Over the Rainbow with a Bad Back
Notes from the 2006 Klobuchar bike ride

-- Doug Wilhide

Horseflies sometimes join us as we bike through the country roads in northern Minnesota.  They float in a sort of bubble, busy and buzzing as long as they stay in our slipstream.  If they land, they get blown off or brushed aside.  If they stray out of the air currents they can’t keep up and are left behind. 

The Jaunt with Jim bike ride is a lot like a moving bubble.  We’re a community on wheels, self-contained, active, buzzing with conversations that start and stop and are resumed again depending on traffic, a hill, a slower biker, or just gravel on the road. We are a family that gets together once a year.   If you leave the bubble, or are outside of it, the whole thing seems artificial and more than a bit strange.  But while you’re in it, it makes comfortable, compatible, perfect sense.

Saturday, 6/17

We begin in Bemidji, at 5:15 AM just as the sun comes up over the lake and a pair of loons yodel back and forth.  Jim Klobuchar, our founder, leader, guide, guru and “conductor” blows his whistle early, though most of us are awake:  it’s hard to get much sleep on an air mattress the first night.  I scrunch up in my tent and start packing my gear.

This is my 12th ride, the second in a row where I am joined by my daughter, Anduin.  I don’t know why she enjoys this enough to repeat it, but she does.  And she’s a natural -- lovely, outgoing, sociable, interested in old people.  Everyone likes her.  I bask in the joy of being her Dad and fielding the compliments.  

The drive up was long and dull, as the serpentine traffic slithered out of the Twin Cities to disperse into the woods, the lakes and “the cabin.”  We passed by Clearwater, Nisswa and Pow Wow Point, noting the highway markers and a  roadhouse sign advertising “Wednesday Meatloaf Madness: 5PM Until Gone.”  My  kind of place.

We pitched tents at Diamond Point campground near the campus of Bemidji State University, then biked downtown to join a rowdy group of bikers for a fine dinner at Tutto Bene, a very good Italian restaurant just off the main drag.  The summertime streets of downtown Bemidji (both of them) have speakers on the light poles that broadcast the local radio station.  The music is sort of eerie -- there’s more noise downtown than people.  When they’re doing ads, it gets downright weird.  It’s like being surrounded by commercials from God.

In spite of my attempts at careful planning and 11 previous rides, we have some gear issues.  I couldn’t find my sunglasses and have to wear old ones that cause things to appear blurry.  Andy discovers she’s left her bike shorts behind and has to ride without padding.  I tell her she can borrow a pair of mine after a couple days.  She declines.  One of the most frequent phrases I hear on this ride is “that’s one lesson I learned the hard way.”  The curious thing is that some of the people saying it have actually changed their behavior and some haven’t.  Andy rides most of the way in regular pants with no problems.

Breakfast is at St. Phillips church where we renew acquaintances, collect detailed itineraries and receive our t-shirts -- beige this year, with an illustration of “the yellow brick road” and a cowardly lion on the front,  a route map on the back.  This is the 32nd annual ride and it goes through the birthplace of Judy Garland, hence the theme.

Jim gathers us outside the church around 6:45 with welcoming words and directions for the first leg.  He’s in good form.  When someone heckles a little louder than usual he responds with:  “Don’t forget, even though you’re very old, I’m older... and I’ve heard these errors before.  Such people are to be pitied and perhaps offered counsel, rather than criticism.”  Appropriate laughter.  

The day is gray and humid, but mild,  as we head north from Bemidji.  We immediately got lost.  Jim told us to turn right off the main road at a light after a couple miles  But the main road goes to the left and our “right turn” is actually straight ahead.  At one point I see groups of riders heading decisively in all four directions, including the way we have just come.

We make it to Turtle River in good form after 22.5 miles, including a brief stop at the home of two local riders -- the Sorensens -- who live just off our route.  Lemonade, coffee and a couple cans of beer for the brave.  There are various kinds of stops on this ride.  The breakfast stop gathers us and gets us moving out together.  There’s usually a midmorning rest break of about 45 minutes, then a lunch stop.  Then there’s the mid-afternoon break and the final destination.  Of course the lunch break can sometimes be at 10:30 and the mid-afternoon break is sometimes before noon.  There are also “bump and run” (football metaphor) and “touch and go” (airplane metaphor) stops, as well as “lemonade pauses” and  informal “butt breaks.”  The Sorensens is a touch and go lemonade pause.

We pass by Moonlight Court, which is near Uffda Lane, not far from the Gold Mine Ranch where horses are enjoying a breakfast of hay.  Our midmorning break is at the Salem Lutheran Church, a pleasant pause.  Then it’s off on a winding road, past the hamlet of Ten Strike and into the park at Blackduck for lunch.  You know you’re in Blackduck because there’s a giant black duck glaring at you from the park.  The sun begins to break through the clouds as we take pictures of ourselves by the duck, check our bikes and our water bottles and chat.  Good, thick grilled hamburgers. Andy does a handstand.  Jim talks with Sasha, a young biker from Russia with curly black hair who is studying math at the University of Minnesota and lives in St. Paul.  Sasha and Andy are two of the very few young people on this ride and spend considerable time together.  42.9 miles.

In the afternoon we begin to see small patches of pink lady slippers, the Minnesota state flower.  They are wild orchids that grow beside the road in wetland areas and bloom for about a week.  Very beautiful, but very rare.  This trip I see more of them in their full glory and in larger patches than I’ve ever seen.  Riding is easy, with a light tailwind and level roads.  We pass horses and cows and fields of daisies.  Just past Nebish Lane a large butterfly flies into my teeth.  It tastes like very finely ground powder. The country smells wonderful -- wood smoke, recently cut lumber and grass, the wetlands and the pine trees.  There’s a fullness and freshness to it that is, literally, inspiring.

The last leg is nice with a steady tailwind.  I’m doing 18-20 miles per hour with little effort as we pull into Kelliher (pronounced something like “Kill-yer”).  The campground quickly fills with tents among the tall pines.  The ride is beginning to come together in its own bubble as we recall each other’s stories, faces, bodies and bikes, if not quite yet names.  Conversations from previous years come back and are continued. 

I join a small group of friends for a beer and sit on the ground.  Then I can’t get up.  I’ve pulled muscles in my lower back somehow and the pain is excruciating.  I can’t move without help.  I make it the few blocks to the showers, find one that has hot water and let it run on my back and take some ibuprofen (“biker’s candy”).  It helps a little but I’m moving like a very ancient man.  We go to dinner at a small restaurant overwhelmed with bikers. They keep running out of food -- fried chicken, mashed potatoes, dressing and beans along with a skimpy salad bar.  

Beers help some but the pain is still there.  I talk with a guy who had been the doctor at Canterbury Downs race track. He tells stories of how the jockeys were always asking for pain pills and appetite suppressants.  There was some kind of pain medication for horses that came in sticks called “bute” and the jockeys would get some and eat it like beef jerky.

We have brought some heating pads with us.  You take them out of a plastic pack and they heat up and stay warm for eight hours.  I put one on and it helps me crawl into my tent.  A restless night, but the heating pad helps.   62.9 miles.  Good riding.  Bad back. 

Sunday, June 18.

Father’s Day.  So very nice to have my daughter along.  She’s a great traveling companion.  Last year I worried about whether or not she’d enjoy spending this much time with older folks and if she could keep up.  This year she’s the darling of the group, with 100 adoptive aunts and uncles,  and is now a stronger rider than I am.  Youth trumps so damn much!  

After breakfast we head east with a nice, southwesterly wind behind us and the sun shining.  We pull into Northome after 13.5 miles.  This midmorning break is at a Senior Citizen’s Center -- appropriate for our group.  There’s a blackboard sign that says in big letters “Free Will.”  I can’t decide if it’s an announcement for some kind of philosophical discussion, an ad for help drawing up last testaments or something else.  Turns out that the senior citizens are offering us food and beverages and we can contribute whatever we like -- free will.  

You can tell a lot about a community by these little acts of kindness.  Sometimes the food is excellent, the prices low and the quantities sufficient for a hundred bikers who are convinced they might never eat again and must stuff in enough calories for the next leg.  Other times the food is poor, with miserly portions rationed carefully, as if the sponsoring group wants to make sure they make every bit of profit they can.

This was, perhaps, our best break of the trip.  Home baked cookies and bars, bagels, fresh fruit, lots of bananas (a biker favorite: we think it helps lubricate the knees) plenty of cold bottled water and juice, hot coffee and friendly people.  We disperse our “free will” liberally.  We gather outside and sing happy birthday to one of the senior citizens celebrating her 87th birthday.  Then I help lead the group in a song for the kind people:  “You are my sunshine.”  Good harmonies.  The old folks sing along with us.

I talk with a family that has come along before.  Dad, mom, teenage son and daughter.  The daughter, Larissa, isn’t there this time.  She got married to a young man who accompanied her on a previous ride and they have just returned from a honeymoon in Malta.  She’s on the cell phone so I talk with her for a few minutes, berating her for choosing so poorly -- marriage and a honeymoon instead of the bike ride?  What was she thinking?  She agrees.  She  caught a cold on the honeymoon.  The dad has a PhD (in engineering, I think) and taught for many years.  Then he switched careers and became a numismatist -- he deals in rare coins.  He recounted a story of how he had purchased a very rare ninth century gold British coin and the problems he had with the British museum.  Interesting folks.

Back on the road towards Squaw Lake.  We pass by the “Royal Shooks” motel which has several faux log cabin huts on wheels.  The wind is up past 15 mph now, kicking up whitecaps on the lakes, but it’s behind us.  Riding like this is just a dream:  your bike and your body feel like a single, well oiled, smooth running machine.  The wind is noisy in the trees, but you’re riding in a bubble within it.  The miles glide by. 

I talk with Vi, who works for a defense contractor.  She’s doing something called “counter contracts” which involve supplying guns for the Korean Navy (I assume the South Koreans, but with this administration, who knows?).  Vi’s job is to oversee subcontracts to Korean manufacturers and U.S. companies owned by Koreans.  It’s a complicated process, but a downhill stretch separates us and I don’t get all the details.  We stop at a small restaurant called “The Hill” for a lunch break.  It’s sunny and pleasant and we take pictures of a giant duck and nap in the sun on the grass.  34.3 miles.

We slather up with sunscreen and head out.  The mid-afternoon stop is at the junction of Hwy 6 and 4.  Hayslip’s Corner.  It’s billed as Minnesota’s oldest bar, but that refers to the wood bar itself, which was moved from a hotel in Duluth. It’s a dark, dreary place and suddenly familiar.  We stopped here on a marathon ride once before.  Terrible day -- long and straight road through a dreary landscape with a fierce headwind.  The bar was the only break.  There was a sign announcing that the local militia met there.  Scary.  I woofed down a “Big Axe” burger -- about a pound of microwave-heated calories -- that stayed with me for a couple days.  After that ride I skipped the next year and Jean and I went luxury hotel-hopping through the Pacific Northwest instead.

This time most of the bikers gather at the brighter, more friendly gas station and guzzle Gatorade.  58.2 miles.  Then it’s on into Big Fork.  Our community is becoming more and more together as we ride in groups and share stories.  We pass fields of daisies and orange hawkweed, clusters of purple wild iris, wild roses and yellow buttercups, but we’re the brightest thing in the landscape and often the only humans around.  I spot a couple church signs:  “He who laughs last thinks slowest.”  “Aspire to inspire before you expire.”

Big Fork is a small community with a high school about half a mile from the campground.  I set up my tent and take a nap.  My back is killing me again, my right knee is throbbing and my left foot is aching.  Damn, damn, damn.  I listen to the buzz of the campground.  There was a wedding in Kelliher when we were there.  Some of the wedding party  were playing around on the swings in the park -- kids in formal wear.  They had a huge limo for the bride and groom, a stretched Ford Explorer that drove all of three blocks from the church to the reception.  Like many small town weddings it was “open” to anyone who wanted to stop by and a couple of the bikers joined in.  Turns out one of them was the college roommate of the mother of the groom.  Small world.

Dinner is turkey and beef on rolls and trimmings.  Since it’s Sunday, there is no alcohol for sale, but enterprising “agents in the field” have found a couple coolers of beer that is available for a $2 “free will” offering. Andy gives me Father’s Day presents -- a t-shirt she bought on a winter trip to the British Virgin Islands that comes with its own beer can opener, and a book, “Why Men Have Nipples,” which becomes a centerpiece for conversation and humor.  Good daughter.

We join some bikers at a pizza place.  It’s an ordinary spot except for a display of old tools on the wall.  Turns out that the ax was used by the owner’s father when he was a lumberman and the giant saw was used by the grandfather to cut ice from the lakes for shipping down to the Twin Cities.  History all over the place.  I down more ibuprofen, strap on another heating pad, crawl into the tent and hope for the best.  77.1 pleasant miles.

Monday, June 19

We’re up early in bright sunlight with a cool breeze.  Breakfast is at Husky’s restaurant, which contains memorabilia from the high school that has now merged with another one out of town.  It’s tough for these little towns when they can’t support their own school, because the schools are such central social organizations.  But Husky’s owner has his own “museum” of plaques, jerseys and sports team trophies.  These little towns are held together with a wonderful and welcoming kind of civic commitment.  Several local businesses have collection jars for someone who has a broken wrist and needs help.  They are brimming with bills.

The heating pads are working and my back isn’t a problem unless I step the wrong way.  It’s fine on the bike and if I keep downing ibuprofen I’m OK.  Andy found a purse the night before and tried to return it in the campground but didn’t want to wake people, so she got it to Jim.  He celebrated her action and consideration:  “these are the kind of great people you’re traveling with.”  Loud applause.  Andy’s in the bathroom, but the star of the moment.

We head out, going south, with a nice breeze from the north.  Life is very good.  Our community swells with  several newcomers -- people who ran Gramma’s marathon in Duluth on Saturday then joined the ride. Some of them drove to Bemidji then biked here directly.  A commitment to serious exercise I will never understand.  

We head for the Marcell Civic Center, 12.1 miles away.  It’s a near perfect stretch -- pretty road, cool, sunny skies, a following breeze.  We pass Jack The Horse Lake Road and debate whether it’s Jack the Horse... Lake Road, or Jack the Horse Lake.. Road.  The Center is a converted manufacturing facility that offers all kinds of services to the surrounding area.  It’s supported with grants, contributions and a whole lot of “free will.”  The smells of fresh pine forests, cut lumber and warm earth are all around us.   

Biking is a forward-looking activity.  It’s dangerous to look back, so you look forward 90% of the time.  There can be 50 people right behind you and you feel lonely.  But if there’s even a couple bikers ahead you feel connected.  We head for our lunch stop, a small park on Moose Lake.  Andy and I ride together with Ellen and her boyfriend, Mark.  Ellen’s from Baltimore but now lives near Philadelphia. She recounts the story of the War of 1812, from a Baltimorean’s perspective -- Francis Scott Key and the Star Spangled Banner. She’s in a long-term, close relationship with Mark, who works in Wisconsin.    On each of the last two rides I’ve taken a picture of them kissing by the lift bridge in Duluth.  This year I keep the streek going with a picture of them kissing by their bikes.  38.2 miles.  

The crew from Husky’s has set up a grill and distributes delicious burgers, chips and cold drinks.  We gather by the lake and tell stories.   I’m able to get up without too much struggle. The bathroom is a small outdoor facility with a toilet that looks like part of an oil drum and a hand-made seat.  This is why they’re called “cans.”  But there’s a pump nearby that produces cold, delicious, spring water for our bike bottles.  

We head into Grand Rapids, a longish stretch on rough, uneven road with dangerous cracks in it.  You have to concentrate.  So far there have been no major incidents.  I begin to catalog the road kill:  a deer, a porcupine, a couple racoons, lots of anonymous things that probably used to be squirrels, a bear cub that looked like a teddy bear but smelled for half a mile, a full skeleton of some woodland creature, picked clean, it’s rib cage stark and white by the asphalt shoulder.

We pitch tents near a large, new middle school.  It’s very impressive -- lots of space, clean, well organized, with a big common room for meals and events and media centers for each grade.  These new schools make a huge difference in their communities.  Not only do they create a better environment for education, but they give the town a lift and the young people a sense of pride and belonging.  Tax money well spent.

We’ll be staying here for two days, which is nice, but the school is in a sort of hollow... which means uphill every time you come and go.  I pitch my tent and take a couple ibuprofen. Andy goes for a run. I join some bikers for a beer.  We continue an earlier conversation about the difference between ignorance and stupidity. In my best English major mode, I explain that ignorance means not having information while stupidity means having information but acting unwisely.  Jim Bassett, a likable guy, dedicated biker and a political conservative, ponders this for a few moments, then sets me up with one of the best lines of the ride.  “So you can be both ignorant and stupid?”  “Sure,” I reply.  “That’s the definition of a Republican.”  Appropriate laughter.

Dinner is up out of the campground, then downhill to the river.  The local Rotary has a large, permanent tent set up by the Mississippi.  Several bikers have assembled beer and I bum a couple and join the discussion.  One new rider -- and beer provider -- is Geoffrey, a small, bearded, well-built professor at St. Cloud State.  He teaches elementary education theory and genocide studies.  The story is that he was “expelled” from South Africa in the 70s because he spoke out against apartheid.  He was one of a group of SCSU profs who sued the college recently over what they considered racist policies.  He’s a sharp, witty guy, and a good biker.

Dinner is excellent.  Spaghetti, salad, rolls and delicious desert bars.  One of the tables has several wine bottles so I sit with them.  Amazing how far you can stretch wine among friends, and how good it tastes.  Afterward Andy and I walk along the river. There are families of ducks and a big loon floats backwards in the current as the evening sunlight skips off the water. 

Then we find bikers downtown in the Legion Hall, a dark bar with a decent juke box.  We dance a little and sing a little, while drinking gin and tonics.  I make my way back to the campground.  Andy stays for the music and the G&Ts.  A day to be savored. 58 miles.

Tuesday, June 20

Our off day in Grand Rapids.  We sleep in until 7:30, then Andy and I head out of the camp and downhill to town.  We have breakfast at Dottie’s, a local cafe full of bikers and locals, then we bike to the other edge of town for a pre-arranged tour of the Judy Garland museum.

Frances Gumm (Judy’s real name) lived in GR as the youngest child of musical parents who had played minor Vaudeville circuits.  Her dad owned the local movie theater and the three sisters went on stage between reels to entertain.  They were known as The Gumm Drops. Frances was called “Baby” because she was the youngest, but she was clearly the most natural entertainer.  You had to haul her off the stage.  

When she was nine, the family took a summer trip to California, playing small venues along the way.  Amazed at the fine weather and the opportunities, and tired of the Minnesota winters, they came back, sold everything and returned to Los Angeles. The Gumm sisters sang at events and weddings and people kept telling Louis B. Mayer about this little girl with the big voice.  But MGM already had a child singer -- the soprano, Deana Durbin.  He finally had Judy come in and sing for him.  The next day he scheduled a screen test.  A day later he signed her as a contract player for $300 a week.  The rest, as they so often say, is history.

The museum has a large collection of memorabilia, especially from “The Wizard of Oz.”  The centerpiece is a fully restored 19th century open carriage.  It was used to take Dorothy and her fellow travelers into Oz.  It was also a favorite movie prop and was used in over 200 other films, including “Gone with the Wind.”  A collector tracked it down and had it refinished.  The refinisher discovered some lettering on one of the wood cover supports.  It said, “A. Lincoln. 1863.”  Turns out the Hollywood prop was actually built as a gift for Abraham Lincoln.

The museum is connected to the house where Judy/Frances grew up.  It’s a small white, wood home that has been moved twice and restored as accurately as possible.  The girls slept in a small room upstairs, one of two bedrooms.  The bathroom has a big claw-foot tub.  Downstairs there’s a large parlor, dining room and kitchen.  There’s a  landing on the staircase where the sisters would rehearse their numbers. Mrs. Gumm’s sewing machine is in the dining room.  She made three-year old Frances’ first costume out of a white frilly curtain.

Andy bikes back to join another event, a trip to a nearby iron mine that offers tours. It involves an 18-mile bike ride each way, so I decline.  I stop by a Target to pick up some more heating pads and then head back to my tent for a nap.

One of the hazards of the trip is a kind of mental exhaustion that comes from pushing your body longer and harder than normal.  Some of the bikers call it “asphalt brain.”  Your reactions get slower, your hand-eye coordination gets bad, what you’re thinking and what you’re saying don’t always match up.  You tell personal stories to perfect strangers. You have intense, involved discussions about everything from biking gear to philosophy and then forget them immediately.  You forget more stuff than usual -- as if there were breaks in time that you somehow missed.  Recovery time is important, at least for old guys like me.  

After my nap I join groups of bikers for rambling discussions.  There’s a good new Ole & Lena joke, but I can’t tell it because it involves physical gestures.  There’s also a good limerick, but it’s too filthy to repeat here.  Funny though.  Mike Winer offers me a cigar, a tradition we’ve shared for over 10 years.  I’m upwind from our friend Dusty -- an outspoken, extremely conservative Libertarian -- but still a friend.  She’s an occasional cigar smoker and says she likes the aroma.  “Just as I thought,” I respond. “It’s my cigar you like, not me.”  Without missing a beat she comes back with, “If that’s my only choice, you’re probably right.”

Andy returns, having biked nearly 40 miles to and from the mine with Sasha.  She showers and we head out in a van with other bikers for dinner at a restaurant west of town.  It’s a riotous occasion, sparked by bottles of wine that keep appearing as if by magic.  I have a very good steak with gorgonzola topping, grilled veggies and soup.  We have about 16 people at our table and there is much joking and laughing, going well beyond appropriate.   

I hitch a ride back to the campground and borrow a cell phone from a friend to call Jean.  I’ve called every night because there’s a sad undercurrent to this ride.  Jean’s mother is dying.  She has Alzheimer’s and we moved her to Minneapolis three years ago so Jean could care for her.  About five weeks before the ride, Jean noticed a lump in her Mom’s side and took her to the hospital.  It turned out to be colon cancer.  Mary Lou has been in the hospital since and Jean has been with her almost round the clock.

Andy has spelled her at times, and I’ve fixed meals and brought them over for hospital “picnics.” We’ve “celebrated” Mary Lou’s 88th birthday and Jean’s 60th.  The doctors had said Mary Lou had only 48 hours a month before, but she had an extraordinarily strong body and wouldn’t give up.  We knew the end was near, but Jean wanted us to go ahead with the trip.  There really wasn’t much we could do anyway.  Andy and I stopped by the hospital on our way out of town and said our goodbyes.

Each night I’ve talked with Jean at the hospital and her Mom was still there, though getting weaker.  This 88-year old woman with Alzheimer’s and colon cancer survived 10 days with virtually no nourishment or liquids.  She had died that morning with Jean at her side.  

It was a sad conversation, walking around in the dark.  Jean was doing OK.  Friends were with her and our son, Sam, was too.  It sounds so insufficient, but Mary Lou’s death was probably a blessing.  There was no hope for a happy ending and managing the pain was about the best that could have been done.

Andy comes back from dinner and I tell her the news and give her a hug.  We walk about a mile along a road near the camp, talking under the stars, then come back and go to bed.  Rest in peace, Mary Lou.

Wednesday, June 21

The summer solstice.  The longest day, with an even 16 hours between sunrise and sunset.  It also turns out to be our longest and hardest day, not helped by lingering hangovers from the night before, and the sad news about Jean’s Mom.  But the sunrise is lovely and mist rises off the fields and into the pines as we pack our tents and go into the school for breakfast.

We head west and south to Remer, a long haul of 29.1 miles to our first break.  The road is good and conditions are pleasant, though the wind is building and we’re heading into it.   Jim rides part of the way and I talk with him.  He comments that Andy is “an impressive young woman.”  I thank him and agree.  

I talk with another biker about a subject of common concern -- reinventing yourself at 60.  He was an auto mechanic and ran a large maintenance facility for one of the Twin Cities car dealers.  Then he got burned out and decided to change careers.  He’s been an insurance company manager for almost twenty years, supervising agents from Ohio to North Dakota.  He loves the job and the independence, makes good money and enjoys a hobby of working with wood.  His “reinvention” is ongoing.

Halfway to Remer we do a “bump and run” break by a lake.  Nothing is there, just a place to stop.  Couple good lines though.  Someone comments that biking is like golf because it’s one of the few activities where old, white guys can dress in bright colors and not be ridiculed.  Jim decides to ride the rest of the leg, dressed in his ancient blue, green and gray sweater.  Someone suggests he take it off because it’s getting warm.  “I like this sweater,” he replies.  “It protects me from the slings and arrows of outrageous wiseasses.”

At Remer we take a break by a restored railroad station.  Time to ease up and refill water bottles.  I lie down across the tracks and Andy pretends to run over me on her bike -- photo op.  My back is sore again, my right knee is throbbing and my left foot is sore because of an ill-fitting bike shoe.  Worse, the headwind is picking up and we’re going into more open country.

It’s a long ride into Outing, biking into a southwest wind that is building to 20 mph.  I’m beat by the time we get in.  47 miles.  Lunch is in a small hall, sponsored by a church. Store-made lasagna.  At this point we’re scarfing down anything with calories.  A couple of riders have told me my back wheel is wobbling, so I find the Penn Cycle van and have the mechanic take a look.  It’s serious.  A spoke has worked its way clear through the metal above the rim.  The bike guy says he’s never seen anything like it.  Says it must be metal fatigue or faulty manufacturing.  They make the rims out of aluminum to be keep the weight down, but sometimes they don’t get it right. In 10 minutes he’s replaced the rim with a new one and I’m ready to go.

Less than a mile out of town I see a couple bikers on the side of the road with a problem.  I stop to see if they need help.  It’s Andy and Sasha.  Andy has taken a wallboard screw to her back tire.  It looks like it was screwed in with a gun, completely penetrating the tire, tube and sticking into the rim.  A car stops and offers to take her back to the Penn Cycle van.  She goes and I suggest she ride with the driver to the next stop.  

The next break is at an eccentric bar called Howard’s Barn.  Been there forever.  Knotty pine paneling and a marginal 9-hole golf course built alongside it.  I stop for water and to get off the bike.  The wind has picked up and is right in our faces.  It wicks away moisture and there’s no way you can keep hydrated.  I wait for Andy.  She’s ignored me, of course, and bikes in on her own, about 10 minutes behind me.  

There’s an odd sense of time on the bike.  You chase a group of bikers for miles, finally catch them and pass. Then you pull in and get off the bike and within a half minute they’re there.  People who seem way ahead of you are still getting off their bikes when you reach the stop.  It’s part of the “asphalt brain” syndrome.

Andy and Sasha seem to be riding comfortably together so I set out on my own.  It’s now blowing a gale -- literally.  What seems like a strong breeze in town can be really heavy out in open country.  I’d say we are biking into a 25 mph wind with gusts getting up close to 40.  My bike is getting shifted around on the pavement -- and that’s a load to move!

The last few miles into Pine River are a real struggle.  The pain in my knee and foot is hard to ignore and I’ve maxed out on the ibuprofen.  When I finally pull into the camp I’m exhausted. My average speed is 12.6 mph, compared with 15+ on other days.

The campground is lovely -- by the Pine River, with stands of 60-foot red pines all around.  There’s a small beach and I jump in for a a swim, but my back is acting up so I make it short.  I pitch the tent and take a nap then bike to the school for a shower.  Dinner is a longish bike ride to a restaurant down the road.  They have a German Day special -- brats, wienerschnizel, sauerbraten, sauerkraut, German potato salad, beer.  It’s ok, but I’m too tired to really enjoy it.

Andy and I rendezvous at a Dairy Queen for desert.  My annual banana split, with raspberry, butterscotch and hot fudge, whipped cream and pecans.  Man is that good!  Back at the campground bikers are playing Indian Poker and other games by the river.  Last time we were here we got into a good singing groove and I sang hymns and folk songs with about 20 bikers, many of them trained choir members who really knew harmony.  It was great music in the woods.  This time we’re all tired.  I climb into the tent, strap on another heating pad and am out like a light.  The longest day has been a just that.  78.1 miles.

Thursday, June 22

Sunrise over the Pine River is beautiful.  Light mists off the river, the tall pines, a couple loons floating by.  I pack up my tent and go check on Andy.  There’s an empty wine glass in front of her tent, but she’s stirring.  My back is better but the knee and foot still ache.

After breakfast we set out on a circuitous route.  It’s only 26 miles directly to our next stop in Walker, but Jim has us detouring around.  This would be ok, even with some hills.  But the wind is picking up and is against us most of the way.  You get into an attack mode on the hills.  You pedal fast at the top, then tuck, going as low and tight as you can on the bike to cut wind resistance.  Then you pedal through the gears on the uphill.  This works better when the wind isn’t holding you up.

But the route is gorgeous. I talk with other bikers about how they’re dealing with turning 60, retiring, etc.  Betsy is a retired phys ed teacher.  She’s a lively, funny woman.  On an earlier ride we danced and sang “The Battle of New Orleans” at the top of our lungs. She’s enjoying life by substitute teaching, biking and spending time with grandkids.  Another satisfied older person.  Another biker gets me with an old line:  “I had to retire because of eye problems,” he says.  “What kind of eye problems?” I ask.  “I just couldn’t see coming to work any more.”

Our break stop is at a forestry station in the Badura State Tree Nursery.  It’s a state facility that raises and sells over 10 million trees a year.  Half are sold in Minnesota to state and county forests.  There’s a lot of open land in Minnesota, and strong conservation groups to keep it that way.  The ranger has us entranced with details about tree farming procedures.  He names all the different trees around us -- white, red and Norway pines, half a dozen kinds of spruces.  The tamarack is the only conifer that sheds its leaves.  He talks about attempts to resurrect elm trees and protect them from Dutch elm disease.  He discusses “super trees,” individual trees that are survivors and bigger and stronger than the surrounding woods.  The state nursery grafts them on to other trees to produce new lines that can enhance woodlands.  If I hadn’t written this all down, I’d have forgotten it immediately.

We head out again into the wind, riding in lines now.  It’s a skill that takes careful attention and organization -- not easy when you’re fighting asphalt brain and dehydration.  We do a “rotating double line” for several miles.  Two lines of bikes.  The right lane moves a little faster. When the lead rider on the right passes the lead on the left, he or she moves to the left line and the next rider takes the lead.  When the last rider on the left is passed, he or she moves to the right line.  This keeps the time up front to a minimum and gives you the maximum time in the slipstream of other riders.

We take a break at an old fishing lodge called Round Bay resort.  It’s been there since 1915 and it’s a classic.  Knotty pine walls, an old counter, fish trophies on the walls, friendly people.  It’s a clear sunny day and the lake is deep blue.  It’s “Third Crow Wing Lake.”  Later we pass a bridge over “11th Crow Wing Lake.”  Seems like a lot.  Someone mentions that there are over 1000 lakes in Cass County alone.  It’s pretty, but hilly and windy.  We pass a sign, “Pine River Foothills.”  Then another, “Pine River Mountain.”  This is Minnesota, damn it.  It’s supposed to be flat!

Our lunch break is in Nevis, which has a large fiberglass muskie in the park.  We lounge around in the sun and enjoy a good meal -- barbecued beef sandwiches, chips, slaw and huge, homemade desert bars. Andy has had another flat tire near Nevis.  She “jogged” in with her bike the last mile or so.  Young people.

The rest of the way into Walker is on the Heartland Trail, quite lovely and protected from the wind.  We stop after 10 miles in Akeley, which is celebrating Paul Bunyan Days.  There’s a giant statue of the lumberman legend and we pose for photo ops.  A one-man band is playing under a tent and old people -- real old people -- are dancing foxtrots.

We explore the Paul Bunyan museum, a musty building staffed by volunteers.  They have an early 1900s winter coat made out of dog hair as well as uniforms from the Civil War, WWI and WWII -- all of which you can touch and feel.  Andy and I pool our money and buy t-shirts.  I find a small antique store and buy a 1950s salt and pepper shaker set for Jean.

The ride to Walker is relaxed and pleasant.  The ibuprofen has taken hold and the pain isn’t an issue.  In previous trips we’ve camped down by the shores of Leech Lake, but they’ve closed the park to camping, so we pitch tents by the football field up a big hill. Pretty place, surrounded by pine woods. Andy, still in a Father’s day mode, sets up my tent while I join bikers for a beer.  Good daughter!

After a nap and a hot shower at the school, I walk down the hill to the park where bikers have a party going.  There’s good wine, lots of beer and a wide array of snacks.  I talk with Ed Newman and his wife, Deana, about marriage and friendship and how they intersect as you grow older.  Many of the bikers have been married 20, 30 and more years.  On this evening we decide that the key to that relationship longevity is understanding and appreciating each other’s “world view” and being, in some ways, each other’s best friend.  Another biker repeats a comment about married life after retirement:  “It’s a tough adjustment.  You have to get used to twice the husband and half the paycheck.”

Dinner is at the Legion Hall, a poorly organized spaghetti feed.  They keep running out of food.  Andy and I woof down a serving, then head down to the lake for the evening’s featured entertainment -- a sailboat outing.

The Leech Lake boat people are an engaging and accommodating lot.  Much more relaxed than some places.  They get together a flotilla of boats to take the bikers out.  We pay $20 each.  They contribute the boats, wine and beer.  The money goes to the local hockey association.  They get an excuse for a long weekend, the bikers get a treat and the hockey players get ice time.  It’s a win, win, win arrangement.

Andy and I join Jim Bassett and Jerry and Kathy Sovall aboard “Valkyrie,” a 34-foot sailboat owned by our hosts, Linda and Paul.  They are wonderful!  Excellent sailors, gracious, attractive and funny people.  The long evening fades slowly as we drink, joke, tell stories and enjoy the lake and light breezes.  

Then we have to fight off pirates.  Another boat has three water guns aboard and they are sneaking up on boats and drenching them.  We spot them, but we have only one water gun to fend them off.  We fill it in the lake and they hand me the gun to fire.  I try to wait until I see the whites of their evil eyes. but I shoot early and the stream of water falls short.  “Isn’t that just like a man,” says Linda.  We reload and manage to fight back, but I’m soaked.  Fortunately I brought a flannel shirt and change into it.

I take the helm and tell Navy stories as we sail around and the sun sets behind the pine trees.  It’s one of those perfect moments that you cherish for a long time.  As we come into the dock the Valkyrie loses it’s transmission, so we have to offload into a small power boat.  We thank Paul and Linda profusely, then head back up the hill to the campground.  The high point of the trip.  60.8 miles.

Friday, June 23

Our final day.  We stow tents up on the football field and troop down steep stairs for breakfast at the school.  It’s a hefty portion of egg bake, juice, coffee, rolls and fruit.  Good start to a lovely day.  Goodbyes are being said, lots of hugs, exchanges of contact information.  Then we head down the hill, through the quiet morning streets of Walker and out on the Heartland Trail.  

We take it easy -- this is a light day as well as our last one.  The ride is beautiful, the best leg of the trip.  The sun is coming up over Leech lake and sparkling through the pine trees as we cruise quietly along.  There’s a minor traffic jam after a few miles where the Heartland splits with the Paul Bunyan trail.  The sign says “Bemidji” on the Bunyan, which is where we’re going, but our route is along the Heartland -- longer but prettier.  No one seems to mind today.

We come off the trail after 18 miles at Cass Lake and gather at a large gas station/supermarket called Teal’s.  Jim has a tradition of buying ice cream bars at the final stop and he has a cooler full of delicious chocolate covered treats for us.  We find it’s hard to eat ice cream and hug friends goodbye at the same time. 

Then it’s back on the road and a stiff breeze from the southwest.  We turn north for a few miles then west on a quiet back road, mostly protected from the wind.  I catch up with Jim and Frank Moe, the state legislator from Bemidji.  Jim is telling tales of his days as a sportswriter covering the Vikings.  Tom talks about the difficulties of being an outstate politician.  My state representative brags that he can “touch every doorknob” in his district by walking from his home. Tom has to drive a hundred miles in every direction to reach just a portion of his constituents.  

He also notes the pressures of serving his area.  He’s a Democrat and many of the people in and around this part of the state are independents.  They don’t like government regulations of any kind, even though tax money is a critical part of the economy.  He gets pressure from the right, but more from the left.  One group wants him to endorse a bill to legalize marijuana for medical use.  It may make sense as policy, but no sense at all as politics.

I bike ahead and join Andy and Jim Bassett who are having a long, sporadic conversation broken by spells of quiet riding.  It’s a nice, easy day and we pull into Bemidji early.  Jim B. has us detour around the lake so he can show us where he grew up.  He’s 70 and still remembers the names of every family’s house along a couple blocks.  He also recalls the porch where he played “kissy face” with his future wife who was studying at what used to be a nearby nursing school.

We bike past the park where we began, reach the parking lot around 11 AM and hoist our bikes over our heads for the traditional final photo op.  We were planning to drive halfway home and stay overnight in Brainerd, but decide it’s so early that we’ll just drive straight home.  We load the bikes on the car, stow our gear and exchange final hugs and goodbyes.  43.5 miles.

We drive down to a local pizza place on the lake to join about 20 bikers for lunch.  It’s good and amiable, but there’s an urgency to get on the road.  We head out around 1 PM.   It’s hard to drive after biking because of the dehydration.  Andy takes the first shift and makes it about 40 minutes.  We switch up and I drive for about an hour.  Then we shift again.  We ‘re heading back over some of the roads we’ve biked over and it feels odd to be covering the distance so quickly.  We shift drivers again and make it home around 7PM.  

Jean is in the yard to greet us.  We catch up with each other, eat a light dinner, unpack some of the stuff, then Andy drives home.  Jean and I talk for a while, then go to bed. It’s great to have finished another ride, but also good to be back.  My total miles: 403.  Andy has 450.

In spite of the rambling length of this account, much has been left out, especially other friends:  Ed Beckers, a retired English teacher with a sharp sense of humor and the wonderful good fortune to be in a “perpetual engagement” with the charming, funny and lovely Molly;  Holly, with whom I share traditional arrival and departure hugs;  Steve York, who, like Ed, rides a recumbent bike, is the center of many conversations and practical jokes; Steve Weaver, an auto mechanic from St. Cloud gives the best back rubs of the group; the kind, generous strangers we meet and leave behind on the road -- all of them are part of the story.

We are a family that gathers once a year and bikes in a bubble that moves quietly through the beauties of the Minnesota countryside.  To outsiders we must seem an anomaly.  But we are a community in the finest and fullest senses of the word.  Like those horseflies, we are buzzing and busy as long as we stay in the slipstream.  When we run into each other away from the ride, there’s an instant camaraderie, but a sense of being misplaced as well.  Every year we get older.  We must live another year before we can do this again.

