









The Road Less Ridden
David Godin

Why Pay More?
Naturally, it happened in the evening, not during the day when repair shops were open, and on Sunday, when businesses closed early.
Lisa and I were in Virginia on our first long-distance ride and needed gas. After filling up, Lisa noticed her back tire was flat. Not the front tire, naturally, but the inaccessible back.
We filled the tire at the air pump. It immediately deflated. Lisa rolled the bike forward, and I knelt behind to look for the leak but couldn’t find it. We called roadside assistance.
The sympathetic operator said, “Sorry you are experiencing trouble,” and called a tow truck.
When the truck arrived, an equally sympathetic driver said, “The Harley shop ain’t open till morning. I’ll park your bike in my garage and meet you there about 8:00 a.m. tomorrow.”
He left us at the gas station with one bike and two large hard-sided luggage bags. (Insert 042 Godin-Mbag, “Luggage Bag”) After figuring out the logistics, we rode off with Lisa seated behind me, holding the heavy bags like outriggers. We weren’t going far lugging all that bulky gear.
A mile later, we saw an illuminated sign outside a nondescript hotel, shining in the night like the star of Bethlehem:
$35
Why pay more?
Why pay more? I’ll tell you why. When we entered the room, I flipped on the light switch, and the wall-mounted 40-watt fixture struggled to illuminate the room. The bedspreads on the two queen-sized beds didn’t match the room or each other, and the bathroom door wouldn’t close because the top hinge had pulled out. We plugged our communicators and phones into the receptacle and went to bed. In the morning, nothing was charged. The light switch controlled all the power in the room.
We made it to the dealer by 8:00 a.m. Now, we pay more.

The West Virginia Ferry
Lisa arranged the motorcycle trip for my homecoming from a six-month deployment to Afghanistan. It was the second day of our journey, and a misty rain fell on a cool morning. Despite the rain, we were gonna ride. We fired up our two new Moto Guzzi Norges, hit the road, and followed the GPS on a motorcycle route Lisa had heard about.
In my headset, Karen, the GPS voice, announced, “Fr’y in one-quarter mile.”
“Lisa,” I said, “Fr’y? What’s a fr’y? I’ve never heard of a fr’y.”
Just then, the road made a right turn, and I didn’t, but I didn’t land in the woods because I had good brakes. Lisa made the turn and stopped at the bottom of a steep bank at the river’s edge. I backed up and turned right to join her.
We were in front of a river ferry, or in GPS Karen–speak, a fr’y. This one had a flat wooden deck and a small pilot house on the right side. A cable ran from the shore through rings on the boat’s railing to a point on the opposite shore.
A metal ramp connected the road to the ferry. We rode over the slick surface onto the boat and stood by the railing as the pilot ferried us across. We faced another rain-slicked metal plate on the opposite bank.
Lisa went first. Her back tire slid side to side like the road was coated with butter while she struggled to maintain control. My heart stopped. The bike found traction on the concrete, and she shot up the hill—but on the wrong side of the road.
My heart restarted. My turn now. My bike went up like a rocket. At the top, we collected ourselves, then rode on.

The Tree of Shame
The Tail of the Dragon, a short stretch of US Highway 129, runs through the Smoky Mountains and is a bone-breaker, bike-breaker, and heartbreaker. The road draws motorcyclists like a wet T-shirt contest draws party boys at spring break. In 2021 and 2022 alone, there were 123 motorcycle crashes on the stretch, nine of which were fatalities.
So naturally, Lisa wanted to tackle the road on our trip from Pennsylvania to New Mexico, and masochist-me, I agreed. I recall the demonic light in her eyes as she looked at the map. She had visions of exciting twists and turns, while I had visions of shredded parts and fractured limbs. We had just ridden the sedate forty-five mile per hour Blue Ridge Parkway, and now we faced 318 turns in eleven miles.
We picked up the infamous road on the North Carolina side and stopped at Deals Gap Motorcycle Resort to pay homage at the Tree of Shame. We joined fellow motorcyclists in macabre admiration of the collection of shattered bike parts hanging from its limbs. Trashed tanks, fractured fairings, mutilated mufflers, hacked-up handlebars, torn tires, and canes and crutches twisted and sparkled like giant Christmas ornaments in the early afternoon breeze. Handwritten messages adorned the pieces: “Turn 10—broken leg on the crutches.” “Turn 13—7/12/05 on the blue fairing.” “Turn 7—Too fast on a set of mufflers.”
We knew our cruiser-style bikes, with their low-slung frames, were ill-suited for the challenging hairpin turns and serpentine curves, and seeing the tree didn’t help.
The road was like the devil’s rollercoaster. We rode up and down, left and right, right and left, and down and up. I lost track of space. I lost track of time. I lost track of everything. We reached the end at the Tabcat Creek Bridge.

The Wooden Bridge
We were on the last leg of a 2,400-mile journey, and we were hungry. Lisa found a mom-and-pop diner close to our route on a questionable two-lane road, as the roads Lisa selects often are.
The road led us to a bridge—not a standard steel-and-concrete bridge, but a wooden bridge—and not just any wooden bridge, but a bridge almost touching the water. With its rough cross-members, it resembled a railroad bridge. Instead of rails, cupped and warped two-by-tens formed the tire tracks.
We decided to chance it and carefully crossed in single file. At the far end, 150 feet from the water’s edge, stood a small white structure in the middle of the road, almost as small as a phone booth. As we approached, we saw a pint-sized tin can extend from the window at the end of a wooden dowel.
We stopped at the window.
“Twenty-five cents or fifty cents for the whole day,” said the occupant.
It was a toll booth. We were astonished. We paid and, after taking a few photos, left. Once moving, my bike felt a bit squirrely. At the diner, I saw why. The rear tire was almost flat, an apparent victim of the bridge.
Fortunately, a classic car restorer had his shop next door. He inspected the tire and found a slice. It wasn’t fixable.
But there was hope. His assistant, a motorcyclist, had a friend who had just bought a motorcycle that came with a spare tire. The spare might fit. After a quick call, the buddy arrived with the tire. I gave him forty dollars for it. The young assistant changed the tire, sparing me the work, but didn’t want any money. I gave him sixty dollars for his help, a bargain considering he’d saved our trip.

St. Louis
In the distance, a dark green cloud as wide as the sky roiled and churned, promising a second biblical flood. We rode in staggered formation, Lisa leading, bike motors humming in unison, singing the eternal song of the highway.
“It looks like rain,” I said into my communicator as if the dark sky could mean anything else.
“It’s gonna stay to our left,” she replied.
But the road curved toward St. Louis and the ominous sky. We stopped under a bridge and donned our rain gear with the fresh scent of ozone in the air.
It felt as if we were riding into a waterfall. Water struck our jackets, ran up our sleeves, bounced off our windscreens, and streaked down our face shields. The wind came in bursts, left and right, and threw us around. Water covered the road, which desperately tried to shed itself of the unwanted coating. On the roadside, ditches filled with water.
We slowed to forty. Cars pulled over to the side of the road, but we could not; the flooded shoulder offered no shelter.
We slowed again, afraid of hydroplaning, as the wind threw water under our tires…now under thirty…and then twenty…
Up ahead, Lisa saw an exit. We took it as if it were the path to the promised land, parked under a bank canopy, and doffed our helmets, glad for the shelter. More refugees from the storm joined us. A Ford Taurus pulled up in the next stall, and a gaggle of giggling teenage girls spilled out. The driver pulled off her wet shoes.
“The windshield leaks,” she said.
I looked inside and saw enough water to float a canoe. I was a bit wet, but a motorcycle with a leaky roof still beat a car with a leaky windshield.

Long-Distance Tool Kit
(Insert 041 Godin-Long Distance Tool Kit.jpg, “Long Distance Tool Kit”)
What to bring on a long-distance ride:
1. Chamois: Prevents a wet crotch after a rain.
2. Small LED flashlight: Finds that small screw that fell somewhere into the dark recesses of the engine and then under the bike. Valuable even in sunlight.
3. JB Weld: Makes a replacement for the part broken because it was screwed in too tight.
4. Duct tape: I have two rolls. Use this to repair the fairing after the new bike falls over in the parking lot. The tape also reattaches broken turn signals, mirrors, and cracked windshields.
5. Tire repair kit: Remember the Why Pay More incident? Practice using the kit before traveling.
6. Air compressor or CO2 cartridges: Tires go flat on lonely roads, in the rain, and never at a gas station air pump. Ensure the air compressor plugs in and works before traveling. It may also be handy for filling beach balls.
7. Fuses and fuse puller: It seems the bike didn’t start because of a broken fuse, not the battery (see No. 8, multimeter).
8. Multimeter: Electrical issues occur in hotel parking lots and under roadside bridges, always in the hot sun or driving rain, and never in dry garages. Get a cheap one—you’ll probably drop it—about six bucks at Harbor Freight.
9. Medical kit: Get one with plenty of Band-Aids. You know why. Waterproof hiking/backpacking are the best. Supplement with ibuprofen and Neosporin for skinned knuckles.
10. Zip ties: Fasten broken items in clothing and on the bike.
11. Rubber repair kit: Make leaky repairs to rain gear, dry bags, and luggage.
12. Corkscrew/bottle opener: This is an essential item. Without it, you will push the cork in the bottle, drink all the wine, and wake up late.
13. Boot knife: Looks cool. Never used.

