
Short & Sweet 
Notes from the 2009 Klobuchar Bike Ride

-- Doug Wilhide

Two hundred and forty one miles.  Doesn’t sound like much, especially compared to last year’s total of 458 that included a first day trek of 82 miles.  The shorter distances certainly contributed to the enjoyment of the 35th annual Klobuchar ride, but this year was more than just short; it was packed with pleasures all along the way.

First of these was being accompanied by Jean on her first ever Klobuchar ride.  Anduin has done four, Sam two and even my sister Lynne did one.  But Jean has always applauded her good sense in not joining us for what looked like a week of group masochism.  What changed?  The route looked short.  She’s more comfortable on her new bike.  The weather allowed us ample time to train (she started with nearly 400 miles). She worked with a personal trainer to help her get through some knee and leg problems.  There was shopping for bike gear to be done.  It’s a good way to get an early tan.  Whatever combination of these came into play, it was a delight to have her with me for training miles and along on the trip.

We leave on Thursday afternoon, a day early.  The plan is to stay over with friends in Duluth before heading up along Minnesota’s north shore to Tofte where the ride will begin.  The traffic out of town is lighter than Friday’s mass migration and we arrive as scheduled at cocktail hour.  Our hosts, Bill and Martha Sozansky, are ready for us with a bottle of chilled wine.  It will be the first of several downed this evening, accompanied by good conversation and good food -- chicken breast marinated in orange juice, orange zest and garlic, grilled and served with fresh green beans and homemade Boston cream pie.  Calories be damned -- we’re loading up for serious exercise!

Friday morning Bill leaves for work (he’s the Director of the library at the University of Minnesota/Duluth), Jean and Martha head downtown to the Minnesota state quilter’s convention and I drive down to the annual community garage sale out on Park Point, the long sandbar that separate’s Duluth’s harbor from Lake Superior.  It’s a strange and lovely area, full of quirky houses and quirkier people, with an oceanfront feel to it and sweeping views of Duluth’s hills.

I drive across the famous Duluth lift bridge, park next to an abandoned fishing boat called the “Bite Me” and wander around.  The lilacs are in full bloom along with the cherry pink and apple blossom white of fruit trees.  The air smells gorgeous.  The dune grass and sand look like Cape Cod.  Hundreds of people swarm from sale to sale speaking in cliches. I re-discover the old, sad truth:  one man’s trash may be another man’s treasure, but usually it’s just trash.

Jean and I meet back at the Sozansky’s about noon, say our goodbyes to Martha and head north on old Route 61 toward Two Harbors.  This is a pretty road, running between the lake and stretches of pines and birch trees.  A week later it will be host to about 13,000 runners doing Gramma’s Marathon.  

We stop for a “last lunch” at the Scenic Cafe, a small north shore treasure.  The food is exquisite -- gourmet meals at the edge of the wilderness.  We split a salad of local greens tossed with toasted grapes and a walnut/roquefort vinaigrette and topped with a delicate peppered fillo croquette.  I have a sandwich that’s a variation of a croque monsieur: ciabbatta roll topped with fresh tomato, a slice of ham, some kind of sauce and a mixture of gruyere and bleu cheese -- then toasted.  Better than Paris versions!!

We pull into Birch Grove school in Tofte around 4:30PM, park the car and set up our new tent.  This is a Eureka Tetragon 9, bought to replace a decades old 4-person tent that never quite worked right.  The new Eureka is a palace.  Quick and easy to set up and take down, with a big doorway and plenty of ventilation, roomy enough for both of us and our gear and -- I can stand up in it!  Such a luxury!  No more squirming around in the morning, crawling in and out, crouching all the time.  We’ll see how it holds up.

Andy arrives.  She did her best to join the ride, but other commitments finally got in the way.  She has to be in Washington, D.C all week with a group of Minnesota History Day students who will be competing in the national finals.  This is part of her duties as a first-year PhD student at the University of Minnesota.

Nevertheless she’s worked out a way to come up and say high to everyone before she has to leave. She’s a group favorite and thinks of the bike ride as a “big family reunion of aunts and uncles.”  She and Jim Klobiuchar chat for a while and Jim explains the physiological reasons why he can’t ride a bike this year.  “Too much information?” he murmurs.  “A little,” Andy replies, tactfully.  He’s 81 and like most of has some issues.

There’s an open house six miles up the road hosted by Karen V., one of the bikers who has clearly done well.  Her house is down a steep drive and sits right above the lake.  The architect designed it with a 180-degree view of Superior through floor-to-ceiling windows.  There are Swedish leather recliner chairs facing the view, a superb modern kitchen, lovely landscaping and a professional outdoor baking oven.  

Several dozen bikers circulate around, munching on a magnificent spread with a selection of home-made deserts to die for.  The wine flows plentifully, though Jean and I are a bit cautious after our previous night and switch to water early.  The usual hugs and kisses and handshakes and joyous recognitions elevate the sound level.  We haven’t seen each other for a year and we instantly recall old stories, old faces, old relationships -- everything but old names. And since most of us are deaf or getting there, the noise soon becomes a kind of background blur.  Some of us wander outside in time to see the sun come out, chasing rain clouds out over the lake and producing a lovely rainbow. Photo ops abound.

We head back to the campground and see Andy off.  She plans to drive as far as Duluth, stay overnight with the Sozanskys, then get to the Twin Cities airport by noon the next day.  We say our goodbyes, warn about fog on the road and watch her drive off.  It’s a cool night, temperatures in the low 40s, and Jean and I are curled up in our sleeping bags inside the palatial tent by 10.  

Saturday, 6/13.  

Bright and sunny and cold.  Jim has moved the start time back an hour, but most of us are geared to the 5:30 AM wake-up call.  The sun is up by then and we feel like we should be too.  You don’t sleep much the first night anyway.  I was up at 2:30 to pee and ran into Jim.  “Remember the days when your bladder let you sleep through the night?” I mumble.  “It only gets worse,” he says.  The guy’s had multiple surgeries, prostate cancer, urinary tract problems, a pump implanted (you don’t want to know where) and is a recovering alcoholic.  Yup, it can get worse.

Birch Grove school is a small middle school.  The front entrance is a storage place for cross country skis and snowshoes.  I suppose they’re used for athletic teams, but it looks like they may be there to help students get home when winter storms come up suddenly.  

We pick up our itineraries and new t-shirts  (they’re light blue this year) and gather for a breakfast of powdered eggs, small, burned sausages, frozen orange juice and lots of coffee.  We’re decked out in our bright biker clothing and spandex, sitting on seats designed for pre-teens and chattering like a bunch of school kids.  It’s a happy group.  Energy and expectation fill the air.

Jim does his usual welcoming talk and goes through the itinerary. The ride is indeed short this year, though it has imaginative touches.  This morning we’ll start off by heading south a couple miles to hike up the Temperance River gorge, then backtrack up Hwy 61 and head for Grand Marais.  

Grandview Park, Lutsen.  15.9 miles.  We biked to the Temperance River on a portion of the Gitche Gami trail, then hiked up the river gorge.  It’s a stirring sight, with the river tumbling over narrow, twisting falls and rapids, smashing it’s way through spring-green pine and fir forests to Lake Superior.  There’s nothing temperate about the Temperance.

Our mid-morning snack follows breakfast by about 90 minutes, but you never want to miss a meal on this ride.  We feast on raisin oat bran muffins, Granny Smith apples and slices cut off big blocks of cheddar cheese.  Sounds like a meal for old folks, but it’s delicious in the cool, sunny air by the lake.  Shannon and I have a brief yodel-off.  She’s one of the few women I know who can yodel well. In fact, she hits the notes better than I do on this pre-wine-lubricated morning.

We ride trails a few miles, then go onto the shoulder of Hwy 61.  It’s a challenge.  The shoulders are about 18 inches wide, broken, slope down and run into steep dirt and gravel sides.  There’s a construction site with no shoulder at all and traffic building behind us -- people in big trucks and campers towing boat trailers with wide wheel wells.  Not much room for error.  Jean has problems with her knee but bikes through them and feels better as the day warms up.  She’s a bit wobbly on the road shoulder, so we follow a couple bikers who elect to ride on a dirt and gravel road that parallels 61.  It’s slower going, but there’s no traffic and a lot less tension.  We peddle past some of the dozens of small streams and falls, taking our time, enjoying the sun sparkling off the lake through the pines.

There’s a trail and wide shoulders for a couple miles coming into Grand Marais.  Also a large hill.  We get to the top and are enjoying our downhill reward when I pull up and stop.  There’s a quilt store by the road.  Just to prove that I don’t ALWAYS pass by these things, we stop and look around for a few minutes before continuing down into town.

The campsite is, as usual, “up the hill at the school” -- a steep four or five blocks. You notice the lake effect.  It’s 45 degrees with a chilly breeze in town, but up at the school it’s at least 15 degrees warmer.  We set up our tent on the football field (home of the the Cook County Vikings) along with over a hundred others.  The Palace goes up without much trouble and Jean and I decide to eat lunch before our shower.  

We bike down to the Angry Trout, another surprisingly good north shore restaurant, and grab a table for two by a window overlooking the harbor.  The Trout specializes in organic, locally grown food.  We split an order of whitefish fritters, a bowl of fish chowder and a superb salad topped with free range chicken covered with a barbecue sauce made with locally harvested maple syrup.  This is served with a homemade buttermilk blue cheese dressing and washed down by a couple pints of Lake Superior lager.  Life is good.

It’s time for a little shopping.  Grand Marais has two unique stores.  One is a classic Ben Franklin stocked with all kinds of small delights.  I find a pair of my favorite wool socks, some extra batteries for the camera and a cheap knit stocking cap to wear on the cold nights.  The other store is a trading post that stocks camping gear and clothing that’s hard to find elsewhere.  Jean finds a vest.  I buy some extra insect repellent.  For years I’ve told my kids: never go north of Duluth without plenty of good bug repellent. 100% Deet.  You don’t want to mess around with northern Minnesota black flies, mosquitos and wood ticks.  So of course I checked my supply and discovered it was nearly empty.  Now I feel safe.  We walk bikes back up the hill, and I find I have a flat.  On previous rides this would be cause for angst.  This time I simply drop it off at the Penn Cycle repair truck and it’s fixed by the time I’m done with my shower.  

Even though we ate lunch late, dinner time arrives and we walk down the hill into town in search of calories.  There’s a gathering of bikers at a quaint Grand Marais restaurant called the Birch Deck.  They’ve managed to cram about 40 bikers around a couple of long tables designed for abut half that number.  The conviviality runs high.  

Jean and I split a walleye dinner and a nice California chardonnay from Cupcake vineyards.  It’s described as “insouciant” and we debate the meaning of the word, employing guesses, hunches, outright lies and, finally, Blackberries to look it up.  We settle on “ebullient and gay”

A lengthy debate begins around the questions of why cold weather makes you want to pee and why you feel colder when you have to pee.  Again the discussion runs to speculation and lies.  Some medical professionals suggest something about capillaries and blood flow.  Others join me in the “retention attention” theory -- the more you think about not peeing the colder you get... and vice versa.  Betsy M and I have a heartfelt discussion about her daughter and mine and the joys of seeing our kids become “strong women.”  Charley K picks up the tab for the wine.  Jean and I, pleased with not overeating, stop at the Dairy Queen on the way back for hot fudge sundays.  An easy and excellent first day.  33 miles.

Sunday, 6/14.  

Seagulls have no respect for sleeping bikers.  Neither do a couple of large Vs of Canada geese heading north in the pre-dawn, squawking away like bikers in a bar. Breakfast at the school cafeteria is the usual fare.  Jim tells us about our morning leg -- “when the weather’s right and you’re feeling good, this is perhaps the best bike ride in Minnesota.”  The route runs along Highway 61, and the road is smoother and less travelled here. 

Jim tells a story about a piece he wrote many years ago (he was a long-time journalist with Minneapolis Star Tribune).  One Thanksgiving weekend when he was working alone in the newsroom he got a call from someone in Hovland (today’s first stop).  A young fisherman had been caught in a shift of the wind and blown out into the lake. An old German guy from Hovland had rowed out to search for him.  He searched for over 30 hours, but without success and had nearly frozen to death himself. The caller asked Jim if this might be a good story.  Jim said yes, he thought it might be, and wrote it up as a sort of “old-man-and-the-sea tale.”

Jim got to know the old guy. His wife finally had enough of northern Minnesota (“One day she just said, ‘to hell with this’ ”) and left him to move where the weather was more amenable.  She made it to southern Minnesota.  They got a divorce and settled into new lives.  But after a while the old man got lonely so he went down to southern Minnesota, re-courted the wife and they moved back to the north shore where they “lived in sin” for many more years.  I liked the story both for the characters and for the image of a lone reporter taking the call in an empty newsroom over the holidays.

We set out toward Grand Portage with sunny skies and cool temperatures by the lake.  Jim’s right -- it’s a beautiful stretch:  a flat road with wide shoulders, the great lake on one side and dozens of small rivers and waterfalls breaking through the woods on the other..  We pause for a short break near a long, curving beach -- we’re in no hurry today -- and then stop in Hovland.  There’s a good bakery with superb cookies, coffee, and enticing caramel rolls.  I skip the rolls and get a couple cookies and some coffee.  The place is known for its “first class outhouse” -- a larger-than-usual, well-constructed shack, with plenty of toilet paper.  It even has handiwipes, paper towels and a variety of hand cleaning lotions. 

The road gets hilly as we get closer to Grand Portage.  At one “scenic overlook” a bald eagle that has been circling around overhead lands in a tree just above us.  Waiting for road kill, someone suggest.  Looking for the weakest in the herd, Jean says, and is certain that means her.

We set up tents in a small, rocky, campground strip on a hill above the Grand Portage casino.  Jim has advised us to add a short trek so we can visit the Pigeon River falls on the border between the U.S. and Canada.  Jean and I debate whether we should eat lunch first or just do the ride.  We opt for the latter.

Jim has said this leg is “a little uphill” and is 6 miles roundtrip.  What he meant is that the ride is 6 miles each way.  As we come back out on the road we see signs for Mt. Josephine.  If you’re on a bicycle It’s never good when you see “Mt.” in front of anything.  It’s a tough climb, and the temperature is rising away from the lake. I regret not eating one of those caramel rolls in Hovland.  We stop at a scenic overlook near the top and gobble down our reserve granola bars.  

Then it’s a dash down the other side of Mt. Josephine to a turn-off about a hundred yards before the border crossing with all its official buildings.  We haven’t brought passports and don’t feel like crossing over and enduring the homeland security hassle of getting back.  So we park the bikes and hike back into the woods.

It’s about a mile and a half to the falls, quite pleasant on a warm sunny day.  The falls themselves are spectacular -- the highest in Minnesota.  The river thunders down, breaking on huge chunks of rock, then descends into a series of rapids.  The voyageurs had to portage around this torrent at the beginning and end of their expeditions.  Loggers built by-pass causeways to send logs past the falls so they wouldn’t get chewed up.  I think of it pounding away, thousands of gallons going over it every second of every hour of every day, lost back here in the woods, as we go about our lives far away.

We linger for a while, taking pictures, and are joined by Mark and Ellen, two bikers who have done this ride together for several years.  He’s a lawyer with an engineering degree from West Point.  She’s beginning a cross-country ride from Astoria, WA to Boston in a week or two.  They’ve been sort of a long-distance couple for years, and I have a mini-tradition of taking a picture of them kissing by the Duluth bridge whenever we’ve been up here. But they have recently decided not to be a couple so this year I take two pictures, one of Mark kissing Ellen on the cheek and one of her kissing Mark on the cheek.  It’s still cute.

Jean and I hike back out and decide to stop at a roadside cafe before tackling Mt. Josephine (this is one of those biking excursions where it’s literally uphill both ways).  It’s a hardscrabble place, but the burgers and fries are passable and much needed energy.  Food is fuel.  We make it up the hill and back down to the campground in time for showers in a small campground facility and naps before dinner.

The Grand Portage casino is the only real commerce going on in this area.  It’s run by the local Indian tribe who also run the gas station and supply store and the campground.  Dinner is in a large dining room overlooking a big rocky beach and the lake.  Food is a spaghetti buffet and a salad bar.  A crew of young servers tries desperately to keep us supplied with pitchers of ice water and drinks.  After eating we wander out on the beach to enjoy the fading light.  We’re way north and the solstice is near, so daylight lingers.  

The voyageurs began their “grand portage” a short distance from where we’re casually skipping stones (I manage a high of 12; Ryan B. is the champ with at least 16).  These short, strong guys carried double 90-pound packs and 10-man canoes 9 miles across land to avoid the falls and rapids of the lower 20 miles of the Pigeon River.  Impressive. 

And tiring.  It hasn’t been a long day, but we’re suddenly exhausted.  We head back up to the campground, which has now become a playground for mosquitos and black flies.  Some bikers are gathered around a campfire and singing, but we crawl into the Palace and sleep easily.  I have 49.8 miles.  Jean circled around a couple times on the way back down Mt. Josephine to get an even 50 miles in.  She’s becoming a biker.

Monday, 6/15. 

Early in the morning I go down to the small bathroom facility.  Two guys well into their 70s are already there.  One is coming what remains of his hair.  “How do I look?” he asks.  His friend replies:  “Oh those ladies better look out!  If they found you attractive yesterday you’re going to be irresistible today.”

Breakfast of scrambled eggs and sausages at the casino dining room.  I chat with an older couple who always ride together.  She had problems last year and had to stop riding after the first day.  She thought it was a knee problem, but apparently it was more serious.  She had most of the veins and arteries that lead in and out of her heart replaced.  Says she feels great now.  People go to great lengths to make it back to this bike ride.

I also talk with Rhonda, another long-time biker.  She went on the Ironman ride in late April, as did I.  We commiserate.  It was a horrible day for biking -- buckets of rain, lightning, thunder and head winds blowing up to 25mph.  It was also cold.  I remember biking uphill in rain so hard it was like biking upstream.  I finished the ride, got in my car and drove straight to the steam room at our health club.  It took 20 minutes before I stopped shivering and could feel my toes.  I did the 32-mile ride.  Rhonda did 65 miles.  She recalls biking through Red Wing with flood waters up to the crank on her bike.

Jean has bike grease on her leg before breakfast -- another sign she’s becoming one of us.  We set out for an easy ride back to Grand Marais.  The air is calm, the shoulders wide and -- after the Mt. Josephine adventure -- the hills seem unimportant.  It’s a beautiful leg -- Jean’s favorite of the trip.  I take off my jacket at a high point where it’s warm, then cruise downhill to the lake where it’s not.  I hit 30mph, my jersey wraps tight around my body and I feel like Lance.  

Our morning stop is at Naniboujou Lodge (Nan-ih-boo-JOO), 20.4 miles down the road.  I’s an iconic north shore place with a long and mixed history.  It was built in the late 1920s as a very private and very selective club -- charter members included Babe Ruth, Jack Dempsey and Ring Lardner.  The Depression changed the original plan and the club went through various eras of success and abandonment.  It was bought in the 1960s and run as a summer resort “on Christian principles.” This meant no alcohol (the Babe must have turned over in his grave).  

The Wallace family ran it for many years, but in 1977 two of their sons were killed when their canoe was caught in a Lake Superior storm.  They eventually sold the lodge to a church organization and it came into the hands of Tim and Susan Ramey in the mid-1980s.  They have run it since then and done a superb job of restoring and expanding its operations -- in spite of a devastating injury in 1998 to Tim who was nearly killed while working as a volunteer fireman when a chimney fell on him.  He’s in a wheel chair but still manages part of the operation.  They have seven children, most of whom help out in the business. They maintain the no alcohol policy, though guests now are allowed to bring their own and drink in their rooms. These people are impressive -- he’s a good man and she’s one strong woman. 

The lodge is famous for its amazing 80-foot long central hall and high ceiling painted in Creek Indian patterns.  It’s dazzling.  The setting is also wonderful -- big lawns sweeping down to the Lake, with well-placed benches and chairs set beside bunches of pines and birches.  It’s one of those places that do seem to have a kind of spiritual presence.  When you sit in one of those chairs and stare out at the lake on a morning like this one it’s hard to leave.

The other hallmark of Naniboujou is the food.  Today’s spread includes plenty of coffee, lemonade and fresh-baked muffins that are astonishingly good: orange poppyseed and blueberry cornbread.  We gobble these for a while, then join other bikers on a hike up the Brule River to see the falls and the Devil’s Kettle.  This is a geological anomaly: a big waterfall splits in two, with half the flow rushing down into the river below and the other half crashing down into a big bowl-shaped rocky pit -- where it doesn’t come out.  No one really knows where it goes (probably through some underground channels) but it looks like it may go straight to the Devil.

The hike is long and a bit challenging.  You climb above the river, finally reaching a crest several hundred feet higher.  Then you hike down 175 steep steps to the river, then climb back up to view the falls and the Devil’s Kettle.  Then, of course, you do it again going back.  It’s a warm, brilliant, pleasing day.  Some of the female bikers lounge by the falls like water nymphs (well, maybe the moms of water nymphs). This is turning into a bike-and-hike adventure.

We get back on the bikes and Jean and I cruise together easily into Grand Marais.  An eagle circles above us and we nearly collide as we try to watch it instead of the road. The road is good, the views are great, there’s a nice following breeze from the north east.  Life is joyous.

We set up our tent again on the high school football field, take showers and a short nap and head for a “happy hour” party down by the lake.  Bikers have taken over a small picnic area at water’s edge and the tables are crowed with snacks, treats and bottles of wine and beer.  Everyone is happy and chatty.

John H tells the story of his recent trip with Jim to Nepal.  Klobuchar runs a “travel adventure” business and takes small groups of people to various places -- Egypt, Italy, Africa (to see Kilimanjaro and do a safari), Peru (to see Machu Pichu and take a short cruise on the Amazon) and Nepal -- where he’s been going for over 20 years to hike around the base of Everest.

John says that Jim knows all the Sherpas and porters and they know him.  Jim’s 81st birthday fell on this trek and the Sherpas carried up a birthday cake, complete with icing, a wrapped present and a card.  The celebration (at about 16,000 feet) included a moment when each Sherpa shook Jim’s hand and wrapped a scarf around his neck.  

Altitude sickness took it toll and only two people made it to the 16,700 foot point that looks directly out on Everest. One of them was our 81-year old leader.  Recognizing that this might be his last Himalayan trip, Jim stopped on the way back and asked the Sherpa leader, who usually follows behind the group, if he would come to the front so they could walk the last few miles together. 

A bunch of us leave the happy hour gathering and head for dinner at a bar and restaurant, My Sister’s Place.  The ambiance is well suited to our group and the conviviality is warm and growing.  I’ve noticed that there are more deeply personal conversations this trip, more hugs, more pats on the shoulder, etc.  We all know we are getting older and have a deepening appreciation for the rarity of this biking community.  

We split a few large and delicious pizzas and a couple beers and then walk back uphill to the campground in the gathering dusk.  I’m feeling stuffed and perfectly content.  It’s a good night to curl up in the tent and drift off to sleep.  35.1 miles.

Tuesday, 6/16.  

There’s a lake in the men’s locker room. It’s been there since we first arrived and is hard to figure out.  The shower is open and slopes out.  There’s no drain in sight.  Is this some kind of architectural  innovation or just lousy engineering?  In any case it makes for adventurous afternoons and early mornings.  Lake Locker Room extends into the single toilet stall, which is without toilet paper.  Long ago I learned always to carry a small roll. 

This will be our hardest day.  We’re heading up the Gunflint Trail -- with “up” being the key word.  Lake Superior is at 601 feet above sea level.  We’ll be climbing to just under 2000 feet, then descending to about 1600.  The hill out of Grand Marais is a show stopper.  I manage to make it without walking, but pause a couple times for Jean, who is struggling -- as are many other bikers.  After four miles we take a break, sweating and breathing heavily, at a golf course.  The temperature, which was in the mid 40s by the lake, is pushing into the 70s at the top of the hill.  We drink as much water as we can hold.

Then it’s on up the road.  The Gunflint Trail provides access to the Boundary Waters Canoe Area, a million-acre wilderness with interconnecting lakes, rivers and portages. The area has been hurt recently by a couple of devastating events.  First a huge windstorm flattened thousands of trees, then a few years later a drought left everything tinder dry and a major fire burned through the downed trees and many thousand of acres of others.  The forests are recovering, but you can still see where the winds and fires went through. 

It’s a long, hot, upward haul.  The traffic is fairly light, but the road tends uphill, and is very rough.  Our arms and hands are sore, our butts ache, the pain between our shoulders grows.  The temperature rises into the mid-80s and our water bottles get low.  I’m reminded of a quote from Sam when we took a trip to Canada years ago:  “after you’ve seen the first million trees, they all start to look the same.” 

At 28.7 miles we have a break at a fire station in the middle of nowhere.  The locals are welcoming people and we need their welcome.  We refill water bottles and gobble up a lunch of chili, hot dogs and fresh-baked cookies and treats.  Jean and I are both a little drained. We still have 17 miles to go, so we linger a while.

The road from here is slightly better, with less climbing and less traffic.  It tends slightly downhill and there’s a very slight breeze behind us.  We stop at a roadside turnout to take pictures of ourselves around a sign noting that we are crossing the Laurentian divide -- water on one side flows toward Hudson’s Bay and the Arctic Ocean; on the other side water flows to the Great Lakes and out the St. Lawrence to the Atlantic.  Every time we encounter the Divide we spend hours biking uphill.

The final 3/4 mile into Gunflint Lodge is a dirt road with short, steep hills.  It’s even rougher than the paved road we’ve been riding.  A biker on one hill shouts at me and I get the message just in time to avoid the worst of a series of deep potholes at the bottoml.  They cause a lot of problems.  One biker gets her brakes jammed and takes a tumble.  Another hits the holes so hard her bike computer flies off the handlebar.

I get to the end of the road and sign in at the Lodge registration desk: we’re sharing cabin 10, which is back up the road about a hundred yards. I bike back a little to meet Jean.  She dropped her chain along the road and had to fix it herself -- which she did.  She’s a real biker now.

We haul our bags to the cabin, which offers real luxury digs -- especially for this kind of trip.  Knotty pine interior, big sitting area with comfy chairs and a fireplace, full kitchen and all appliances, a whirlpool and a sauna.  Two bedrooms with comfortable beds, bathrooms and showers. We have one and another couple have the other.

We unpack some of our stuff, refill water bottles and walk down to the dining hall, which is the central gathering area of the Lodge.  We’re both in need of a cold drink but the weather forecasts have been iffy and I want to be sure to get some canoeing in.  Jean has reluctantly agreed so we get a couple life jackets and paddles and push off, heading toward Canada.

Gunflint Lake is a long (about 5 miles) narrow (about half a mile) pretty lake, with the international border running down the middle.  The Canadian side shows more effects of the fires -- bare areas and burned trees not yet overtaken by new growth.  The American side, including Gunflint Lodge,looks greener, because the fires mostly skipped around it.  The owner tells us it all came down to luck: they watched from the Lodge as flames shot 200 feet in the air across the lake, but did not make the jump.

We canoe out for about 20 minutes, take a break, then turn back.  The Lodge sits in a lovely setting. A big dock extends into the lake, hosting a dozen motor boat slips and several areas of benches and Adirondack chairs.  There’s a small beach with canoes and kayaks drawn up and an efficient boathouse with all the gear you might need.  The dining hall sits above a large patio with tables, umbrellas and comfortable chairs.  It’s surrounded by deep woods with a big rock cliff rising behind it.

We beach the canoe and go back to the cabin to get cleaned up. Maybe it’s road fatigue or we’re just stupid, but neither one of us can figure out how to work the shower.  We pull and push and turn levers and end up taking baths -- not easy in a small tub with an old body.  (Later we find out which nob to pull down to turn the shower on.)  Jean is pissed.  She sends me down to the dining hall and says “I’ve biked 50 miles uphill, gone out canoeing with you and can’t even take a shower.  There BETTER be a cold gin and tonic waiting for me when I get down there!”

The bartender is a little overmatched by thirsty bikers but I manage to fulfill my loved one’s request.  “Grumpiness” is going around among some of the bikers.  The road was long and hilly and bumpy; hauling bags to cabins has put some people off and we weren’t the only ones who couldn’t figure out the showers.  But a few drinks and the prospect of Gunflint’s famously good food eases the edge.

Jean and I chat with Hildegaard, a 72-year old grandmother who is biking with three of her grandkids.  She grew up in Washington, D.C. and graduated from Allegheny College in Pennsylvania in the 50s.  She knows the Cuyahoga River trail in NE Ohio and has biked the PALM  (Peddle Across Lower Michigan) ride.  Her oldest granddaughter has just graduated from Allegheny as well, with a degree in women’s studies.  She did a thesis on feminism in the films “Juno” and “Erin Brockovitch” and Hildegaard asks if I would talk with her about it.  I remember that letdown after graduation when you’re full of ideas and have no one to share them with, so I agree, though it will be a few days before the occasion permits.

Dinner lives up to expectations.  Fresh lettuce and spinach greens, cucumber, radishes, and tomatoes tossed in a home made buttermilk dressing, seasoned roasted potatoes, smoked chicken in barbecue sauce and delicious brownie wedges for desert.  All washed down by a very good Alexander Valley chardonnay and plenty of ice water.  For a place at the edge of a million acres of wilderness, this is imagination-boggling luxury!

After dinner we gather out on the patio, watching the sun set over Canada as the long summer evening lingers.  Mike W. shares a cup of brandy and one of his cigars.  I’ve applied my 100% DEET, but the black flies become bothersome to those who haven’t, so we head back to our cabin home. The small black bear that has been glimpsed around the area shows up on the trail ahead of us, then skitters off into the bushes. A loon calls out on the lake.

Our cabin mates are there, Tom and Susan K.  They split time between a home in Duluth and one in Venice, FL.  When they were younger they lucked into an adventure.  The Coast Guard was low on funds so they asked for volunteers to man lighthouses around the Great Lakes during the summer.  Tom and Susan became keepers for the lighthouse on Michigan Island in the Apostle Islands of northern Wisconsin, a couple miles from where we vacation each year on Madeline Island.  Michigan island is uninhabited and all they had was a 12-foot inflatable boat.  The Coast Guard would drop off supplies and every couple weeks they’d get a few days off to go into Bayfield.  

Lights out and we climb into comfortable, freshly made-up beds.  It’s been the toughest day of the ride, but we’ve survived and now we have a whole day of luxurious lounging around Gunflint Lodge.  Life is good.  45.7 miles.

Wednesday, 6/17.  

There’s no wake-up call, but some clown has “borrowed” Jim’s wake-up whistle and runs around among the cabins blowing it at 6:30 AM.  Doesn’t matter.  We’re up early and walk down to the dining hall for good coffee while we wait for breakfast.  It’s a beautiful day in a beautiful place.   One biker says, “If you could design a morning exactly the way you’d want, this would be it.”  Another asks, “Is this heaven?”

I chat with the owner,  Bruce Kerfoot, who is part of the family that has run the place since the late 1920s.  It started out as fishing outfitters and became a mother-daughter venture when Mae Spunner and her daughter Justine bought it in 1929.  Justine, who dropped out of Northwestern to help run the lodge, married Bill Kerfoot, the son of the president of Hamline College, in 1934.  They and their kids and grandkids have run the place ever since.  

Justine became a legend in the area, working closely with the local Indians and bringing in electricity and phone service.  She survived winters, the Depression and disasters (the Lodge burned to the ground in 1953) and  lived in the cabin she and her husband built until her death in 2001. She’s the author of a book, “Woman of the Boundary Waters,” that’s popular in local women’s studies classes.  

Bruce and his wife Sue have managed the business off and on since 1968.  They’ve tried to turn it over to their kids and retire a couple times, but it hasn’t worked out.  They’re a remarkably hard working and upbeat couple -- and they do a superb job with an excellent staff managing a very well-run operation.  Bruce loves the clean air and water:  “we have 23-foot clarity on Gunflint and you can drink directly from any of the lakes in the BWCA.”

Breakfast is as tasty as dinner was -- scrambled eggs mixed with mushrooms and onions and some kind of seasoning, hash browns, juice and home-made oatmeal with raisins, nuts and brown sugar.  

Jean and I linger, enjoying the comfortable chairs and morning views of the lake.  There are various activities planned -- hiking back along the trails; group canoe and portaging trips; a Voyageurs’ trip in a 10-person canoe.  We decide to skip them in favor of ease and comfort.  We rent a motorboat, collect our bag lunches and convince the bartender to open early and pack a bottle of that Alexander Valley chardonnay into a cooler.  Then we take off along the lake shore.

Bruce Kerfoot has told me about a small campsite on an island at the other end of the lake so we head for that.  It takes about an hour, but we have nothing important to do, so we enjoy the scenery and the pleasure of not paddling.  The campsite is where it’s supposed to be.  I beach the boat and we have an excellent lunch -- amazing how much better everything tastes when you eat it in the middle of nowhere. Life is very good. 

As we leave, a group of young people in canoes comes around the point of the island.  One asks if the campsite is open.  I say sure and they are pleased -- they’ve been out in the wilderness for three days and look in need of rest and refreshment.  I wish I could offer them some wine but, alas, it is history.

We cruise back up the lake and detour to the Canadian side.  There’s a small passage across from the lodge that leads into Magnetic Lake, so named because of a large “magnetic rock” just above the shore.  The passage is narrow and shallow and I have some trouble navigating it.  The propeller scrapes a few rocks, but we squeeze through. There’s a very pretty compound sitting by itself on a small island -- three or four structures, nice yard, flowers, etc.  The story is that it’s owned by a Texas newspaper man who only gets up here once a year.  It was on the market for $2 million but hasn’t sold and the price is now down to $500,000.   

We’ve been told about a waterfall at the end of the lake and head for a rapids to try to tie up the boat.  But the water is too shallow and the current too swift.  I’ve stopped the motor and lifted it out and we almost get carried into the rapids before I can get it back in and started.  A moment of danger to spice up the day!  We manage to get through the narrows again and tie up back at the Lodge -- just in time for afternoon naps.

Dinner is excellent again: fresh salad and spaghetti and those great brownie wedges.  Doesn’t sound like much, but whatever the chef is doing it sure tastes good.  Again we gather on the patio and dock to watch the sunset.  Mike W. offers another cigar.  He’s decked out in an insect-protection suit of fine mesh (including headpiece) that looks like something out of a Hope/Crosby comedy.  He claims it works but it looks like a fire hazard for a cigar smoker. I’ll stick with my DEET.

The conversation turns to communications -- and the differences between the old days when long distance talk was rare and expensive, and now, when nearly everyone has a cell phone and can talk, text and twitter all the time.  A couple who were in the Peace Corps in Guatemala in the early 70s talk about sending a telegram home to announce the arrival of their first child.  They couldn’t afford to add the kid’s name.  Mark (of Mark and Ellen) talks about being in Korea and traveling two hours each way from the DMZ to a phone bank where you waited in line to make a three minute call. 

We are entertained by the Penn Cycle mechanic, who has brought his mountain bike and rides the length of the dock on one wheel, waving one hand like a cowboy on a bronc.  Then he backs up and does a one-wheelie jump from the patio 10 feet down to the ground.  Very impressive!  Nice sunset, but the flies and mosquitos, along with the knowledge that we have to head back on the trail tomorrow, eventually drive us to bed early,

Thursday, 6/18.  

We’re awake early again, to he joys of a warm bed, a personal bathroom and fresh coffee in our luxurious cabin and the sound of a loon calling.  We pack the bags and drag them to the pickup point, then head for breakfast.  It’s cloudy and rain is in the forecast, but so far the weather is holding.  Our last breakfast is as good as all the other Gunflint meals and we gather for a brief send-off, with Jim and all of us thanking Bruce and Sue and the Gunflint staff for what has been the most luxurious lay-over since I’ve been doing this ride.

As we head out, the clouds start to thin and the sun peaks through.  It looks like we may get lucky.  We take it easy on the small hills of the dirt road, then most of us take it even easier on the big hill leading up from Gunflint Lodge.  It’s not as long as the hill out of Grand Marais, but it’s steeper.  Walking part of it seems smarter than exhausting yourself over the first couple miles.

Once we get to the top, the biking is easier and we chat in small groups. There are Virginia bluebells and yellow marsh marigolds growing beside the road.  Also a bumper crop of huge dandelions everywhere.  After 16.7 miles we reach Gunflint Trail Fire Station #1, where we stopped on the way in.  We stock up on fresh baked goods and refill water bottles.  The black flies are out in force and I tell one of the firemen I’m practicing my DEET against them.  “Sure,” he says, “it’s the only thing that works.  Unless you’re a full-blooded Swede.  Then they don’t bother you because there’s too much residue lutefisk left in your blood and they don’t like that.” Northwoods humor, eh?

The 30 miles back to Grand Marais is up and down -- and still bumpy with rough roads -- but the way trends down.  There are long vistas of winding roads descending gradually, vistas you can enjoy now because you’re not grinding away going uphill and looking down at the road.  The sheriff is out accompanying us.  He slows at hill tops and puts on his lights to escort cars that have backed up behind us.  Good job.

The last few miles we run into a bit of a headwind, but we’re heading mostly downhill so it’s not too bad.  We take the big hill down into Grand Marais carefully.  Hand brakes can only do so much if you get too much momentum. Jean and I set up the tent, then head in for showers.  I’m lucky again, wading through Lake Locker Room for a quick shower as the hot water begins to run out.  A few minutes later it’s icy cold.

Jean and I walk down into town in search of lunch and join Ed and Deana N. on the porch of Chez Jude, an upscale place on the main street with a reputation for very good food.  Jean has a potato-leak soup topped with a drizzle of green olive oil and a fresh wild onion, followed by a fancy chicken pizza.  I have the French onion soup and panko-coated walleye with seasoned french fries. 

Ed and Deanna run a consulting business that helps school districts manage their logistics -- planning site budgets, matching school buildings, equipment and supplies to student enrollment,, etc.  She did the same kind of work for Montgomery Country in Maryland and Ed writes software programs that help automate this process.  It’s a complex area of expertise, but an important service and they do very well.   All of this biking, eating, talking and cool weather is good preparation for an afternoon nap.  Clouds are gathering and sleep comes easily back at our palatial Eureka.

Jim has planned a last-night gathering at a place called Harbor Lights, located (as usual)  “up the hill” on the way out of town.  A light rain is falling, so we bundle into one of the vans drafted to shuttle us back and forth from the campground.  Harbor Lights is not the best place for our traditional end-of-ride festivities.  It’s a dim bar with a large room set up with long tables.  Wine comes from boxes.  Beers range from Miller to Bud.  The food looks iffy. Jean and I decide to skip it and focus on hard liquor drinks.

I finally get a chance to talk with Hildegaard’s young granddaughter.  Her thesis on feminism in the movies “Juno” and “Erin Brockovitch” sounds a bit simplistic to me.  She’s trying to get at a definition of feminism, suggesting that just because the films feature decisive females they may not be quite feminist enough.  I try to play devil’s advocate.  Is feminism is in decline because it has no serious roots and seems to be little more than a bunch of academics talking to themselves?

She objects, pointing out that there are all kinds of feminism including black-feminism, gay-feminism and eco-feminism.  I argue that this may prove my point about academic solipsism.  Hildegaard is smiling but her granddaughter seems nervous.  I back off -- teaching moments don’t work if learners lose their self confidence. I offer the suggestion that feminism may need to re-define itself as a branch of humanism in order to link to philosophical roots.  We discuss the proposition that modern feminism may need to take on challenges beyond those of women. One of those may be objecting to things like the dumbing down of the American male in movies, TV shows and ads.  If all the guys are dumb asses it might be hard to find mates.

John H. captures the audience with a rendition of a song he’s written about the ride.  It’s an epic prose poem with a singable chorus and all of us join in -- a good singalong postscript for a very nice ride.  We linger and chat, but the noise level is rising and many of us are ready to call it a day.

Jean and I want to walk back, but it’s starting to rain steadily so we scurry into yet another van with half a dozen other bikers.  We check into the bathrooms and read for a while inside the school.  We talk to Andy via cell phone.  She’s enroute from D.C. and has news from the National History Day she asks me to share with the bikers in the morning.  It’s getting near bedtime -- 10PM -- and Jean and I dash through the rain to our tent, hoping the Palace will hold up to the weather.

I’s a night to remember:  big thunder storms roll through all night, with lightning flashing like searchlights, huge, rumbling thunder booming out over the lake and torrential downpours.  The tent keeps us dry, though a little water comes in around the edges -- to be expected in this kind of weather.  Our new gear has passed a major test.  45.7 miles today -- mostly downhill.

Friday, 6/19.  

The storms end sometime after 3AM.  It looks like we may get lucky again -- with a dry ride home.  We wake about six and peer out of the tent.  The fog is so thick we can’t see the school 20 yards away!  It’s weird, but lovely.  We pack everything up, getting sloppy on this last morning about efficient storage.  The tent is wet and soggy so I throw it on the sag wagon separately. 

Our last morning breakfast is quieter than most.  There are tales of leaking tents, trying to sleep in pools of water, resolutions to replace gear before the next ride. Some of the bikers moved inside the school during the night. Everyone looks tired.  We’ll be riding home through thick fog but it looks like the rain is past. French toast, sausage patties and lots of coffee.

I ask Jim for a couple minutes to report Andy’s news.  The Minnesota delegation to the national history competition has done well, garnering seven awards including the top overall prize.  It  went to a St. Paul high school team who did a video on Sir Edmund Hillary and his work in Nepal building schools for the children of Sherpas.  Jim says, “Yes. That’s right. I knew Ed Hillary.  A good man.”

I also report on Andy’s visit to Senator Amy Klobuchar’s office with the Minnesota kids. She wanted to give her a message: “Nice to see you again.  This history stuff is fine, but if it wasn’t for History Day I could be on your dad’s bike ride!”  Laughter and cheers.

Jim describes the route and urges caution in the heavy fog. Jean and I set out with several others and immediately miss the first turn off.  No matter how specific the directions, the natural tendency is to follow the biker in front of you.  On this day it doesn’t matter.  The route we choose is actually a little less steep and it’s on a less travelled road.  The fog is enveloping and the world is wet and very quiet.  You quickly see why bikers wear bright colors -- they show up much better in conditions like these. The road tends uphill and since we’re above the lake we work up a good sweat.

There’s a long, gradual downhill after five miles or so.  Jean is ahead of me and I try to catch up.  I check my computer: 25.. 29... 31 mph and she’s still moving away!  She says she hit 35 at one stretch.  We join up with the main bunch of bikers on Hwy 61 as the fog begins to lift and the sun begins to light up everything.  The shoulder is still narrow and rough and traffic is increasing.  

I ride behind Jean most of the way so we’ll be a little more visible to traffic.  The construction site is busy and dangerous, with no shoulder at all and traffic in both directions.  Jean has trouble shifting gears, but recovers and we get through OK.  We pause for a water break near the park where we stopped coming up.  Some of the bikers head for a convenient coffee shop, but we decide to keep going.

The sun is shining, the air is cool, and there’s a feeling of exultation when we pull into the parking lot of Birch Grove school.  The CRV is standing there, waiting for us.  There are hugs and goodbyes all around us.  We pose for the traditional final pictures:  I lift my bike above my head. Jean manages to lift her front wheel off the ground.  It’s good enough.

We change into real clothes inside the school, load the bikes and gear into the CRV and head down Highway 61.  My flannel shirt smells pleasingly of pine trees and cigar smoke. We enjoy the odd sensation of moving with horsepower and drive about an hour down the road to the Rustic Inn, our favorite end-of-ride restaurant for tours in this area.  It’s famous for big portions and great pies.  Steve W., a biker and auto mechanic from St. Cloud, joins us, then about twenty more bikers.  We’ve missed breakfast by about 10 minutes, a disappointment I overcome by ordering the meatloaf and mashed potatoes.  It’s served quickly -- and it’s huge!  It looks like half a cow.  But I don’t care about calories today and manage to finish the whole thing -- along with a piece of raspberry cream pie.  We wash the feast down with pitchers of ice water, mugs of coffee and glasses of iced tea.

The morning ride wasn’t that long, but we didn’t get much sleep and going from a bike to a car always makes you drowsy.  Our plan is for me to drive through Duluth and Jean to take us halfway home from there.  But I’m too tired to make it.  We pull off in Duluth and switch drivers.  The crowds are gathering for tomorrow’s Gramma’s Marathon and traffic is heavy.  

We switch drivers again and make it home about 5PM.  Andy has left Jean a little monument:  a couple lawn flamingoes hold up a sign that says “welcome home biker Jean” under an umbrella.  Cute.  We begin the process of unpacking and preparing for a busy weekend -- we need to hear Andy’s stories of Washington and Sam is due in on a red-eye flight from Seattle early Sunday morning.

It was a very good ride.  We got lucky with the weather.  The miles were short and the route was just enough to challenge us  The scenery was beautiful.  The luxurious stay at Gunflint Lodge was fun and memorable. Jean has officially completed a Klobuchar trip. We dined especially well for “roughing it” on a bike ride -- who’d have guessed that the wilds of the northshore held such culinary treasures?  

We’re both feeling strong. We’ll spend a couple days unpacking, washing and stowing gear, and the kids will be with us for a whole week together. Then Minnesota’s summer can officially begin. Life is great!  Last day miles: 29.6.  Total for the trip: 241.7.


