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About the author

INTRODUCTION

In this book, I share with you my deepest passion in life: traveling the world, especially by bicycle. Perhaps like you, I began biking when I was a kid. My first bike was a tricycle; I was only three years old. When I was about six years old, I got a real bicycle: an old Schwinn, made of steel, with fat tires, and a battery -operated horn enclosed just under the top tube. Depending on your age, you may have had a bike similar to mine when you were a child.

My trusty Schwinn took me everywhere: to school, to the store, and all over the town of Greenfield, located near Milwaukee, Wisconsin. But for me, my Schwinn was more than just transportation. I was a symbol of my independence and my freedom. My bicycle was the steel stallion that took me on many interesting adventures.

Occasionally, during my teenage years, I would pack a tent, a sleeping bag, a change of clothes, and a few snacks on my bike. Then I’d head for the woods and camp out all weekend. I enjoyed being outdoors on my own and discovering new places. The desire to explore the world has remained my life's passion.

Since those teenage years, I have visited over 150 countries on 7 continents and used over 25 different modes of transportation, including the humble bicycle. To date, I have pedaled well over 100,000 miles and experienced more than 100 cultures in the United State, Europe, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa.

I have learned that, like life itself, traveling by bicycle has a lot of ups and downs. Disadvantages of long-distance biking include inclement weather, tough terrain, mechanical breakdowns, and nasty passersby. For example, on a solo bike ride along Route 66 from Santa Monica, California to Tulsa, Oklahoma, I encountered massive headwinds that whirled my bike and me in circles as if we were on a merry-go-round. On that same trip, a sudden blizzard nearly killed me.

The dusty, graveled, potholed road known as the "Top of the World Highway," stretching 175 miles from Dawson City in the Yukon to Tetlin Junction, Alaska proved to be the toughest terrain I have ever ridden. Thousands of washboard-like bumps, formed by motor vehicles, hammered me so badly that painful blisters quickly developed where the sun don't shine.

While coasting downhill into East Glacier, Montana in biting sleet, I nearly lost control of my bike when its handlebar loosened. When I wobbled into that town, the stem suddenly snapped in two. I could have been seriously injured—or worse!

Nasty passersby can be a road hazard for bicyclists. Over the years, people have shouted every expletive in the book at me. They have also thrown an interesting assortment of items at me, including coins, golf balls, containers of ice, and even a rear-view mirror!

On the positive side, bicycling is a great way to exercise and lose weight. For example, on my long-distance bicycle trips, I eat like an elephant—just about everything from organic foods to fast foods. Still, I generally burn up about 10,000 calories per day; on a ride of several months, I usually lose over eight pounds. Other advantages of biking are plenty of fresh air, a relaxing, slow-paced mode of travel, and inexpensive

transportation.

But what I like most of all about traveling by bicycle, and traveling in general, is meeting people. I have met hundreds of wonderful, interesting folks on my bicycle trips. People have often approached me when I stopped at a grocery store, pedaled into a campground, or writing up my book notes. Others have invited me to set up my tent in their backyard, to join them for a meal, and even to take a shower or a bath in their home. Imagine: We meet as strangers, but in no time, we become good friends. That's what I like aboutlong-distance cycling.

AMERICAN TRIPS                                               

1

Getting my Kicks on Route 66

Route 66, the first completely paved highway in the United States, conjures up pleasant memories for many people. In 1946, Bobby Troup immortalized that famous road in his hit song, Get Your Kicks on Route 66. In John Steinbeck's book, The Grapes of Wrath, 

the Joad family traveled along the Mother Road, another moniker for that historic thoroughfare. And every week in the early 1960s, I watched the television series Route 66, starring Martin Milner as Tod Stiles, and his buddy George Maharis as Buzz Murdoch. How I loved that series! I dreamt of wandering from town to town along Route 66 with Tod and Buzz in my own fiery red I960 Corvette convertible.

Although that dream never came true, I decided to pedal down the Mother Road on my 1995 fiery red Bruce Gordon touring bicycle. On a Saturday in mid-March, my bike and I arrived at Los Angeles International Airport, where I assembled the two-wheeler, and then cycled ten miles north to the Santa Monica International Hostel. I 

checked into a dormitory room, took a shower, ate supper, and went to bed at ten o'clock.

I got up early the next morning when most Angelinos were still asleep, checked out of the hostel, loaded four packed panniers on my bicycle, and headed east toward Chicago, the original starting point of Route 66, and my destination. 

The sun shone brightly, the temperature was in the 80s, and the wind blew softly through the palm trees along Ocean Boulevard. On the back fender I had, mounted a black-and-white sign in the shape of the U.S. Highway shield that read: GETTING MY KICKS ON ROUTE 66. As I spun my wheels down Santa Monica Boulevard, it felt good to cycle without hundreds of air-polluting motor vehicles zooming by me. I glided easily up Sunset Boulevard and through Beverly Hills, past its multi-million-dollar homes with lavish swimming pools and manicured yards fenced in by high-tech security gates. West Hollywood was not nearly as attractive, but I enjoyed cruising through gorgeous South 

Pasadena, where the Tournament of Roses Parade takes place every New Year's Day.

After cycling non-stop for 85 miles, I reached San Bernadino at three o'clock in the afternoon. I checked into an inexpensive motel and relaxed, knowing that I had left behind the sprawling City of Angels without enduring much emotional stress. I was off to a good start on my bicycle journey down the famous Route 66.

Mother Nature threw a wrench at me the following day when a vicious 70-mile-per-hour wind blew me off the road a half-dozen times. At one point, the wind pushed me around in a perfect circle before I could brake to a full stop. Luckily, no cars were following closely behind me. As I pushed onward, averaging only 5.4 miles per hour, I

questioned my sanity for subjecting myself to so much self-inflicted pain. But hey, I was getting my kicks on Route 66!

At Cajon Pass, I stopped for a rest break and a light snack at the Summit Inn. Gray haired Hilda served me a date milkshake that was so thick I had to eat it with a spoon.

"I've been working here for over 35 years," she said proudly.

"That's a kick," I joked with a smile and dug into my sweet 

dessert.

As I rode downhill toward Victorville, California, the wind diminished and the temperature rose. Before checking into a budget motel, I visited a fascinating Route 66 Museum. Located in Victorville's first bank building, the museum displays a collection of historic photographs related to the history of The Main Street of America. While browsing in the gift shop there, I overheard an elderly volunteer employee chatting about me on the telephone.

Suddenly, she handed me the receiver and said, "This fellow would like to talk with you."

Puzzled, I took the phone and said, "Hello?"

A gentleman on the other end introduced himself. "Hi. I'm Matt Bullock with Adrenaline Radio here in Whittier, California. The woman there at the museum told me that you're biking from Santa Monica to Chicago on Route 66. Right now, millions of people all over the world are listening to our conversation on live radio over the Internet. Do you have a minute to chat?"

"Oh, sure. Wow, this is so exciting!" I said enthusiastically.

Matt explained that every week his radio station broadcasts a one-hour program dealing with Route 66 topics. Matt interviewed me for about fifteen minutes, then I shared some of my stories with his listeners and answered their questions. It was fun to taste a bit of showbiz and a thin slice of fame.

Two genuine show biz folks once lived in Victorville: Roy Rogers and Dale Evans. Although I arrived at their museum well before opening hours, a red-headed janitor kindly let me in — at no charge. He turned on all the lights so I could see every exhibit in the spacious building. "Take your time," he kindly suggested.

In 1998, Roy Rogers left for that "Big Ranch in the Sky," and his wife Dale Evans followed him not long after my visit. Dedicated to America's favorite cowboy and cowgirl, memorabilia from the couple's many decades of starring in Hollywood Westerns filled their enormous museum. I saw a plethora of rifles and six-shooters, trophies and certificates, family photographs and personal letters, guitars, and record albums—all well displayed. Trigger, Roy's stuffed horse, reared up on its hind legs in another exhibit, accompanied by Dale's beloved horse, Buttermilk. I felt that a taxidermist did his or her job well because both horses looked alive and chipper. I was enthralled to see the couple's automobiles and boats decorated, naturally, with a Western twist. Learning about their love of family as well as their American and Christian values impressed me immensely. Happy trails to you, Roy and Dale!

I headed deeper into the desert on the National Trails Highway, another of the many monikers that Route 66 has carried over the years. After pedaling through Barstow, a wonderful tailwind shot me through a series of small towns: Newberry Springs, Ludlow, and Amboy, a scruffy oasis in the middle of the Mojave Desert. In summer, the Mojave is one of the hottest places in the United States, with highs hovering between 100° and 120° for months on end. But in March the daytime temperature was in the low 80s, which is precisely why I began my bicycle trip in that month.

Amboy has a mere twenty souls, along with ten buildings, including an elementary school, a church, and a railroad station. I also saw an old airplane hangar beside an airstrip and a small graveyard nearby. Roy's Cafe & Motel, where many visitors fill their motor vehicles with gas or diesel and promptly leave town, was Amboy's dominant and most famous building.

Because the sun would set in a few hours and the next town was too far down the road to reach before dark, I decided to spend the night in a small adobe cabin painted white with a blue trim. That place was the most expensive and filthiest accommodation on my entire Route 66 journey. I removed the dirty sheets from one of the beds, brought them to an uncaring employee in the motel's office, and demanded clean sheets, a fresh pillowcase, and a decent towel. Reluctantly, he gave me a clean towel and two not-so-dirty sheets. "Take it or leave it," he said rudely.

I fared better at Roy's classic late-940s roadside cafe, where I ordered a strawberry milkshake and a Route 66 Burger consisting of a large bun with two huge hamburger patties smothered with cheese, a layer of lettuce, onion rings, and a slice of tomato. My meal was delicious but a bit pricey; after all, a single glass of tap water at Roy's costs one dollar!

At 4:30 in the afternoon, the rude employee closed the cafe, and Amboy became a ghost town. In the dead silence of the place, I wandered past the school, the church, and the airstrip. At dusk, the little town seemed eerily spiritual and a bit spooky. As I watched the sun descend over the distant mountains, I felt alone, but not lonely. I sat on an old plastic chair outside my cabin door, breathed in the desert air, and wrote in my travel journal. Later, I settled into my bed, tucked the semi-clean sheets around me, and drifted off to Dreamland.

In the morning, I followed Route 66 across the Mojave Desert through towns that once served as supply points for the Santa Fe Railroad. Interestingly, someone clever had named them in alphabetical order: Amboy, Bristol, Cadiz, Danby, Essex, Fenner, and Goffs. I noticed that Route 66 continued from Fenner to Goffs, but my printed directions indicated that I should turn onto Interstate 40 and ride eastward toward Needles. I quickly found out that was not a good idea.

A few miles down the freeway, I came to a construction area where a police officer was sitting in a shiny black-and-white California Highway Patrol sedan. As I swerved around his vehicle, he shouted, "Hold on!" 

I stopped, the officer got out of his car and approached me. "Do you have an Encroachment Permit?" he asked.

"No, sir," I replied, never having heard of an Encroachment Permit.

"Then you're biking on this Interstate illegally," he said 

firmly.

Holding my mile-by-mile instructions for cycling down Route 66, I said, "Well, these printed directions pointed me this way and I don't know any other way to go." 

"Well, you should have gone on to Goffs. Now I don't know what to tell you because if you bike back to the intersection where you got on, that would be illegal," the cop said.

I didn't utter a word, knowing that sometimes silence is golden. I hit pay dirt when the police officer allowed me to continue pedaling eastward on the Interstate. "But stay way over on the shoulder!" he ordered. I obeyed—all the way to Needles.

The city of Needles, founded soon after the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railway came through the area in 1883, takes its name from a group of sharp stone spires on the Arizona side of the Colorado River. I checked into the River Valley Motor Lodge whose clean, comfortable, and reasonably-priced rooms provided a delightful contrast with Roy's Motel in Amboy.

In the morning, I crossed a bridge over the Colorado River, entered Arizona, and began a long gradual ascent to the small western town of Oatman, which was named in honor of Olive Oatman, a young girl kidnapped by an Apache tribe, then sold to Mojave Indians, and later rescued in a trade in 1857 near the current site of the town.

Oatman started life over 100 years ago as a mining tent camp and quickly became a flourishing gold-mining center. In 1915, two miners struck a $10 million gold find, and within a year, the town's population grew to more than 3,500. By 1924, the major mining company, 

United Eastern Mines, shut down operations for good. 

In the dust bowl days of the 1930s, families migrating to California in their Model T Fords in search of work passed through Oatman. The town survived by catering to travelers on the old U.S. Route 66. However, in the 1960s, when the route became what is now Interstate 40, Oatman almost died. Today it is a major tourist attraction and welcomes over a half million visitors annually.

What attracts so many travelers to the town? The Oatman Hotel, built in 1902, is the oldest two-story adobe structure in Mojave County and has housed many miners, movie stars, politicians, and other scoundrels. The town was used as the location for several movies such as How the West Was Won, Foxfire, and Edge of Eternity. In March 

1939, Clark Gable and Carol Lombard honeymooned at the Oatman Hotel, and their honeymoon suite is still one of the major attractions in town. Gable returned there often to play poker with the local miners and enjoy the solitude of the desert.

However, the most famous "residents" of Oatman are its "wild" burros, the descendants of burros that miners brought there in the late 1800s; when the men no longer needed them, they turned the furry animals loose. Each morning the burros come into town looking for food, wandering the streets, and greeting tourists. Many shopkeepers sell burro pellets and carrots to visitors who feed them. Shortly before sunset, the burros wander back to the hills for the night.

I wandered around town for an hour, took some photographs, topped off my water bottles, then left, and began a slow steep climb to Sitgreaves Pass at 3,523 feet. The best part of the ascent was reaching the top for a fast descent toward Kingman where I spent the night at an inexpensive motel.

On the way to Seligman the following day, I met another long distance cyclist in Peach Springs: a young Japanese fellow who was riding from Florida to Los Angeles. As we ate lunch together at a picnic table outside a small grocery store, I asked him about the weather ahead of me.

"There snow in Flagstaff," he said in broken English.

"Oh no! How much snow?" 

"Little. Maybe gone now." 

"I hope so."

We wished each other good luck, said goodbye and hit the road in opposite directions. I looked forward to visiting the town of Seligman because I wanted to meet Angel Delgadillo, America's most famous barber. Angel spent most of his 90-plus years in Seligman, where he and his brothers and sisters grew up watching the traffic flow by on 

America's Main Street. I met him and his wife Vilma at their Route 66 Gift Shop and Museum, which includes a barber shop, in an adjoining room.

In 1978, when Interstate 40 bypassed Route 66, Angel's hometown began to die.

"It was so sudden," Angel told me. "One day there was lots of traffic through town, and the next day there was none. Lots of businesses closed and people started to leave town to look for work elsewhere."

But Angel and his family stayed in Seligman and, in 1987, he successfully lobbied the Arizona Legislature to designate and preserve Route 66 in Arizona as a historic highway. As a result, thousands of visitors from all over the world have visited Angel and Vilma, signed their guestbook, and enjoyed looking at the plethora of Route 66 memorabilia, antiques, and photo albums that they have collected and displayed in their gift shop. Many American and foreign newspaper articles written about Angel that cover its walls impressed me. "I've been interviewed 246 times," he said proudly.

After we exchanged business cards, Angel pinned my card firmly above the door inside his vintage barbershop. "I'm putting your card up here in a special place. It'll be there forever," he told me. At that moment, I became a tiny part of the Route 66 legacy.

I stayed overnight at the Aztec Motel across the street from Delgadillo's gift shop. In the morning I left Seligman and rode on Route 66 to the hill town of Williams. I stopped to visit the offices of Route 66 Magazine, published monthly by editor Paul Taylor. Taking an interest in my trip, he interviewed and photographed me for an article in his magazine. I marveled at the huge assortment of Route 66 memorabilia in Paul's shop: T-shirts, coffee mugs, napkins, address books, hats, shoes, leather jackets, posters, refrigerator magnets, license plates, and shot glasses—all emblazoned with the famous logo: ROUTE 66. "People from all over the world visit here," Paul said. "The Mother Road is pure nostalgia for thousands of folks."

Visitors can taste Route 66 nostalgia by ordering an old fashioned malted milkshake down the street at "Twisters," a reproduction of a typical 1950s soda fountain.

Passing on that high sugar-loaded temptation, I headed out of Williams and began climbing toward Flagstaff. To combat the low 50° temperature, I wore glove liners, leg and arm warmers, and several layers of clothing, including my Gore-Tex jacket. Despite all that clothing, I still felt cold.

Tree trunks with patches of snow huddling around their base welcomed me to Flagstaff. Only a few days before I arrived there, Mother Nature blanketed the city with three inches of snow, but most of it had melted fairly quickly. Because it was only noon and I was feeling physically fit, I continued pedaling eastward. From Flagstaff the road 

dropped more than 2,000 feet, then it flattened out.

A strong tailwind pushed me toward Winslow, where I arrived several hours later. I checked into the Winslow Inn, owned and operated by Patricia Lucas and her husband Keith. "This is an economically-depressed town," Patricia said. "There are lots of illegal drugs here. Lots of alcoholism and crime, too. Lord willing, my husband and I will make this place fifty percent a bed and breakfast, and fifty percent a housing unit for disadvantaged women and children."

Patricia gave me her business card which depicted a drawing of a human heart encircling a stick figure of a woman holding two stick figure children, one in each hand. The card bore the name of her foundation: "Me and My House Ministries, Inc."

Over the next few days, I cycled primarily on the shoulder of Interstate 40. A few trees and many scrubby bushes covered the flat prairie. Old Route 66 parallels the freeway as a frontage road, but the Interstate is smoother and more pleasant to ride over, despite the noise from passing motor vehicles. My earplugs came in handy.

When I reached Chambers, Arizona, I stayed in the comfortable Best Western "Chieftain Inn" which Native American Navajos own and operate. Although the cost to stay at the motel was steep for my limited budget, the place was the only accommodation in town.

The following day, I pedaled across the vast desert country, crossed the border into New Mexico, and finally arrived in Gallup, a rather dismal, dusty town with few visitor attractions. Continuing eastward, I crossed the Continental Divide at 7,275 feet above sea level, the highest point on my bicycle journey.

From there, I cycled downhill to Grants as fast as possible because dark rain clouds were gathering quickly above me. Pumping down hard on my pedals, I outdistanced the clouds and just missed feeling the purge of their wet cargo on my back. It was one of the few times I've outfoxed Mother Nature.

I checked into a modest motel, but every fifteen or twenty minutes the long, sharp whistle of passing freight trains disturbed my sleep and easily penetrated the earplugs that I had stuffed into my ears as far as possible.

In the morning, Mother Nature got her revenge for my evasive actions the previous day. After leaving Grants in the rain, it soon began to snow, followed by hail. Ice accumulated quickly on the road surface and, at one point, I passed an overturned car with its injured or deceased driver still inside. Fortunately, a woman was attending to the poor victim, so I didn't stop. Five minutes later, an ambulance raced to the accident scene.

Now in survival mode, I continued pedaling eastward as the weather worsened, dumping more snow onto the already slippery road. In San Fidel I stopped to take refuge and warm up in the town's tiny post office, hoping that Mother Nature would have mercy on an innocent soul on a bicycle. A half-hour later, I looked out the post office window and saw that it had stopped snowing.

Hoping for the best, I mounted my bike once again and began pushing my pedals as hard as I could while trying to balance myself so I wouldn't fall. Ice clung to my bike chain, which began slipping. At the same time, my bike often slid sideways with a sudden jerk. Soon it started snowing again, this time quite heavily, and within ten minutes a thick blanket of snow and ice covered my entire body, bicycle, and panniers. I began thinking that hypothermia would soon claim another cyclist, but I tried to replace those negative thoughts with positive ones by saying aloud, "I will not die today! I choose to live!"

Two men in a car slowed down alongside me. The fellow on the passenger side rolled down his window and shouted angrily, "Get off the road!"

"Yeah! Yeah!" I said. I felt like saying, "That's what I'm trying to do, stupid! Can't you see my predicament? Why don't you offer to help me?" But I held my tongue and focused on my survival.

Just ahead I saw a sign indicating a nearby entrance to Interstate 40. Without hesitating, I turned onto the icy road and continued spinning my pedals and balancing my steel steed so it wouldn't throw me off. I saw several buildings in the distance and, as I drew nearer, I discovered that they were a casino and a gas station with an attached convenience store. I pedaled through six inches of slush to the entrance of the store, parked my bike, went inside, and ordered a large cup of hot chocolate.

After resting for a half hour, reluctantly, I left the store and cycled slowly up the on-ramp of Interstate 40, knowing that my action was illegal, but under the circumstances, I had no better option. When I reached the freeway, I saw a long line of cars, motorhomes, and semi trailers stalled behind two motor vehicles that were spinning their wheels on sheer ice. Despite the freezing temperature and icy road conditions, I managed to slip and slide past the snarled traffic, slowly inching my way onto the snow-covered highway. Coasting down a long hill, I instinctively balanced myself on my bicycle by stretching out my left foot, which might also help me break a sudden fall. I was cold and frightened, but very determined to carry on.

At the bottom of the hill, I saw large ruts with patches of exposed pavement made bare by the tires of many motor vehicles. I steered my bike directly through the ruts, hoping that passing motorists would forgive me for not cycling on the shoulder caked with four inches of snow and ice. The more I progressed, the more pavement I saw, and the more confident I felt.

As the pavement gradually became clear of snow and ice, I knew the worst was behind me. Well... maybe. Lightning, thunder, and rain greeted me head-on. I wished that a pickup truck would stop and its driver would offer to give my bicycle and me a lift to a safe and warm place such as a gas station or, better yet, a motel. No such luck. I had to either survive on my own or die like a cold wet rat in the desert. 

The rain slowed and finally stopped, but Mother Nature was not finished with me yet. Headwinds blowing between 50-60 miles per hour began blasting my face. I bore into the winds, pushing my pedals with all my strength. Eventually, I came to a large encouraging sign: "ALBUQUERQUE 40 MILES."

Pedaling at only 4 miles per hour, I realized that it would take me ten hours to reach Albuquerque. I had to push harder. I was determined to reach that city before dark. In the far distance, well off to my right, I saw gigantic bolts of lightning, followed by massive blasts of thunder that rumbled across the sky as if someone were dynamiting in the mountains. Gradually, the freeway flattened, and I could pedal faster. To increase my speed, I began chanting each time I pushed down on a pedal: ONE... two... three... four, ONE.. .two.. .three...four." My cyclometer revealed the strategy worked!

Eventually, with more determination than I have ever conjured in my life, I reached the outskirts of Albuquerque in the pouring rain just a few hours before nightfall. I cycled another ten miles to the town of Corrales, then turned my bike into the driveway of my older brother's house. Totally exhausted, I had just completed the most difficult physical feat of my life. But I made it!

After a brief weekend stay, I left Corrales in sunny weather with a new lease on life. I had survived the brutal combination of a rainstorm, a snowstorm, a hailstorm, and a lightning storm, mostly by using my wits and plenty of physical and mental energy, plus a bit of good luck.

But once again, Mother Nature was awaiting me down the road. As I pedaled eastward on Route 66, which parallels Interstate 40 as a frontage road, headwinds reared their anger, slowing my pace considerably, and chilling me to the bone. I stopped and put on my glove liners and arm warmers, then continued riding to the town of Moriarty, where I decided to call it a day and check into a motel.
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