

I do not remember what happened, but somehow my right pannier struck one of the uprights, and as the bike started to tip toward me I stepped over to get some leverage on the bike, hoping to hold it upright. My foot slipped into the void between the cross members and I fell across the bridge. My initial reaction was to jerk my foot out of the void, as I knew the bike was going to land on top of me. And I was successful in that, except in the countermove I rolled off the side of the bridge.

The bridge’s superstructure was made of large, wooden logs, like telephone poles. A parallel set of these logs supported the bridge to each side of the bank of the river. They were separated by about a foot, with one above the other.

As I rolled off the far side of the bridge, my right leg extended and got caught between the parallel logs. Fortunately, my leg stuck in far enough that it was thigh high, otherwise I would have broken it for sure. Even at that, it hurt immediately. The force of my body weight rolling off the bridge was substantial, and now I was hanging upside down with my leg stuck and my arms dangling toward the water. I yelled like a wild banshee, and Dave and Jim, who had stopped after crossing the bridge, came to my rescue. Or at least they tried.

When they reached me, they knew I was in trouble. I was hanging below the bridge deck with all of my riding gear on, including my helmet, with a very cold river several feet beneath me. I reached up with my arms to let them get ahold of me, but because of the way my leg was jammed between the logs, they could not extricate me.

I realized that I could not go back up onto the bridge deck. But I could go down. By grabbing onto the lower parallel log, I was able to get a little relief from the pressure on my leg. I attempted this several times, each time inching my leg out a little until I knew that I had to either yank it out entirely or break it.

With one last effort, I forcefully yanked and cleared the logs. My fate from this is obvious — I splashed into the river below. Dave and Jim were there immediately to haul me out and get my bike upright and across the bridge.

I had been in compromising positions before with my motorcycle, but nothing quite like this. I had been wet in my riding suit, but always from rain, not from submersion. Everything was soaked. I took off my boots and poured the water out; my helmet lining took days to dry out; my leather gloves were replaced with a new pair. And it was cold, not only the water but the air; it was 14,000 feet in altitude and about to rain. It was a miserable ride back to the hotel.

Located in the southwest corner of Bolivia at 12,000 feet in altitude is the Salar de Uyuni, the world’s largest salt flat. This is one of those places that adventure motorcyclists have on their “been there, done that, seen it” list, and we were looking forward to adding it to ours. But the morning we left La Paz it was pouring rain, with some of the streets flooded and traffic at a standstill, even on a Sunday morning. It would be a two or three-day ride to get there and the weather report was not encouraging. Plus, we would have about 100 miles of dirt to get back to Chile, and in these conditions we were not anxious to do that. So we decided to take the main highway to Arica, Chile and try to get some better weather.

We needed gas and pulled into a station hoping they would take credit cards. This one did, and we talked about how frustrating it can be in Latin America, and particularly in Bolivia. The national policy is that foreigners should get only a limited amount at any one time and should pay twice the rate of Bolivian nationals. Some stations observed this rule and some did not. Those that did not required us to fill out forms and show our passports, similar to signing in to a hotel. Fortunately, our tanks did not hold more than several gallons and we usually got what we needed. But if we needed to fill our auxiliary tanks we were sometimes shorted.

Leaving La Paz was like entering, except in a different direction. The traffic was awful and we traveled only ten miles the first hour. What were all of these people doing out here on a weekend morning? And the roads never seemed to improve. Even the new pavement was full of potholes. We surmised that there was little preparation below the asphalt; they just graded the dirt and laid down the tarmac.

Once out of town, the ride was beautiful with the mountains majestically towering over the altiplano and the road meandering at 14,000 feet and then, once crossing the mountains, dropping dramatically to sea level.
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We reached the border into Chile at mid-day and found a line of semi-trucks that stretched for more than a mile. We thought, “here we go again.” We always liked to head for the front of the line to see what the situation was, hoping to cut in somehow. In this case, the trucks were queuing up at a checkpoint for commercial vehicles and the border was still a few miles farther on. On the other side of the road was an even longer line of trucks waiting at a checkpoint to continue on into Bolivia. There must have been an issue between these two countries, because it made no sense to tie up all of that traffic for days to cross the border.

Once again, the border crossing took several hours for the three of us. For the first time, we were required to have our luggage inspected. It reminded us of what happened to us 50 years ago.

Then, we traveled for three days from Corocoro to Tacna, on the Peru side of the Peru-Chile border. When we were thrown in jail for three days, the police thoroughly inspected our luggage and partially dismantled our bikes, assuming that we were smuggling drugs. No one had traveled the route we claimed to have arrived from in more than ten years, and they did not think the route was passable.

This time, the luggage inspection was probably for contraband, but we were never told.

I was sore, and riding sore can be very uncomfortable. First, I had the issue with my right leg from the mishap on the temporary bridge. A nasty accident the following day damaged my left foot. We were attempting to find a small hotel down a very dusty dirt road. I took a wrong turn and needed to go back. The road was narrow and dusty and in the process my front wheel slipped off the side of the road. The bike rolled off the embankment and me with it, catching my left foot under the pannier as it struck a rock. In stopping to help, Dave also dumped his bike in the dust, and Jim, witnessing all of this while chuckling, dropped his bike trying to keep it upright on the uneven road surface.

So there we were, with all three bikes laying on their sides in the dirt and the three of us covered in dust, me with my foot jammed under the bike. We heard a laugh and saw a soldier standing in a guard tower nearby, with his binoculars trained on us. He probably could not wait to tell his fellow soldiers about the clumsy gringos, looking like the three stooges, who dropped their bikes and themselves in the dust. Dave and Jim came to my rescue and, after considerable effort, managed to extricate me from under the bike and then get it back up onto the road surface. My foot hurt for several days thereafter.

Now we were back in familiar territory, as Dave and I had traveled the Desierto de Atacama before. Jim had traveled it as well, although more recently. The terrain looked like it had not changed in the past 50 years but the road certainly had; it was now paved, smooth and straight.

The Desierto de Atacama is the driest place on earth with average rainfall of about a half inch per year. Some weather stations south of Arica have never recorded measurable precipitation as long as they have been keeping records, well over one hundred years. So this desert, about 600 miles long, tucked between the ocean and the Andes, is primarily void of any vegetation. Not a blade of grass grows for hundreds of miles, except in deep river valleys or man-induced. The desert is absolutely magnificent in its starkness.
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The Atacama Desert, the driest in the world–1963.
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The Atacama Desert in 2013. Today there is commerce, unlike 1963.

We powered on through the coastal sections of the desert, with the monotony broken only by the construction projects we encountered. Then we began the ascent back up into the Andes. Here the desert becomes fascinating with its geologic complexity, archeological findings, and astronomical delights.

This region is rich in mineral deposits including copper, gold, silver, iron, and lithium, to name a few. Scientists compare the soil above 10,000 feet to that of Mars, and many Mars based movies have been filmed here. The multi-colored striations of the sand and stone formations are beautiful. It is a sparsely populated area, but civilizations have existed here for millennia, and ruins can be found throughout the area.

Our destination for the night was San Pedro de Atacama, a town of 5,000 people situated at 8,000 feet. The town has survived here for centuries, but copper mines in the surrounding desert have added inhabitants in recent decades. Now the town has been “discovered” and is somewhat of a tourist trap, with a multitude of shops all selling the same trinkets. Numerous tour companies are established here, offering hikes and overland trips to hot springs, geysers, ruins, and surrounding volcanoes. They even have a North Face store in town.

The latest attraction there is ALMA, the Atacama Large Millimeter Array, an enormous grouping of 66 huge radio telescopes at 15,000 feet above sea level. About 30 miles from San Pedro de Atacama, this array of telescopes is located here because of the clarity and dryness of the atmosphere. Operating 24 hours a day, it is looking for electromagnetic waves, not light, and is discovering much about the universe. As Carl Sagan said, “Somewhere, something incredible is waiting to be known.”

Leaving San Pedro de Atacama, I was the one who screwed up. In every border crossing up to this point, the customs stations were right at the border. Here, customs were in town with the actual border between Chile and Argentina 100 miles away, in a truly isolated part of the world. We knew we had to clear customs and the three of us did so and motored on to the border. The ride itself was spectacular, weaving around through the mountains with most of the road between 15,000 and 16,000 feet.

The trouble started when we arrived at the border and I realized that I had left all of my papers back in town, 100 miles behind us. After consultation we decided that Jim would cross the border and find a place for us to stay that night. Meanwhile, Dave and I would return the 100 miles back to San Pedro de Atacama, hopefully find all of my documents, ride back to the border, clear it and try to find Jim before darkness. We hoped it would work because it was about 32 degrees during the day and we did not need nighttime temperatures with nowhere to sleep. This was desolate country with no sign of human life in that 100-mile stretch of highway.

At least the road was good. We powered back to town and started asking the customs officers about my papers. No one seemed to know anything about them. Without these papers I was going nowhere and getting new ones in this remote location would be difficult at best.

While contemplating my situation, Dave spotted a guy in a customs uniform that we had not talked to and chased him down. Asking in Spanish, he learned that this fellow had indeed found the papers and would return them for a finder’s fee. I was prepared to pay this until I went through the folder, page by page, and found that someone had discovered my emergency fund of about $150 and taken it. Some finder’s fee! At least I was able to procure my documents and off we went, riding the 100 miles back to the border.

The good news was because of the remoteness of the border crossing very few people were there. The bad news was that we learned that U.S. citizens needed to buy a permit in order to enter Argentina, and they do not sell them at the border. You have to do it online. Somehow we had missed this step.

We were told that no one at the border could help us and we would have to retreat to San Pedro de Atacama and get one there. Great! Another 100 miles back to town, and spend the night only to return again the next day. Apparently Jim had a permit from a previous trip to Argentina that was still valid. So he was across the border already waiting for us somewhere.

It was five o’clock and the only office at the border was closing. Dave noticed a woman locking the door and approached her about using the only computer they had at the station. After relating our story to her, she took pity on us and reopened the office and allowed us to purchase the permits online and print them out. With an hour to darkness we entered Argentina.
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It was dark when we caught up with Jim. He was standing alongside the road with his motorcycle headlight on so we would not miss him. He had found the only hotel in the area and it had no Wi-Fi so we could not contact him.

Actually, that was not the only thing this hotel lacked. Our room was a disaster. The toilet had not worked in years. The shower had just a trickle, but worse, was next to the toilet that emitted such a stench we could not open the door. The bunk beds sagged to the extent that we ended up putting the mattresses on the concrete floor. We had brought sleep sacks (sheets resembling sleeping bags, somewhat like a sleeping bag but without the padding and warmth) for just such an occasion. Dave was the only one that got any sleep that night, snoring away soundly.
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Dave and Jim in one of our dingy hotel rooms.

While explaining our plight of the previous day to Jim, I told him that this was the sort of experience he was supposed to have, not me.

We could not get out of that room fast enough the next day, forgoing a shower and breakfast. The unpleasantness of the prior night was soon forgotten with the ride the following day.

Route 40 is a famous road in Argentina that hugs the Andes as it traverses the wine country. It’s an exquisite ride for a motorcyclist as it twists and turns through the mountains with wonderful scenic vistas. Even better, it held some surprises for us. The first was Quebrada de Cafayate, a stunning red-tinged version of the Grand Canyon, in miniature. The second was an immense salt flat. We were able to take the bikes out on the flats and race around.

Our target over the next few days was Mendoza, in the heart of Argentina’s wine country. The road getting there was interesting. It was primarily flat, straight and fast, so we made good time. But there were sections of rough dirt about 20 miles in length every 100 miles or so. One of these dirt sections was affectionately called, by the motorcycling community, Argentina’s Road of Death (mimicking Bolivia’s famous Road of Death). This dirt portion was a narrow road that wound around through the mountains with steep drop-offs into the canyon below.
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A mini-Solar that we had fun riding on in 2013.

Mendoza had a BMW motorcycle dealership and we had scheduled some service. We needed to get there on time because they would be closing the next day for a weeklong holiday. May 25 is Argentina National Day, also known as First Government Day. On May 25, 1810, a small revolution took place in Buenos Aires that resulted in the first successful revolution in the South American independence movement. It is such a big deal that the constituents take the better part of a week off.

We made it on time, but were surprised to find the dealership shuts down from 1:30 to 4:30 PM each day, then reopens from 4:30 to 8:30 PM. We thought this would work well for us since we could have dinner and then pick the bikes up. But no, in Argentina many restaurants do not open until 9:00 PM and that was the case in this town. I never was able to get used to those late dinners.

Because of the holiday, the hotels in Mendoza were booked solid and we were sitting in the lounge area of the Intercontinental Hotel contemplating what to do. We ended up at this large, expensive hotel because we had run out of options. While sitting there, the desk clerk came over and told us that there had just been a cancellation and we could have the room, which would accommodate the three of us. This room was way above our pay grade, but we figured split three ways it would work. It is interesting how these expensive hotels can get away with charging for parking, Wi-Fi, resort fee (pool and exercise room) and breakfast while this comes free with the less expensive hotels. This was not an issue we had to deal with on our earlier trip in 1963. If we were not in our tent we could be found in the area’s cheapest, and probably sleaziest, hotel.

One issue we had to contend with on both trips were the mosquitoes. Then, we learned to live with them because they had easy access to our tent. But now, even staying in low-end to moderate hotels that seldom had screens on the windows and doors, the situation was much better. And one would think that the fancier, more expensive hotels would be better yet. But not this night. There was a mosquito in our room that came to love me. I would bury my head under the covers but when I would come up for air she would pounce on me. I disrupted our night’s sleep on several occasions trying to catch that mosquito, but to no avail. She managed to avoid me and in the morning she was out of sight. She was probably sleeping off the feast she had enjoyed.

These past several weeks the rest of our group, Donn, Deby, and Michael, had been following our path, a few days behind us. They finally caught up with us shortly after Mendoza and just before we were approaching the border from Argentina back into Chile. This time the border crossing truly was a nightmare. 
Today was Good Friday and being a holiday weekend, it seemed that most of Argentina’s citizens were heading to Chile and they all wanted to use this border crossing. The cars were backed up for two miles.

“The border is several miles beyond the tunnel,” Dave explained. “About midway through the tunnel, which is several miles long, there was a cutoff onto a small side road which they were allowing motorcycles to use. And a good thing that was, because traffic was stopped in the tunnel, and we could see a very long line of stopped traffic ahead. Once again, we did our normal trick of ‘surely they don’t mean for us to wait in this traffic’ and cut out to pass all the stopped cars. Oops. A cop flagged us down and told us to go back.”

We did, sort of. About a quarter of the way back from the front of the line we spotted a group of motorcyclists waiting in line. We did a U-turn from our direction and joined the group, much to the consternation, yelling and shouting of some of the cars also waiting in line. But the commotion was short-lived and we settled in with our new expanded group. Even with this provocative move, we still were in line for four hours before we entered customs to Chile, which took another one and one half hours to clear.

This border crossing was high in the mountains, just beyond the entrance to Chile’s premier ski area of Portillo. The main problem with the traffic was that on the switchback climb to the border, on the Chile side, they were rebuilding the road and alternating shutting one direction of traffic for twelve-hour periods. That two-mile backup on the Argentina side was caused by cars getting caught in the closure in their direction. We considered ourselves fortunate to catch the through travel in our direction.
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2013 - A two-mile backup waiting to clear the border into Chile. The line extends through the snow shed mid-picture.
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We dropped down out of the mountains and the road became mostly divided highway. For the first time on this trip, the road and scenery became nondescript to the point that we did not even stop for pictures. What we did notice, however, was the contrast between the northern countries of South America and Chile and Argentina. There was much more commerce and prosperity here; the roads were primarily in good condition; the dwellings substantial, and the people looked healthy. The toilets in hotels were able to take toilet paper, as opposed to having to use a waste can; sewers were in use, hence no smells, or few anyway; garbage cans were available and trash was picked up off the side of the roads. I reflected on why a line on a map, a border, could have so much to do with the plight of the people.

And the weather was changing. A mild, temperate climate similar to that of Oregon, which all in our group were familiar with. Clouds with occasional drizzle or rain, evergreens, and mountains and valleys that appeared familiar.

Chile is an odd shape for a country. It is about 2,500 miles north to south but only about 200 miles on average east to west. Its eastern border is the Andes and the western border is the Pacific Ocean. And its climate is about as diverse as a country can get. The Desierto de Atacama in the northern half of the country is the driest desert on earth, and the extreme southern region has heavy precipitation with dense forests and glaciers that spill into the sea. In all, Chile has seven different climatic zones with extremely diverse flora, fauna, and wildlife.

The destination of our trip in 1963 was Pucón, Chile, a small town about 500 miles south of Santiago. Our hometown of Lake Oswego, Oregon had adopted Pucón as a Sister City. We learned that in the 1950s, a fellow by the name of Raul Gonzalez had done work at the Oregon State School of Forestry before returning to his home in Pucón. He had lived for a time with a family from Lake Oswego and returned to Pucón to start a small forestry school. In that process, he brought with him some Oregon pine and found that it thrived in the southern Chile climate. That began a relationship between some families from the respective towns and the sister city program started.

By 1963, some exchange students and other people had visited each other’s towns, but no one had made the trip by land. So when Dave and I arrived there on motorcycles in the summer of 1963, we were heralded as some sort of folk heroes. The mayor and local dignitaries were on hand to greet us and we spent several days being wined and dined by the community. We had our normal number of incidents, but one in particular was noteworthy.

They held a community party for us one evening with food and huge pitchers of wine, which seemed to be automatically refilled as the evening wore on. I was not a drinker, and Dave and I certainly did not have money for alcohol on this trip. But the townspeople insisted that we liberally try their local wine. Too much of it, plus the fact that I had lost 40 pounds on this trip, led to me being inebriated to the point that Dave had to tell me what happened thereafter.

Apparently the local barber decided, in his very drunken state, that he wanted a souvenir of the red beard I had sprouted on this trip and came after me with a pair of scissors. He was as drunk as I was and his aim was inhibited. As he jabbed at my beard with the shears, he managed to cut more of my face than he did my beard.

I awoke the next morning in a pool of dried blood and with huge splotches of my beard missing. Worse still was that on the ride home I leaned out the car door and threw up. It had been raining hard that night and apparently as I leaned out, my glasses fell off into the mud. I already had destroyed my spare pair when they fell out of a six-story window in Santiago and shattered on the sidewalk below. I am extremely nearsighted and am absolutely worthless without my glasses.
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Pucón, Chile in 1963.
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Pucón, Chile today is a thriving vacation destination.

[image: images]

The fire station in Pucón, Chile in 1963.
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The same fire station in Pucón in 2013.

So I was not in good sorts that next morning, hung over, scarred, and blind. Fortunately, Dave was able to locate my glasses as he walked the route we had taken the night before and found them with a tire track between the stems poking up out of the mud.

We spent several more days there, staying with a local family and became familiar with the town. It rained most of the time, and although the main road through town was paved, the others were not and the mud was everywhere.

This time, our visit to Pucón was entirely different. For starters, the weather was beautiful, in the 70s. The town had been discovered by the rest of the world. Now there are more than 100 lodging choices and restaurants everywhere. One travel book claims that Pucón is the top tourist spot in Chile. It is a center for visiting national parks, hiking, whitewater rafting, climbing, rock climbing, skiing, and mountain biking. All of the roads in town and the surrounding area are paved. The lake glistens with the surrounding volcanoes reflecting off of the ruffled surface. And the people and their homes in the area suggest their affluence.

Our reception was certainly different than the earlier trip as well. Several weeks before our arrival, Dave had sent off an email to the tourist office with some background about our trip 50 years ago and this anniversary trip. We heard nothing back so we assumed no one much cared about that little slice of history. But visiting the tourist office on our arrival, we found they were surprised and delighted by our visit. Apparently they had changed their email address and had not received Dave’s missive. After exchanging pictures and books (a copy of “Moto Raid” for a picture book of Pucón) we found ourselves welcomed and appreciated.

This was the end of the road for Dave and me on the first trip in 1963. We had arranged for the bikes to be stored in a warehouse in Santiago until we returned home and were able to save enough money to have them shipped. From Pucón, we returned to Santiago and headed for a cruise ship that we had previously arranged to take us to Panama City. We were absolutely broke and had to sell one our cameras in order to get a cab from Santiago to the cruise terminal in Valparíso (the tickets were prepaid as we left Panama). Economy Class on a South American cruise liner is hardly a vacation but we survived it. Our bunks were in the stateroom in the bowels of the ship. At least it was an interior stateroom so it did not rock too much. We did, however, discover a staff only stairway that led to the upper decks and we used it liberally.

From Panama City, we flew on a previously purchased ticket to Miami. Landing there we had $6.10 between us to get to Portland. We didn’t make it, but we did get to Houston on that pittance, at which point our parents insisted on purchasing us airline tickets home. That ended a six-month journey that was a true adventure.

This time, after two days of exploring the area, the group once again split up. Michael needed to return home a week before the rest of us so he headed for Buenos Aires; Donn and Deby headed for hot springs and a circuitous route to our next meeting point; Jim missed our set departure time and after a reasonable delay we left him to his own schedule, and Dave and I headed for the Distrito de Lagos to the south of Pucón. Well named, the lakes district is an area of many national parks with large and small lakes scattered throughout.

After two days of touring the area we headed once again for Argentina. Being the equivalent of mid-October to us, we expected snow as we crossed the Andes. But here the pass was low enough that snow was not an issue. The border crossing into Argentina from Chile was so easy and fast that we thought something must be wrong. But no, they were just organized.
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This was our last border crossing on this trip and we began the ten-day countdown to liftoff for the flight home. We were going to take a leisurely ride getting to Buenos Aires, see the sights along the way and spend some time in the big city sightseeing. Unfortunately, it did not turn out that way.

It did start that way though. After crossing the border, we passed through Angostura, a very upscale community with numerous hotels and large homes lining the lake. Shortly thereafter, we came to San Carlos de Bariloche, a delightful year-round vacation spot in the Region de los Lagos of Argentina. This portion of Patagonia looks as if it could be Switzerland, with majestic Alps-like mountains towering over the surrounding lakes.
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Bariloche, the Swiss Alps of Argentina in 2013.

We reconnected with Jim in Bariloche and had a few nice rides around the area before once again heading for Buenos Aires.

Donn and Deby caught up with us and over the course of the next two days Dave separated from the pack — twice! The first time was explainable, as he was the last rider and got caught up in a situation where he lost sight of us, and us of him. Following our rules of the road we were soon back together.

The second incident, though, was a mystery. Dave was the middle rider in the pack of five. We were looking for a place to have lunch and the front rider spotted a restaurant that looked promising. It was on the far side of the road on a divided street so the lead rider moved to the next opening and did a U-turn, with the following rider doing the same. For some reason Dave kept going straight, with the last two riders making the U-turn.

Four of us successfully reached the restaurant as Dave kept driving down the street. We assumed that he would realize that he was now riding alone and would come back to find out what happened. But our rule was, if you lose the pack, pull over and wait for the rider in front to come back to find out what happened. So he pulled over. We finally did reconnect and could not figure out why he was irate that we had left him. But soon thereafter we were all laughing at the incident.

Eight days from the finish line, it happened. We were entering Bahía Blanca, a city about 400 miles south of Buenos Aires. Donn and Deby were leading the pack. Dave was third, followed by me and lastly Jim. We were approaching a fairly small traffic circle and intended to take a “one o’clock exit” from the circle. Donn and Deby, being well ahead of the rest of us, took the exit.

As Dave approached the circle a semi pulling a long flatbed trailer moved up to Dave’s right and started his turn around the circle. He was expecting to make a “nine o’clock” exit from the circle. It was a tight circle and as he moved forward the trailer kept making a decreasing radius, pushing Dave farther to the left and against the curb of the circle. Finally, with nowhere to go, the trailer made contact with Dave’s bike.

I was about 50 feet behind Dave and remember the incident in slow motion. The midsection of the trailer caught Dave’s right pannier, tearing it off the bike. This in turn lifted the bike off of the pavement and spun it around in midair, tearing off the left pannier as well. Dave was thrown from the bike like a bull rider and he had nowhere to go. He and the bike both hit the pavement at the same time. The bike bounced. Dave did not. He ended up prone on the pavement with the bike partially resting on top of him.

Dave was not moving at all and my immediate thought was that we would be sending him home in a box.

Donn and Deby realized what had happened and turned around immediately. It took six of us, including some witnesses, to lift the bike off of him. Dave was unconscious and breathing irregularly, but alive. I was replaying the accident in my mind and could not figure out how Dave managed to avoid being thrown under the rear wheels of the trailer. But he had survived that, and now he was going to survive this.

We all jumped into action. Donn and Deby had taken a first responder course prior to leaving on this trip and were a big help to Jim in attending to Dave. I was trying to stop the traffic in the circle and pick up Dave’s stuff, which was strewn all over the highway.

The police were on the scene within minutes, as well as a fire truck and an ambulance. The truck driver, realizing what had happened, pulled over on a side street and was cooperative throughout the incident.

The police insisted that we take the motorcycles to the police station, particularly Dave’s. Incredibly, the bike was still drivable and Donn was elected to drive the damaged bike there. One of the officers on the scene argued that he was a motocross rider and insisted on leading us to the station on Donn’s bike.

I was the nearest witness to the accident and needed to fill out an accident report. This was an issue, because the forms were in Spanish and my Spanish was as bad as the officer’s English. After some frustrating attempts to understand each other through drawings on paper and hand signals, the officer signaled for me to follow him, which I did, into his office. He pulled over the keyboard to his computer and typed in “Google translator.” He would type in a question in Spanish, the computer would return the question to me in English and I would respond, reversing the process so he could read the answer in Spanish.

Q. In Spanish: “Did you witness the accident?”

A. In English: “Yes.”

Q. In Spanish: “Explain what happened.”

A. In English: “The truck driver was turning through the circle. The trailer pushed the motorcycle to the inside, against the curb, and hit the right side of the bike.”

Q. In Spanish: “Whose fault was the accident?”

A. In English: “No one was at fault. I do not think the truck driver even knew the motorcycle was beside him.”

The questions went on for several pages and took about an hour to cover. At the end of the questioning, the police said they would need to keep the motorcycle and Dave’s belongings for a few days as evidence. They allowed us to leave and we immediately headed to the hospital to check on Dave. Arriving at the Bahía Blanca Municipal Hospital we found Jim by Dave’s side in the examination room.

Dave’s elbow was crushed and they immediately took him into surgery to remove the bone fragments from the elbow. Jim stayed with Dave through the procedure and indicated that, although the doctors did a good job, when Dave got back to the U.S. he would need to go back to the hospital and have the surgery redone.

While at the hospital, Donn was elected to call Dave’s insurance company in the U.S. and obtain authorization for treatment. Donn eventually handed the phone to one of the doctors who talked to a Spanish-speaking doctor in the U.S. and worked something out.

I called Dave’s wife, Janice, from the hospital and she courageously took the news. Apparently it was not the first time he had been severely injured. Once we knew when Dave would be released from the hospital, she arranged a flight home for him.

When it was time to leave the hospital two days later, Dave asked the nurse what needed to be done to pay and complete the release paperwork. She said, “Walk out the front door.” No charge, no paperwork.

Dave’s attitude about the whole incident was incredible.

“As to the accident itself,” he said, “it was largely my fault for getting myself in a situation where there was inadequate room for both me and a big truck. The road narrowed in a curve and the truck moved into me.

“Janice asked me, ‘Would you have gone had you known it was going to end that way?’ To that I cannot say ‘yes.’ But in retrospect, I can say I have not a single regret about the adventure. It was glorious.

“Anyone who draws the conclusion that this is a cautionary tale about avoiding risks or postponing dreams draws the wrong conclusion. The only conclusion is, keep yourself out of tight places.”

While Dave was recuperating in the hospital the rest of us had a lot to do. After securing hotel rooms for a few nights, we returned to the police station to see if we could get Dave’s stuff. One pannier was totally destroyed and worthless. The other was badly damaged but able to hold some contents, so we took some clothing and incidentals and jammed them in the pannier. Then, along with the large tail bag and a few plastic bags, we started strapping everything on our bikes to take back to Dave. Our bikes looked like those third-world country motorbikes with stuff hanging all over them.

Then we needed to get the bike released. The police at first said “no.” Donn had a long argument, between broken Spanish on his part, broken English on their part and some Google Translator, he finally convinced them that we should be allowed to take the bike. After all, he claimed, it is Argentine law that vehicles brought into the country by foreigners must be taken out of the country.

Dave was being flown out as soon as possible and we were leaving Argentina within the week. And, of course, before releasing the bike there was more paperwork in Spanish that Donn had to sign. As they took pictures of his passport and insurance information, he wondered if he was signing a legal document that would return to haunt him.

Donn had an interesting ride from the police station back to the hotel, as it had turned dark during all of the procedural work. Dave’s bike was barely rideable and, although the taillights and turn signals worked, they pointed in odd directions. Plus, the headlight worked but was hanging out of its shell, giving an excellent illumination of the top of the front fender and tire.

Late that evening, Donn, Deby, Jim, and I sat around the hotel lobby and had a conversation about the multitude of things that had to be done. We thought getting Dave out of the country was going to be easy. We knew the bike was going to be a problem.

The next morning, Friday, we met early to once again go over the plan for the day and to review each person’s assignments. Dave’s wife had made flight arrangements for Dave to leave Bahía Blanca at 2:45 PM Saturday, fly to Buenos Aires, then transfer to Houston and on to Portland.

Jim and I went through all of Dave’s belongings, throwing away what was damaged or not necessary and sorting the rest into what he could take on the plane and what we would pack with his motorcycle. We took copies of all of his paperwork and placed them in a multi-sleeve folder we had purchased for this purpose.

In the meantime, Donn and Deby learned that in order to get Dave’s bike out of the country without him, a number of forms needed to notarized along with notarized copies of Dave’s passport and vehicle registration, all in triplicate. Fine. The problem was that a Notary Public in Argentina must be an attorney. And try to find one on a Friday afternoon on short notice that will meet us at the hospital. We knew this would be a challenge.

After a dozen calls to attorneys from the phone book, asking for help from the hospital staff, and visiting the regional courthouse, we were stifled. No luck, and Dave’s bike was not going to be released without those notarized signatures.

Our other problem, assuming we could get the necessary documents signed, was how to get Dave’s bike to Buenos Aires for the flight back to the U.S. They would not ship the bike because it is a specialized operation done only in Buenos Aires, about 400 miles away.

But luck was on our side. Donn and Deby thought perhaps a motorcycle shop could give us some insight on how to handle this, and they began wandering around the blocks surrounding the hotel hoping to find one. They had gone ten blocks and were in the process of turning around when they decided that one more block would not hurt. And they found Motos Fernandez.

Juan Fernandez, the owner, knew very limited English but between them the story was explained and hopefully understood. After a few phone calls Juan conveyed that he knew a friend who could ride Dave’s bike to Buenos Aires with us on Sunday if we would buy him a cup of coffee and a bus ticket home. The problem, Juan said, was that the guy was 72 years old. Not a problem, he was told, as some in our group were about that same age.

Dave was being released from the hospital at 10:00 AM Saturday for transport to the airport. Late Friday afternoon we still did not have the necessary papers signed. We were thinking perhaps the best idea was to have Dave sign the forms, forget the notary, and hope for the best. Another idea was to have one of us “become” Dave and sign the papers for him. Dave’s writing arm, his right one, was broken and his signature looked like a chicken scratch anyway. But none of us wanted to take the chance and perhaps end up in a legal tangle in Argentina while the others merrily flew home.

Friday night we were all dejected. We simply did not know what to do about Dave’s bike. In a phone call with my wife Ann that evening, she suggested that perhaps we could have Dave stop by an attorney on the way to the airport and get the papers signed. Mentioning this at dinner with the others, Donn suggested that he and Deby would revisit Juan early Saturday morning and perhaps he knew an attorney that could help. Amazing. He did know of one and arranged for him to be available at 11:30 AM. Jim and I got Dave released and taxied to the motorcycle shop at 10:30 AM. Juan was the hero by transporting Dave to the attorney’s office. The papers were properly signed, notarized, paid for and Dave was on his way to the airport with Jim as his escort.

“Saturday night, with Dave safely on the airplane home with his broken arm, the paperwork completed for shipping his bike and a rider arranged to go with us to Buenos Aires,” Donn said, “the final four of us decided to celebrate with some good Argentine steak. One of our cab drivers recommended Victors, a nice looking place on the main square of Bahía Blanca. Like prompt Norte Americanos we were waiting for the doors to open at 8:00 PM. I’m never sure about restaurants where we are the only patrons. I ordered a traditionally prepared steak, bife lomo. Steak with an egg on top, a slice of roasted red pepper and spinach buried under the ubiquitous papas fritas (french fries) that seem to accompany everything. By the time we were done eating, sometime well after 9:00, the restaurant was full and there was a line of people waiting outside.”

The rider for Dave’s bike, Miguel, met us at 8:00 the next morning for our ride to Buenos Aires. It was a wonderful day for riding through the pampas of Argentina, with perfect weather, temperatures in the 70s, clear skies, and light traffic for being a Sunday. No issues, other than a stiff cross wind and horrendous truck ruts in the pavement that tended to toss the bikes around.

We arrived late in the evening and decided to stay near the Buenos Aires airport at the Holiday Inn Express. We thanked Miguel for his help with Dave’s bike and suggested we check on the bus schedule. Miguel did not speak English but it did not take translation to understand that he did not want a bus ticket. He wanted an airline ticket. The next flight was the next morning so all of sudden our cup of coffee and a bus ticket turned into a $200 room, airline flight, breakfast and cab ride across town to the domestic airport. What are you gonna do? At least we had Dave’s credit card!

This trip was truly winding down now. It was day 95 of a planned 100-day trip and we still had things to accomplish, the first of which was arranging for the five motorcycles to be shipped home. Michael had been in email contact with us over the past few weeks and we knew that he had successfully shipped his bike and exited the country, arriving home one week prior.

We did not want to spend the last days of this trip near the airport so Donn and Deby scouted out a good hotel in downtown Buenos Aires for the four of us while Jim and I found a place nearby the airport hotel to get the bikes washed. The first order of business was to arrange for them to be flown to Seattle and the airline required they be clean for this process. Then the four of us drove across town to Dakar Motos where we had a scheduled meeting with the owners, Sandra and Javier, to complete the documents for shipping.

Going through town I was struck by our riding style. Buenos Aires is South America’s second largest city and, although the traffic was sane in comparison to the continent’s other large cities, our style was cautious. I suppose this was a reflection of Dave’s accident and its aftermath.

This process consumed the entire day, which meant the bikes needed to be transported to the airport the following day. Five bikes, four riders, so we needed to shuttle the bikes from the Holiday Inn to the airport, a distance of only eight miles. But we almost did not complete the process.

Donn, Deby, and Jim rode their bikes to the airport. I left my motorcycle and gear at the hotel and rode Dave’s bike. Jim had me climb on the back of his bike to take me back to the hotel to retrieve my bike. As we were approaching the hotel, we encountered a situation very similar to what happened to Dave. A very long bus was turning through a tight traffic circle to our outside. We needed to move from the inside of the lane to the outside of it to exit, but the bus was moving faster than we were. As the bus turned, it forced Jim closer and closer to the inside of the circle, which had a concrete curb.

We had nowhere to go. Jim scrunched the bike’s tires against the curb while moving slowly and the side of the bus pushed against my leg. Somehow Jim managed to keep the bike upright without slipping under the bus or crashing to the inside of the circle.

Once we exited the circle he immediately pulled to the side of the road and stopped. Our hearts were beating about 200 times per minute and we reflected on what a close call that was. And only four days from the finish line. The similarity to Dave’s situation was a topic of conversation for the remainder of the trip.

Once the five motorcycles were at the airport the process was organized and efficient. We were told they ship about 100 motorcycles out of the country each month. This was a startling figure to me because 50 years ago there could not have been many motorcycles other than mine and Dave’s that left the continent. On this trip we encountered many world motorcycle travelers. On that first trip we encountered very few, primarily in Central America.

At the airport, each bike is driven onto a scale to determine the shipping weight, including equipment and gear. Then the bike is ridden up a short ramp onto the shipping pallet. The bikes are securely strapped down, panniers, windshields and mirrors removed, and batteries disconnected. Then other equipment and gear can be placed around and under the bike after a security scan. The final step is to have the bikes affixed to the pallets with plastic wrap.

Deby had a little problem with the luggage she was hoping to stash on the pallet. During the scanning process the official discovered some contraband among her gear. Actually not contraband, but she got busted nonetheless. Deby is a rock collector of sorts and along the journey she had been gathering specimens, small rocks, and shells that she wanted to add to her collection at home. It took a bit of convincing to allow her to take the stash to the hotel as the official wanted to throw the pile of rocks and shells away.

The process of getting the bikes to the airport and preparing for shipping took a full day, and by the time we arrived at our downtown hotel it was late in the evening. The bikes were secured in the warehouse and now we needed to pay for them, which was an experience all its own.

Again, from Donn’s blog: “Wednesday, our job was to go to the shipping office in downtown BA to find out the cost for each bike and then pay in cash by making a deposit at their bank and bring the receipt back. We had been told that this was a cash only transaction so we arranged to have approximately $2,000 US dollars with us.

“We had read how dangerous BA was for pickpockets. There is a famous report on how President Bush’s daughters were robbed in BA despite having secret service protection.

“So do the math: $2,000 x 5 motorcycles and we were walking around in the same neighborhood with some real money. It gets better… The official exchange rate for dollars is about 5 pesos per USD, but on the black market, they call it the blue market here, you can get 8 pesos per USD. We were told we could pay for the shipping in either pesos or dollars. Hmmm, between us we could save a couple thousand dollars by finding some shady person on a street corner and giving him our $10,000 to exchange for a huge stack of 100 peso bills. I thought the adventure on a trip like this would be riding the motorcycles, not navigating the underworld of the BA blue market working out a cash transaction.

“So…what to do. Greed got the better part of us and we made a plan that involved multiple transactions over a couple of days. I’ll leave the details out, but yesterday we managed to deposit our money in the correct accounts and retrieve our waybills (which were being held until the bikes were paid for). It took longer than expected, and we spent way too much time walking the crowded BA streets with huge stacks of bills shoved in our money belts and pockets. I was glad to get rid of the cash and revert to my usual tactic of keeping only the money I need for the day in my pocket. Whew!”

So with the receipts in hand, we went to the shipping company office, turned in the receipts and received the waybills. This completed the process and the bikes would soon be on their way to Seattle where we would collect them in a few days from customs.

This was day 98 of our trip and we still had hotel rooms for two more nights. Without our bikes for the first time on this trip it felt a little odd and so we did the best we could to act as everyday tourists. It wasn’t easy, but we managed to pull it off. The adventurous part of this trip was over and it felt like we were just spending time waiting for our airline flights.

These two trips 50 years apart were different in so many ways. Then, the trip was six months, 25,000 miles on two used 1958 BMW motorcycles. Now, it was 100 days, 16,000 miles and primarily new BMW motorcycles. Then, we spent $1,200 apiece from start to finish. Now, $16,000 all-inclusive (coincidentally, one dollar per mile). Then, sleeping in a tent nearly every night. Now, we did not even take camping gear. Then, eating out of grocery stores and roadside stands. Now, mostly restaurants. Consequently, then, we were sick with dysentery on several occasions. Now, healthy but for a cold or two. Then, awful roads reminiscent of rocky river beds. Now, mostly paved, although sometimes dirt would have been preferable. Then, communications that took months to complete. Now, nearly instantaneous.

The ending to this trip was as different from the one 50 years ago as the entire trip itself. Then, we were absolutely destitute at the end of the trip, with barely enough to get back to the U.S. We had to leave the bikes in a Santiago warehouse because we did not have the money to send them home, hoping we would someday see them again. And after getting home and earning some money we were in fact able to send for them. The bikes arrived home months later, all beat up from eight months of primarily bad dirt roads, lots of drops, water crossings and impromptu repairs.

What did not change much were the people and the geography. Although the major cities have grown in size, most of the people are still impoverished now as they were then. Just more of them. Riding through much of the countryside was like riding back through time. It even seemed as though some of the roadside vendors were the same.

And, of course, the countryside itself is unchanged. The Andes, the deserts, the ocean. What great riding. The thrill of a decent road (or even a bad one for that matter) and powering through a turn anticipating what is around the bend, or over the rise, never changes.

The idea of repeating this trip 50 years later was not an easy decision. At 20, we had to postpone college for a year, but the call of adventure was strong. At 70, it was adventure and a sense of once again doing something no one else we knew had done. But this time we had families and obligations that had to be considered.

The bikes arrived in Seattle and were retrieved from customs to be put back to normal daily use. Dave returned to Portland where he underwent several additional surgeries to repair his smashed elbow. He has limited use of his right arm but is back to most of his regular activities (although he had to give up water skiing). Michael returned to his home in Sun Valley, Idaho and married Dee Dee. Don and Deby resumed their life and business in the Seattle area. Jim planned the next world motorcycle adventure, and the one after that, from his home in Olympia, Washington. And I resumed my life with my wife, Ann, and our dog Daisy. Ann sold the Seattle BMW motorcycle dealership the year after my return and we continue to own and operate the one in Tacoma.

We all stay in touch occasionally.
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The group near the end of the trip.
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‘First in 1963 and 50 years later, Keith,
you offered me the chance to ride with
you on these crazy adventures to South

America on a motorcycle. Crazy they were — crazy fun, crazy
hard at times, and crazy memorable. How many people at age
70 get a chance to relive their wildest adventure from when they
were 20?”

Dave Yaden

“Riding with close friends to faraway places, driven by a wonderful
sense of adventure and a positive attitude...the greatest ways to
surmount any difficult challenges one may face while traveling
on two wheels.”

Jim Balz

“If you have ever considered a trip like this, do your homework,
prep your bike, don’t over pack. ABSOLUTELY learn at least some
rudimentary Spanish and go DO IT now. It is the trip of a lifetime.
There will be challenges along the way but in the end you will
never regret it, and next year you will be just a year older.”

Michael Hansen

“Riding with Keith, Dave, and the rest of the guys was a privilege
and a huge pleasure. Experiencing new places, sights, and people
through each other’s eyes made this a great ride.”

Deby Harvey

“We missed the luxury ferry from LaPaz to Mazatlan. Fortunately,
we managed to get passage on the overnight freighter along with
the garbage trucks and would be bunking outside on the deck.
When I saw Dave wearing his full riding suit, sleeping on one of the
benches, I knew this would be the ride of a lifetime for all of us.”

Donn Harvey

KEITH THYE lives in Ruston, Washington
with his wife, Ann, and his dog, Daisy.
They have been riding since high school
and continue to ride today.
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