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			“Nothing behind me, everything ahead of me, as is ever so on the road”

			On the Road, Jack Kerouac
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			The Ten Commandments 
of Riding Route 66

			 

			 

			 

			 

			
					
Thou Shalt Not Pass Up a Diner: for in every greasy spoon lies the holy grail of road life – the perfect burger, some good old chat and a Coke.

					
Honour Thy Fellow Biker: whether they ride a chopper, a sport bike or something that looks like it was cobbled together in someone’s shed – all are brethren on this asphalt pilgrimage.

					
Thou Shalt Covet Thy Neighbour’s Ride: it’s perfectly fine to drool a little when a particularly shiny Indian roars by.

					
Thou Shalt Get Lost: getting lost is part of the journey; but remember – wandering off into the desert without a map is generally frowned upon by rescue services. 

					
Thou Shalt Not Quibble About the Allegedly Original Kitsch: embrace the giant fibreglass dinosaurs, the world’s largest rocking chair and the suspiciously well-­kept 1930s’ ‘original’ diner/petrol station/entire town. Make believe is part of reality on Route 66.

					
Thou Shalt Pack Most Lightly: bring what you are wearing, plus five pairs of underwear, three long-­sleeve T-­shirts, a bandana, a baseball cap, a pac-­a-­mac, biking boots and spare shoes, a credit card, a passport and phone. Everything else is optional due to a great American invention: shops. 

					
Thou Shalt Not Bring a Rigid Suitcase: or else thou shalt have to chuck it away, mate, when you stuff everything into your rental bike’s panniers. You’re best off with a Lidl bag.

					
Thou Shalt Not Speak Ill of the Weather: whether it’s blistering heat or a sudden downpour, always speak of the weather with reverence. Mother Nature has a wicked sense of humour on Route 66.

					
Honour Thy Arse: invest in a good seat. Your posterior will thank you after the thousandth mile.

					
Thou Shalt Embrace the Spirit of Adventure: every breakdown, every wrong turn, every unexpected detour is not a setback, but a story in the making. Embrace the chaos – it’s what makes the journey legendary.

			

		

	
		
			What not to bring

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			The key philosophy when it comes packing for Route 66 is: try to take as little as possible. Really consider each item – do you truly need it? Here are some things to chuck out of your bag before you depart:

			 

			
					Healthy snacks: leave the quinoa at home. This is the land of deep-­fried dreams and milkshake mountains. Your diet can take a holiday, too.

					Existential guilt: guilt is about as useful on Route 66 as a snowblower in the desert. Forget about e-­bikes and carbon footprints for a few weeks. You’re on road-­trip time now.

					Sat nav: swap your satellite navigation for an old-­school map. It’s more fun getting lost and asking a local for directions.

					Strict itinerary: if you have an itinerary, use it to start a campfire. Route 66 is best experienced on a whim, like stopping for a 10-­foot fibreglass chicken selfie.

					A set return date: telling Route 66 you have a return date is like telling a dog to only fetch the stick halfway. Take your time – maybe you’ll come back; maybe you’ll start a new life as a roadhouse legend.

					Lip balm and prissy stuff: this is a road trip, not a spa retreat. If your lips get chapped, just smile more – the wind resistance helps.

					Conformity: leave your ‘normal’ at the state line. Route 66 is where your inner rock star, philosopher or road warrior comes into play.

					Pack of cards: Tempting, but cards are for power outages. Your entertainment is chatting with a fellow traveller who claims they were abducted by aliens, or evangelical TV.

					Leathers: unless you’re filming a remake of Easy Rider, comfort trumps cool. Think breathable fabrics – except if you enjoy the sensation of being a walking sauna.

					Earplugs: the only thing you need to block out is negativity. Let the roar of the engine and the sounds of the highway be your playlist.
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			Riding the American dream on the Saxon Griffin

		

	
		
			1: 
Planning 

			Mile Zero

			The only odd number that works is one. 

			I’ve ridden Route 66, America’s greatest and most iconic road, three times: in my 30s, 40s and 50s (in 2003, 2010 and 2016, to be precise). 

			Each and every time, I’ve learned something new about America, about motorcycling and about myself. And that’s really what this book is about.

			Every road trip begins with a plan, and while some of the great motorcycle journeys I’ve done – across Russia and through Australia, for example – require intricate and detailed plans, Route 66 is quite different.

			That’s why the best advice I can give you if you’re planning to ride Route 66 yourself is: plan nothing. If you really want to get in touch with what Route 66 means, and what it has meant to millions of travellers through history, don’t think about it too hard. Just do it.

			The trouble with planning is that all too often, when you are getting together that trip of a lifetime on Route 66, and it’s still just happening in your head, it’s all going to go like clockwork. The weather will be absolutely fine, you won’t get a puncture, you’ve got the daily mileage correct over 3,000 miles and you even know where you will be stopping: here, here and here.

			Well, maybe you will, and maybe that is what makes you feel safe and secure, but the reality of a rigid itinerary is that you’re not going to be open: open to adventure, open to veering off into byways and dirt tracks, open to meeting the one person who changes your plan or itinerary and blows your journey – and mind – wide open.

			So instead, try this: enjoy looking at the map in the dark winter months before you actually set off, revel in dreaming about and researching what you can go and see and do on the trip, but don’t be too precious or fixed. Because the absolute joy of 66 is that, unlike on the road from Perth to Alice Springs, there’s always a motel. And if you pull up to one and it’s full, or it looks like Norman Bates has a room out the back, there’s going to be another one 10 miles down the road.

			Historically, that’s the right way to bed down on Route 66, because 66 is the birthplace of the motel, and the motel is a huge part of America’s story.

			Motels wouldn’t exist were it not for Route 66, because they were built as 66 was created in the 1930s to enable the great American motorized migration from the Dust Bowl of the east to the verdant west. What people did was, they got in their cars and drove as far as they could, and when they couldn’t carry on for that day, they stopped and they checked into a ‘motor hotel’.

			That’s the soul of 66, right there – that uncertainty, that unfolding adventure. And that is why riding 66 isn’t just about riding across America; it’s about understanding its soul – and, hopefully, getting a little glimpse into your own along the way as well. 

			Route 66 plays a huge part in the story of America. People had built their lives in the 20s in the east, right. Then come the meltdown, the Depression and the Dust Bowl, Prohibition, gangsters and lawlessness.

			People who really had tried their hardest simply couldn’t make it work because of factors outside of their control, so they got in their cars and trucks and headed west to start all over again. 

			Route 66 – which was officially opened in 1926 – is actually a road alignment. It was ribbons of road that were all, mostly, already in existence, give or take a few stretches, so the federal authorities linked the sections up and called it Route 66. It was essentially created to enable the first ever motorized and autonomous migration of a population.

			When you ride 66, you start getting involved in its history: the first petrol station at Solsby, the first motel, the first diner in the world, the first roadside advertising – all these new things sprang up in reaction to the fact that people were doing something entirely new. 

			You can make a pretty decent argument that 66 actually was one of the biggest catalysts of our pop culture today, from communication to transportation, through leisure industries and fast food. Everything we think of as American pop culture basically has its roots in or was kick-­started by Route 66 in the 20s and 30s.

			They still call it the Mother Road, the name given to 66 by John Steinbeck. And when you ride that Mother Road, my suggestion, as I’ve said, is to connect with the adventure and sense of unknown that those first people to travel it must have felt every hour of every day. 

			As with motels, the same goes for food. There is always somewhere to eat. The food may well be rich in hydrogenated fat and there probably won’t be an oat-­milk latte in sight, but there will be somewhere a credit card can be tapped in exchange for calories to prevent hunger, and that’s the whole joy of riding your ride of a lifetime in a developed country.

			So, yes: have some ideas about what you are going to see and what you’re going to do, and take the right kind of socks – but, I beg you, make sure there is an awful lot of fluidity in your schedule because you are going to want to detour and explore, especially when you get to the epic playgrounds that are the American deserts.

			If you don’t build in a lot of padding, you’re going to end up stressed – concerned that you have got to get to A by nightfall, or through B before breakfast – when a great motorcycle journey is supposed to be a time when you park all that stuff and get away from the world to experience everything you’ve dreamed about, especially when it comes to riding the Mother Road for the first time.

			What you really don’t want to be doing is thinking, I didn’t know it’s another 150 miles to Amarillo and there is a dust storm blowing up. Now what? No, what you want to think is: Wow! A dust storm – that is so damn cool and American. I’m going to pull into this motel and watch it for a bit, then take in some cable TV and eat a hamburger, then get back on the road tomorrow or the next day.

			You might get a puncture. You might come off. You might get the shits. You might meet someone and want to run off with them to Mississippi. That’s the whole point of the motorcycling life. And the trouble is, ’cos of the mortgage and the kids and the life insurance, we forget that.

			So, what I’m saying is, for two weeks, maybe three, just keep your options open, because that’s what this is all about. 

			 

			There are, of course, some key things to understand about travelling in a foreign land with foreign rules, and the first very important bit of your preparation is to read the local highway code.

			People think I am kidding when I say that, but I mean it. Different rules apply in different places. So, for example, it’s a really good idea to understand what you do at a stop sign in America. Because you might be thinking it’s the same as in the UK, and if you’re only doing 5mph, you just keep going over the crossroads; but if you do that there, you will eventually die – or, worse, be arrested.

			The second thing is that when you’re riding a bike in certain states, like Missouri, you don’t have to wear a crash helmet. That’s fine by me. In my view, it’s a personal decision whether you’re going to be hospital fodder or whether you’re going to, you know, enjoy the freedom of the wind in your hair.

			But do wear something on your head. I like to ride with an open-­face helmet, but, as you will be riding west (it would be all wrong to ride 66 from LA to Chicago), you will have the sun in your eyes in the afternoons and evenings, so take a baseball hat you can put under the helmet.

			I met one guy who said to me: ‘Henry, I did 66 but I only got as far as St. Louis. It was really hot, but when I was riding, I felt really cool without a helmet on. I passed out with heatstroke at the traffic lights and woke up in hospital the next day with third-­degree burns on my head. I was medevaced home three days later.’

			So, wear a hat.

			You sometimes see British bikers on 66 and in other hot countries with their leathers on and everything. They think they are being safe but the truth is, they are going to have a miserable time. You’re too hot, brother, and that isn’t safe because you are distracted by sweat running down your back. You’re going to get to Amarillo or Gallup and you got to head into the desert. That’s about 1,000 miles of desert. And you just have to understand the weather that you’re going to face. So, take waterproofs, but don’t use your winter leathers from London. Honestly, man, you’re going to fry.

			Not wearing leathers is controversial, of course, and again it’s a personal choice, but the thing people forget is how easy it is to drive a motorcycle in the USA. I personally think that, in terms of developed countries, England is the worst place to ride a motorcycle in the world. If you can stay safe and stay alive on the roads in the UK, you don’t need to fear the Reaper on Route 66.

			 There is basically no traffic once you are out of Chicago. You circumvent Oklahoma and go straight through St. Louis on the bypass – they are about the only cities. So, you can try as hard as you like, but it’s really difficult to hit something on Route 66, and most people get through it without doing so.

			The bottom line, anyway, as a motorcyclist, is that regardless of how big the city is, you have just got to monitor a 3-­metre circle around you. It doesn’t matter about the crash on the freeway you can see on the other side. Just follow a car, use it as your shield and protect that 3-­metre area around you, whether you’re in Los Angeles or in Shamrock, Texas, which is the definition of a one-­horse town.

			There’s nothing to fear going through a big city. Fourteen million people might live there, but how many are in your 3-­metre bubble? And that’s a decent metaphor for life, really, isn’t it?

			Admittedly, LA is dangerous because the people are like: ‘What the hell is that, man?’

			‘Er, it’s a motorcycle.’

			Of course, that rarity creates one of the other really nice things about riding in America – that you are such a minority. That fosters a great sense of camaraderie. Other bikers on the road are utterly fantastic. Often, as a biker comes towards you, you will see them doing what at first looks like the peace sign, but what it actually means is ‘two wheels’. You do it to them, coming the other way, and they’ll do the same to you. There is much more of that in America than there is in the UK.

			The Menoporsche

			Part of the purpose of this trip is to cure you of middle-­aged anxiety and stress, which I like to call the menoporsche.

			Do you know how old the male midlife crisis is? Over 700 years! I’m basing this on the fact that in 1310, when the Italian poet Dante settled down with a cup of tea and a pack of jammy biscottis to write his ‘Divine Comedy’, he kicked off with the line: ‘Midway upon the journey of our life. I found myself within a forest dark’. And I know how he felt, because I got lost there myself seven centuries later. 

			Dante’s is a description that anyone who has been through a really bad midlife crisis/male menopause/whatever you want to call it will recognize, because it creeps up on you exactly like that: you don’t see it coming and then suddenly you’re so deep in it that you can’t imagine ever getting out.

			One moment all is well: the cave is warm, you’ve started work on a circular object to get around quicker, and the wife is doing some awesome drawings on the wall of you slaying bison, which make you feel pretty good about yourself. You are fulfilling your duty as a geezer. Back in the modern world, maybe the teenagers are driving you a bit mental, the beard may be grey and you’re getting up twice in the night to piss, rather than once; but on the plus side, the last day of the mortgage is actually, really, truly in sight and basically, you’re OK. 

			And then what happens? Well, in my case, little bit of anxiety, a smattering of workaholism, a dash of loneliness, a spoonful of pride and another spoonful of the wrong antidepressants – and, just like Dante, I was deep in some very dark woods, man.

			Here’s the man’s exact words, which I translated myself from the ancient Italian in a motel on Route 66 (not):

			 

			Midway upon the journey of our life,

			I found myself within a forest dark,

			The straightforward pathway had been lost . . .

			I cannot well repeat how there I entered,

			So full was I of slumber at the moment

			In which I had abandoned the true way.

			 

			I mean, yes, Dante, my geezer. Yes. I love the fact he reckons he sleepwalked into his midlife crisis, which, seven centuries later, still seems as good an explanation as any.

			The menoporsche is, at least for me, all pervading. It’s pretty terrifying. 

			When I got to my late 50s, early 60s, I started to realize that I was not really as good at everything as I used to be. You aren’t too strong anymore, you walk into a shed and you can’t remember what tool you were supposed to get, so you go back into the house and you’ve left the back door open, so the dog’s got out and the wife’s going mental. 

			It can feel like everything’s in decline. What I’ve noticed as well, when I’m with my friends, what we are talking about more and more is our physical and mental health – and does that define the last chapter of self? What do you talk about after that? 

			But riding in the desert, whatever your age, you learn that you’re very small, you gain a lot of humility and you realize that you are actually irrelevant to the world’s proceedings. That’s surprisingly quite a relief, especially if you have been forced by the world to spend your whole life in a materialistic haze – trying to get a fancy Ford Escort just to one up your neighbour, competing in work . . . you know the drill. 

			Now, you get to 40 or 50 or 60, and the question becomes: Are you able to accept who you are with all your flaws and imperfections? That acceptance is what I’ve struggled to come to terms with over the years. But for some reason, I find it easier to be at peace with all that stuff on two wheels, man.

			So, if the werewolves of your soul are howling, too, well, a lot of people at my age (I was born in 1964; you do the maths) find they can go on Route 66 as a cathartic experience, to get lost and found in the desert.

			But for that medicine to work, there’s got to be fluidity. You have to have the ability to roll with the changes and incorporate the unexpected. The bottom line is that to allow yourself to really feel 66 and to understand the Mother Road, you must be free.

			As an old biker told me once: loneliness is solitude, and solitude is surrender. And when you’re riding the deserts and plains of America, with that little bit of danger, that little bit of the unknown, you have a shot at attaining it.

			When people went travelling in the old days, it was all about the unknown, here be monsters. Now, there is no mystery in travel. You even get a picture of the bed you’ll be sleeping in when you book it. Well, riding Route 66 without a plan is the antidote to all that predictable, sanitized, boring rubbish.

			Why you go is to be free, and being free allows you to concentrate on the here and now and maybe, just maybe, have a little think about the journey of life.

			And if you don’t get to Gallup by 8pm, who gives a toss? 

			The thing is, in the 1920s and 30s, as the route alignment was created, there was just this magical ribbon of road that whispered to people, ‘Go West, young man.’

			It was a voyage of discovery – and it still is. And to be in touch with what those pioneers went through, it’s vital not to have a plan, and if there’s no room at the inn and you’ve got to ride on to Oklahoma, then, great. That’s the whole point! It’s an adventure. That’s what they did in the 1920s. But they didn’t have wet-­weather gear, and they also didn’t have Google. So, you know . . . happy days.
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			Brought my Heritage Springer back home to Blighty 
after my first ride on Route 66 back in 2003

			Numbers

			Flexibility is directly proportional to the number of people in your group. If you go on 66 with more than three other people, you’re missing out on something very special because you won’t be able to all book in to the independent, tiny motels that are the essence of 66, with their dodgy, flickering signs, because some of them only have six or eight rooms total.

			Instead, you’ll have to do Western Super 8s, Days Inn, Holiday Inn – all that kind of thing. Which is fine, but not so much fun.

			When I went in 2016, I was helping lead a tour with 25 bikers, and although we had a good time, we only stayed in the Super 8 hotels, which are pretty soulless, compared to the older Route ­66 motels – like the one in Barstow which has the original round beds and all that stuff.

			Of course, this being America, even the small hotels are all clean and lovely, otherwise they go bust, because Americans don’t accept crappy service like the Brits do. Plus, everyone has their car outside, so if the room is grotty, they hop back in it and go another 5 miles up the road.

			A bigger group not only cramps your ability to change plans at the drop of a hat, but with more than four, you’ve got a serious risk of disagreements, because some might be more or less impulsive than others – some wanting to stay the night, some wanting to push on. That’s a disaster.

			The only odd number that works, in my humble opinion, is one. 

			However, if you don’t fancy doing it alone, the next best number is two. Any more than two, I think, what you’ve got to do, right at the beginning, is decide why you’re doing this.

			If you’re doing it because you want a little break from your daily life, and maybe a chance to think about it, then it might be better to go with someone you haven’t shared daily life with. By which I mean a friend you’re not sleeping with.

			Of course, if it’s you and your partner who are getting on the bike, two up, then I am guessing you know what you are doing and good luck to you.

			But six or eight people? Be careful, man. You may think you know people, but until you’ve gone away with them on a bike, you don’t. They might really annoy you. This one’s doing 40 on the freeway because he’s scared. This one thinks you’ve got to follow every single cobble of Route 66 right through the middle of Oklahoma . . . So be absolutely sure of who you go with, and why.

			In some ways, the best person to go with is somebody you’ve been motorcycling with before, or somebody you’ve done something like this with before. But the worst person to go with is someone who knows it all and is going to try and dictate what happens and micromanage everything. You need someone who will have the same general idea and purpose as you, so that when you’ve completed your journey physically, in LA, you have at least got on the road mentally.

			So, it’s really important that anyone you invite to go with you is someone you care about and respect. And if in doubt, there is nothing wrong with riding on your own.

			I find real joy going on my own. I think it’s a life changer, personally. It is weird, because if you have to go into a nightclub alone, it’s a miserable experience. And it’s a miserable experience for days before, knowing you’ve got to go to do that. But although going on a big trip like this solo you might get some of that same anxiety and nervousness beforehand – am I going to be all right? Is this really sad? I’m going to come off and there’s going to be no one there to help me! Am I going to have a heart attack in a motel and get eaten by a raccoon? – trust me: the moment you open up the throttle on the open road out of Chicago, all that catastrophizing goes away and it’s just you and the bike and America, and you’ve got this opportunity for two (three?) weeks to do your own thing and go your own way.

			That is a very unusual thing. To have the freedom to look at a map and think, I wonder what it’s like up there? I’m going!

			Probably the most significant trip I ever had was the 2003 one, when I was on my own. I turned up at Lake Shore Harley-­Davidson – the iconic Harley shop in Chicago – and I said, ‘I’m going to ride Route 66 now-­ish. Like tomorrow.’

			‘It’s 2,500 miles to LA, man.’

			‘Yeah, I know. So, er, what bike should I buy, then – because I don’t know a thing about Harleys.’

			‘Dude, man, you just need that Heritage, dude.’

			‘Er, OK. How much is that?’

			‘Seven and a half thousand bucks, man. We can have it ready for you by the morning.’

			‘Great. Here’s the credit card.’

			And the next morning, I got on that bike, and off I went. You couldn’t really do that as a group.

			By the time I got to Springfield (where the Simpsons come from), about 90 miles west of Chicago, I never wanted that ride to end. 

			I soon discovered that in the real, rural America – the America that Route 66 is all about – the people are amazing. Genuinely, everybody along Route 66 who I have ever met on the three times I’ve done it – they are all wonderful people.

			Now, maybe they did go and shoot their wife the next day, but to me – a stranger on a bike with a funny accent – they welcomed me with open arms. And if you’re a traveller on your own, you get more respect and even more attention from that crowd.

			So, if you are even very slightly tempted to ride Route 66 on your own, do it. I get nervous before I go. Of course I do. But you move past the fear to the excitement (there is a very thin line between the two) once you’ve got on your bike and hit the road. And the disaster won’t happen. You’ll get on the plane at the end and come home.

			There’s a reason why people who go and ride alone become addicted to it; for me, it’s the fantastic freedom of a long ride on my own. I can go where I want to go, and I can be comfortable.

			I will say that I do completely suffer from the social anxiety of going into a restaurant alone, but I force myself to do it, and it’s a lot easier in America ’cos you can sit at the counter in a diner and people will talk to you, and that’s a big part of the adventure.

			America, is, I think, the most welcoming country in the world. There is a lot of snobbery about it, but let me tell you, in my humble opinion: Americans who don’t have passports are much more friendly and approachable than those who do. I was riding through the deep south once, and before I went, I was convinced I was going to get shot, but the people could not have been nicer, especially other bikers.

			And that’s also the reason why you go riding, isn’t it? If you’re riding a motorcycle you are, de facto, affiliated to a club. You turn up in a Harley shop and you say, ‘I’m on my own, riding. What’s it like round here?’ And they will say, ‘Well, if you go down to the Devil’s Elbow, there’s loads of bikers down there.’

			And you’ll be really welcomed because bikers are part of a community you can plug into – one of like-­minded, kindred spirits worldwide, especially in America.

			So, please do consider going solo, especially if you have been dealing with a lot of stuff at home, whether work or personal or grief or whatever. Because, you know, in the desert, in America, on your own, sitting at the Hackberry General Store having a Coke and a cigarette, you might actually realize what you’re going through and what life is all about.

			The thing about going with friends is: it’s a holiday, it’s fun, and that’s great as far as it goes. But if you’re on your own, then, I think that means you’re wanting to have a think, maybe have a change. You’re wanting to see things differently. And 66 will give you that.

			The thing is, 66 was born out of adversity. So, if you’re feeling like the world is a mess, then 66 has a place in that.

			Make mine a Harley

			If you’re going to ride American roads, the natural choice is a Harley because a) it is the American Dream and b) it’s the most incredibly comfortable motorcycle you’ve ever sat on. 

			Once it gets up to speed, you’re in top gear, you are doing 2,500 revs, you can have a vape, you can set it to cruise control and you could probably get a primus stove out and fry an egg if you wanted, because it’s not going to move.

			It’s totally predictable. You are king of the road. You’ve got your feet up and the bikers coming the other way give you ‘two wheels’, and suddenly, you are part of motorcycling folklore. You’re on a great big hog, but everyone respects you for being on that hog, because they’re on one, too.

			It’s just a beautiful armchair. Who cares if it has an agricultural gearbox? You won’t need to change gears until you get to LA. You’re sitting on this Harley, and you are beginning to realize that you are like the millions of people before you who dreamed of crossing America on Route 66, who shared the aspiration to go west on that ribbon of hope. Also: it will run fine on the 91-octane fuel you find out west. So, if you ask me, ride a Harley to ride America.

			It’s also easy to organise. You can go to Eagle Rider, who are the biggest hire company in America (they hire out something like 32,000 bikes a year to do 66). They will hire you a Harley, so have a look at their website, and generally, if they haven’t got the one you want, they’ll have one that’s just as nice. And with them, you get roadside recovery and insurance, which are crucial.

			 Alternatively, you can ship your own bike out first, ride it, and then send it back from Los Angeles. Or if you’re in the mood, you can ride it back to Chicago. Insurance is a bit tricky, but you’ll figure it out, but research that before you ship the bike.

			Another option is to buy a bike in Chicago and either sell it in LA or ship it home, and that is a bit of an adventure in itself, isn’t it? A bit of a laugh. I’ve bought and shipped the bike home on two out of the three trips I have done, and it has actually helped pay for the trips.

			[image: ]

			When there are bends on 66 it’s time to celebrate!
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