THE BIKE GUIDE TO WORLD TRAVEL

enduro-style rollchart which marked
every last junction of the 4,741-mile
east-west route from Tennessee to Oregon.
The bit that gets you to Tennessee from the
Atlantic coast has proved a headache for
Sam so far: it lacks public rights of way
through open countryside. Undeterred, he
hopes to retire soon and devote his full
attention to the problem. I might just go
back when he’s joined up all the dots.

So what'’s the result like? Depending
on your perspective, it’s either a route for
bed-wetters who don’t like dusky
foreigners, or one of the world’s all-time
classic off-road rides, few of which are of
such truly epic proportions. To clock up
this many off-tarmac miles you'd have to
head down into North Africa and point
south... and I'm still not convinced you'd
get the kind of variety I encountered. And
believe me, our American cousins can be as
foreign as they come.

In roughly 30 days I rode through four
time zones, and each time I crossed a state
line it was as though someone had wheeled
on a new backdrop.

Mississippi. Fields, ditches, levee-top
tracks, empty black stares from empty
black storefronts and, oddest of all,
dispirited ranks of people stuffing buckets
of change into the maws of one-armed
bandits on the banks of the great river.

Arkansas. Lush woods cloaking gentle
hills, rusting pick-ups, listing trailers and
mental-case dogs of indeterminate
parentage. Fantastic fireroad blasting.

Oklahoma. Bring on the empty horizons
—its dustbowl, dead-straight, mile-marker
roads run north, south, east and west every
mile in a massive grid, as far as the
imagination will stretch. Evocative.
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Nowhere man: Russell looks
for meaning in the map

New Mexico. And suddenly it’s come
over all Western. Purple sage and switchback
climbs to dustblown plateaux. Very quickly
it gives way to the big next-door neighbour,
Colorado. Hundreds of big mountains to
ride through. No choice - they’re in the
way. 12,0001t passes, snow in July, chronic
loss of power, cricket swarms, blocked jets,
onset of mild anxiety as Wild West looms.

Utah. Red deserts, awesome scenery,
sandy struggles (unpack, lift, pack, unpack,
lift, pack... repeat as necessary), good
friends, good times. Sad to leave.

Nevada. The very edge of madness itself,
a fine line upon which many fine people
dwell. All-consuming vastness,
unforgiving emptiness and soul-sucking
heat... something of a highlight, then.

And finally, Oregon. Cold, green and
gripping. Home to the one species of
indigenous wildlife I'd worried long and
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hard about — and when I finally met him,
he rightly decided I was the bigger threat.

I changed just the one puncture, with
50 miles to go (just around the corner
from my Oregon friend, Big Brown Bear).

I humped a tent all the way across, but
stayed whenever possible at mom‘n'pop
motels. These ranged from the flyblown to
the fur-lined, and brought me stumbling
into the path of a mind-boggling array of
characters. I rode with half a dozen great
people; I met just two whose intentions
I'had cause to doubt. I improved my
dirt-riding skills immeasurably. I hit the
Pacific coast and then rode all the way
back to Utah because I liked it so much.

And eventually, sometime in week five,
I stopped looking at myself every single day
for some sign of enlightenment. Once a
miserable fucker, always a miserable fucker.
Just a wiser one with wider horizons. B

16/1/06 2:16:45 pm ‘ ‘



