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Note to The Reader
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This edition of Scraping Pegs, The Truth About Motorcycles, is a significantly revised version if the original release. The ride and the writing have matured a little, but the truth remains the same.

Michael Stewart
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Preface
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​

Scraping Pegs is about the joy and the grit of motorcycling—the magic, the mess, and everything in between. It’s not a fix-it manual, a track guide, or some mythical Zen adventure. It’s about what really happens on the road—the joy that sneaks up on you, what you mutter in your helmet after too many miles, or in that moment that nearly made you shit your pants. It’s the plainspoken, road-worn truth about motorcycles. The kind of grease that never lets go—with a few laughs thrown in.

It’s one rider’s truth. Yours may ride different.

​
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​​INTRODUCTION
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Scraping pegs: the beautiful, terrifying point where motorcycles lean so far pegs touch the pavement and riders feel one with their machines.
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​​

“Death rattles the cage—it’s a reason we choose not to travel in one.”—Marta.

​​
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Bob’s Ride Into the River

I can’t stop thinking about Bob’s death. It wasn’t just tragic—it was a damn conundrum. What the hell happened?

“His motorcycle killed him,” Dori, my wife, said, flat and unsentimental. What did you expect?

The official cause of death? Drowning. Bob and his bike flew into the Thompson River. It’d make sense if Bob was racing his Ducati, but the cruiser? The cruiser never flew. It ambled at a leisurely pace. 

Bob had a passion for twisting the throttle and taking it all in. “Two bikes, or better yet, three, provide balance.” He preferred not to be under glass, tucked behind the locked-in clunk of a car door. “I don't like being contained. I’m not a goddamn pickle." 

He enjoyed scuffing the sole of his boot on the ground. “Touching down,” he called it, with a silly grin planted on his face. “It’s a freedom reminder—much better than deep breath or swaying with beads and incense sticks.” On-motorcycle, you’re always just a scuff from JOY, or, as Dori would remind me, from carnage.

––––––––
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What I Wish I’d Asked

I never asked Bob the truth about motorcycles. I wish I had. Maybe not—he wouldn’t have given me a straight answer. He’d have chuckled and said something cryptic about throttle control and trail braking, or mentioned the feeling of hitting a perfect corner. In between his words, I might have caught it—the thing behind the truth—the reason we keep riding.

After Bob’s death, I wondered about the truth, the questions I used to grunt and shrug off. Not just “What happened to Bob?” but “Why do we do what we do?” Why does something so impractical and risky take hold of us and seem to be mythical? Why does it feel like on-motorcycle we see the world clearly?

It makes no sense. Perhaps we’re fooling ourselves? I wanted the truth.

I did what any modern seeker does—ask AI. But the collective wisdom of humanity can’t answer questions that lean toward the meaning of life. “Unknown Error,” my AI apps told me. So I turned to Zen, which gave me fourteen pages of deep thoughts and recommended one of those road-trip stories where our lone rider goes off to find themself.

I kept digging—not for closure, but hoping to find connections. For a way to keep going without Bob, even with my cracked helmet and a fractured sense of wellbeing. I wouldn’t find the holy grail, but I kept chasing meaning anyway—hoping to pass a few hard lessons on to others as well as myself.

The truth is, Bob crashed and died. I almost joined him—that’s a true tale we'll get to that later. Maybe my Motorcycle Riding Rules (MRR) gave me an edge? We’ll run through them soon and you can decide for yourself. These rules? They’re not gospel—not sacred texts or safety tips from your insurance company—they were carved out on real roads, in real messes, forged by time and joy. They’re what I’ve ridden with. If they help you ride another day—or find JOY—they’re worth passing on.

––––––––
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Motorcycle Friends and Final Moments

There were no broken bones or other significant physical damage; it was straightforward death-by-water. There Bob was, the wind all around him, but suddenly flying, an elegant soaring swan dive, with a sudden, shocking splash down into cold, swirling water and swimming. Or, probably, not swimming, or possibly trying to swim, since he drowned. Swimming in swift water with motorcycle boots? Physics doesn’t give you a fighting chance. Force leans to the moon mission boots at the end of biker legs, winning the clawing-upwards-but-pulled-downwards battle. Not a bad way to go, though—at least Bob was motorcycling before starting ‘Life Part Two,’ as my Guzzi riding friend Marta calls it. He was probably experiencing lingering JOY, not terror. Way better than just drowning. Is that the truth about motorcycles? That they embrace life and can even make dying better? Did Bob reach a state of euphoria and decide to take the next step? The ultimate test; man and machine calling the shots. Typical Bob, leaving questions behind. There was more to him than met the eye, that’s for sure. That’s why we got along. The wind carried away our voices and laughter—singing, crying, cursing. On-motorcycle, you can say whatever the hell you like. 

Bob and I never spoke much, but we said many things.

I remember we were at Tony’s Deli when I told Bob about the time I nearly drowned in a river. “So close to the Valley of Death,” I’d said. “I saw how peaceful it is.” Trying to describe a near-death experience is impossible. “You had to be there,” I ended up saying. Bob probably thought I was being weird, talking about passing without a motorcycle involved. 

Did Bob decide to find out for himself? Did he want to check out the Valley of Death? Who knows? Not me. Our relationship was motorcycle-based; counselors would describe it as “shallow” or "superficial." But what do ‘NimRods,’ (our term for folks unable to comprehend the passion of two-wheels) know? 

I don’t think my Valley of Death remarks explain what happened to Bob. My friend would have sent a clue like, “I’m going for a swim on Thursday, in the Thompson River.” He enjoyed being mysterious. 

​Our paths crossed during prearranged motorcycle events, and we got to know each other. We laughed at the same jokes, enjoyed each other’s company, and got along fine, but it was the MAGIC in the machines that bonded us—a shared experience only riding creates. Not quite friends, not quite strangers. Just... Motorcycle Friends. We were Motorcycle Friends—somewhere between acquaintances and true buddies. We hit it off, then shrugged. Too busy and too damn difficult to make an effort beyond motorbike events. Why did we not spend more time together? Share other activities besides riding? 

Had professionals sized our relationship up, they’d have recommended ‘work on becoming well rounded.’ When Bob was alive, it wasn’t urgent. “One of these days,” I told myself. “I’ll make an effort.” I never did. 

​Now Bob’s dead. No more thinking, I should have invited Bob for coffee to coax the truth about motorcycles out of him and then getting together with Bunny, my cat, instead. Now I’m Bob-less and that regret rides with me. It’s not like I have so many friends I couldn’t have squeezed more Bob time in. Like me, the guy could be socially lazy, but I’m pathetically worse. “It’s a wonder you have any friends at all,” my wife Dori says.

Bob was a skilled and knowledgeable rider, you know, one of those who understood trail braking. He was a solid guy, the person you want in your garage when motorcycle issues need sorting out. Possibly not the most skilled swimmer, I guess? Don’t have any idea as I said, we weren’t connected outside of riding. We weren’t the kind of pals that went to the beach or motel pool together. Rode by a few on our bikes, though.

The police were equally confused, but less interested in solving the conundrum. “No evidence of road hazards,” the accident investigator reported. “Weather was fine, and there were no skid marks.” ‘Motorcycle Involved’ pretty much spells out the root cause in the accident investigation business. Dori agreed: “Motorcycles are killers.”

​Did Bob swerve to avoid a turtle? Experience a tragic mechanical failure? Did his machine turn against him in a Terminator-like twist? Or did... he... do something stupid? Maybe played a game of Motorcycle Roulette.

The last time I saw Bob, I was the unwell one, lying in a bed at the Royal Jubilee Hospital. My body was in for repair following a serious motorcycle accident; Bob’s visit was a motorcycle event. “Wanted to get out for a ride,” he said as if the hospital was on his route.

​Bob’s drop-by made me think, when I’m able, I won’t let things slip. I’ll put more effort into life and friendships. Starting with Bob. Hospital patients know: life changes in the blink of an eye. Get off your ass! Get on with it! Absorb the rhythm of the Road to Joy. Don’t put things off! Be present here and now.

“What type of screws did they use?” Bob wanted to know, referring to the orthopedic fasteners in the metal rod in my leg. “Philips or Robertson? Allen bolts?” I remember him guessing. “Stainless steel, I suppose?”

“Titanium, I think.” I promised to check with the doctor. Medical screws aren’t on the mind of persons contemplating suicide-by-motorcycle. There may have been other clues, but at the time, I would have missed them. Thanks to trauma and powerful drugs, a pink gorilla could have slipped by me or a slimy box jellyfish dancing a rumba.

Bob showed up with Kirkland Almonds in a sandwich bag, ranting that Costco had raised the price. “Jacked them up by twenty percent.” Nuts weren’t top of my mind then—I was busy exploring the inner regions of the Outer Limits. To appear engaged, I managed, “Ever think about switching to walnuts, Bob? Fewer calories and more protein.” Nope, Bob was a committed almond man. And not just any almonds, Kirkland Almonds. My nut recommendation went nowhere. 

Bob was close to finalizing a deal on a midsize adventure bike. He’d sunk into an almond price rat hole, but when it came to spending money on motorbikes, cash flowed easily.

Suicide rumors persisted, driven by the need for an answer and Bob’s placid demeanor. The police questioned me about Bob’s state of mind. It was baseless. “Ridiculous speculation. Bob was not that kind of guy,” I told Dori. Or was he? Did I mention we never progressed beyond being Motorcycle Friends?

––––––––
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The Search for Meaning

I regret not doing a deep Bob dive, moving beyond just Motorcycle Friends. The MAGIC, JOY, and the drudgery of bikes are what we chatted about. I never went further. Never spit it out, as they say.

With Bob gone, I looked for the truth elsewhere. First to AI, then to Zen. Neither helped. All I got was: “Motorcycling is a society of rebels who refuse to abide by mainstream laws and norms.”

That’s like summarizing what happened to Bob by saying, “Bob drowned.” 

​Refusing to live by mainstream laws? That’s half the damn world—outlaw bikers, once the undisputed kings of defiance, have slipped down so far that financial advisers, environmentalists, and skateboarders (among others) have usurped them. Veterinarians and florists ride Harleys and Triumphs and, on weekends, refuse to adhere to regulations. The truth about motorcycles cannot be found in popular culture. Bob knew this, but his thoughts were washed away in the Thompson River.

​​After AI bailed on me, I turned to the next logical source of enlightenment: a book that once felt profound when I was young, greasy, and full of wonder. Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance.

I made it fourteen pages before tapping out.

Pirsig hadn’t changed, but I had. His deep thoughts about Buddha hiding in carburetors didn’t land this time. Not when I was lying in a hospital bed held together with titanium and doubt. “Unknown Error,” said AI. Zen says the same—just with more syllables.

That’s when I fell back on an appealing philosophy: Curmudgeonly Jackassism. It's brutally simple—if the answer isn’t in a two-minute YouTube video or a well-placed prompt or swear word, forget it. I didn’t need metaphorical grease. I needed actual answers.

However, “Unknown Error,” might sum up the truth about motorcycles. Is the MAGIC incomprehensible? I suspect Bob knew. I recorded my first truth:

​

Truth About Motorcycles: We can put people on the moon but we cannot fully describe the MAGIC and the JOY of motorcycles

––––––––

[image: ]


Decades of life changed me. Long before I took up residence on the eleventh floor of Royal Jubilee Hospital, time had changed my filters. The Zen author Pirsig hadn’t changed. I had. Life wore down my Zen and replaced it with Jackassism. Life can be a bully and it's not above using motorcycles to clobber you.

​Yes, existence hardens people. Was Gandhi immune, I wondered? Was he able to remain perpetually childlike? Is it possible to withstand the force of time? 

​In my mind, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance was picked up by the librarian in ‘Profound’ and handed to the janitor to recycle, who instead placed it back on the shelf in ‘Abstruse.’ Life happens; we begin full of wonder and open to possibilities and then some of us become Curmudgeonly Jackasses. The cure? How do you hold on to MAGIC and JOY? “Motorcycles,” Marta says, “But you must tune your Motorcycle State of Mind." Unlike institutions like libraries, which have been rendered useless by progress and technology, wind therapy persists.

What happened to me is what happens to every young adult, except maybe Mahatma Gandhi and Nelson Mandela? Or maybe that’s a myth too, like popular motorcycle culture? What is the truth about old Mr. Gandhi? Don’t ask AI because it has to do with the meaning of life.

The clock ticks. Time passes, and more cards appear on the table. The bigger picture emerges—not as poetic or delicately pretty as it once seemed, though maybe less desperate, less urgent, just quietly insistent. Nowadays, the good and bad of motorcycling share equal weight in my mind. The mundane balanced with the mystical. The joy and the misery.

Marta admits. “Sometimes motorcycles suck, and sometimes they don’t.”

Or maybe the truth sounds like this:

​“The Buddha, the Godhead, resides quite comfortably in the circuits of a digital computer or the gears of a cycle transmission as he does at the top of a mountain, or in the petals of a flower.” *


*Robert M. Pirsig, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance









Was Gandhi able to hold on to statements like the one above throughout his life? He was a soldier. Strong. Steadfast, with a resilient right brain. Did he fend off time as it scrubbed away at ‘Profound.’ I accept that Mr. Pirsig’s observations make as much sense as any other explanation of inexplicable things, but is it the truth?

After my older self re-read those fourteen turgid Zen motorcycle pages, I didn’t have a clue about the really big questions, the kind the ancient Greek philosophers in Mr. Pirsig’s book ponder with superlative ease: Aristotle nonchalantly wrestling elaborate theories just as Valentino Rossi guided his Yamaha through a series of curves.

​I don’t get Aristotle either, and in serious corners, at times, I’ve looked like an out-of-control SQUID. I remained spiritually disconnected from the Cosmos, but proximally connected to my cat, Bunny, and my pal, Pearly.

“There’s a lot of horseshit out there,” my friend Conrad says. “Best bet? Climb on and ride away from it.”

​It's excellent advice. Forget about hobbies like monkey wrenching. Modern motorcycles are not maintenance friendly. Today’s two-wheelers bear little similarity to the 1966 Honda Super Hawk in the Zen book. No tinkering by amateur mechanics, please. No longer can Mr. Pirsig types, do-it-your-selfers, spiritually bond to their new machines. Industry prefers the replace-not-repair approach. The art of motorcycle maintenance, tearing down a modern engine at the side of the road using the manufacturer’s toolkit, with or without Buddha’s guidance, is history. Now consumers are drawn in with lifestyle advertisements to bond profitably with the latest model. Safety enhancements reassure timid shoppers. That’s the sensible, money-making approach reasonable business owners should follow. Zen has no place in the boardroom. Gandhi would have made a horrible CEO. How about we all walk? Give me a break! Even Buddha rides motorcycles, Mr. Gandhi. According to Mr. Pirsig.

Back to Bob for a moment. Bob experienced Motorcycle JOY; the indescribable feeling riders occasionally revel in, sitting on two wheels (or three?), slicing through air, uncaged. Bob’s JOY ended in the Thompson River. Mine was put on hold on Washington Highway 20—you’re going to have to wait for that story. Scraping Pegs is about truth. “Truth,” says Marta, “Can be grim. But never, never lose sight of JOY.”

Sounds like a load of horseshit, after going down hard.

Bike sellers relax. I’m determined to make it back to your shop one of these days. May need my son’s assistance. How does a jackass end up with two great kids? I’ll demand a sizable discount on the latest model. You sell mobility scooters, don’t you? Motorcycle-to-scooter may be my final gear change.

​To be fair, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance isn’t really about motorcycles or maintenance. It's about philosophy, exploring the mysteries of the unknown—a pie-in-the-sky, clever book for the right side of your brain. Left prefers Newton’s Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy. If we apply both sides, surely we’ll discover the truth about motorcycles.

Rest in peace, John Prine. Truth survives in your songs. If John and Bob cross paths, I think they’d become full-fledged friends.

​I favour bare-bones points of view these days—no Mr. Pirsig musings. Leave Plato and Socrates out of the mix. Let’s tell it like it is, not simply flaunt our amazing motorcycle adventures, awesome comradery, and DIY maintenance successes. Riders know stereotypes and popular culture do not define motorcycling. Instead, cut to the chase, like singer-songwriter John Prine, who offers common-sense advice. You can find some of his songs on YouTube, of course.

​Scraping Pegs is John Prine on two wheels—plainspoken, a little raspy, and honest as hell. Like one of his songs states: “It is what it is, and it ain’t what it ain’t.” There’s no arguing with his logic. It is truth. Unfortunately, John didn’t sing about motorcycles. Still, that kind of bare-bones clarity is the closest thing I’ve found to truth on two wheels. And that’s the spirit Scraping Pegs tries to chase down—clarity through motion, the truth between the white lines.

If it’s esoteric wisdom you want, set Scraping Pegs aside and turn to the Zen book or one riding to find myself road stories. If you want track-day tips or epic global journeys, ​this book isn’t for you. There are plenty of other great motorcycle books and YouTube channels available. We’re exploring the truth even though it’s painted both grey and gray—every shade, no matter the spelling. Hopefully, I’ll also discover what happened to Bob.

The reality is that crappy weather, careless drivers, sore asses, flat tires, the Thompson River, and other aggravations creep into both life and riding. I haven't turned into a Keanu Reeves or Easy Rider gearhead despite years in the saddle. My reality is that a motorcycle put me in the hospital and left me with an uncertain future. I’m beaten-up, hanging on with the help of drugs, and more Curmudgeonly Jackass than Zen Rider.

But even through the haze, something pulled at me. Lying in my hospital bed, I daydream about discovering a ‘Therapy Bike’ to ride on my journey to recovery. One fact is clear:

––––––––

[image: ]


Truth About Motorcycles: you must have a bike in order to seize the MAGIC and find the JOY.

––––––––
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Press an experienced rider and they’ll admit to horrible days, mechanical disasters, soured relationships, and bad attitudes. Motorcycle riding is a journey, like life condensed in time, with highs and lows. Some will show you their wounds. Then they’ll step back and add, without a hint of irony, ‘The worst rides make the best stories.’ Motorcycling memories are always rosier in the rear-view mirror. Maybe that’s the Zen of it?

––––––––
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The Road Ahead

Full disclosure, if we’re being truthful, the subtitle of this book should read, ‘The Truth About the Recreational Use of Motorcycles.’ The millions of people who ride ‘Transport Bikes’ know full well riding is often neither glamorous nor mystical. To them, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance is a work of absurdism. At some point, we all find ourselves on a Transport Bike simply pragmatically traveling from point A to point B. 

​Another clarification: Scraping Pegs is agnostic; please don't bend your spokes out of shape because your brand or style isn’t placed on a pedestal.

Motorcycles are like music, don’t you think? As we grow, our musical preferences tend to evolve and change, starting from nursery rhymes and evolving to country or pop, and on to include genres like heavy metal, jazz, hip hop, and gospel. A category or two is skipped along the way, like Gregorian chants or Fat Bob custom choppers, but an evolutionary path exists with music and two-wheelers. Who wants a lifetime of being stuck in a rut? How many drum solos can one listen to before it’s time to move on?
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