I had been reading about Lewis and Clark in some kind of obsessive fit. I bought several books on their adventure and quite by coincidence ended up riding on some of the most dramatic parts of their trip. 

Keith and I did not know each other very well, but have a mutual friend in common and ended up at a coffee shop together talking bikes and bike trips and whatnot. Keith brings up the trip he has planned into Oregon and Washington, and tells me it is his yearly scheduled vacation.

So what the hell, I say I'll tag along! 

This actually is pretty telling about both of us, let’s call it foreshadowing!   Keith plans a trip a year in advance and I take the same trip with about a weeks notice.  For me it meant I had some work to do to prepare.

Motorcycle trips always have some kind of component of something not being done. 

There is always something left to do on the bike before it is ready, or group of things needed for the bike be ready for a trip. This list can be infinite if you are not careful, and it is important to keep the bike ready at all times for some kind of long distance activity in order to limit the amount of last minute running around getting ready to go.   Are the tires thread bare?  Did you change the oil?  Why is your clutch lever making that noise?  
This time, I had a lot on my plate to get ready to go. 

I had just installed a windshield and since the forks on the bike are not standard, I had to fabricate the parts that connected the bike to the shield. It worked pretty well, but was not very thoroughly tested when I embarked. Also, it was not the prettiest of inventions either. But who was counting, right? 

Who is to say that plumbers tape (aka metal strapping) has no place on a motorcycle?  Don’t you remember the days when guys made choppers, real choppers?  A real chopper would have plumbers tape holding something on or something together.  These days people think that a chopper is some eighty five thousand dollar luxury vehicle hand made by some guy in LA who changed his name to sound like a western outlaw, and has his own television show on the discovery channel.  It was not always like this you know.  But no matter.  Long live plumbers tape!
Previously I had done some work which involved removing the muffler and when I put it back on I did not install the luggage rack.  I had simply forgotten it.  So, I put it back on so that I could carry both hard saddle bags, and when I did, I did not put on the "side cover" which goes over the hot exhaust pipe and muffler. I thought to myself after just having polished the muffler, hey that looks good all shiny like that, I'll leave off the cover so you can see it!   Chicks dig shiny stuff right?
Yes, these rash, untested decisions! Never leave for a journey without tested equipment and strategies! I had never ridden this bike without the side cover! It was there for a reason I quickly found out. 

I decided to pack lightly, keeping my possessions to a minimum and bringing only what I could easily fit into the side bags of the bike. A true first! And what a great feeling of freedom to be small and contained, without gear overloading the bike and stuff hanging on for dear life under a bungee cord or cargo net at highway speeds. 

The extravagant thing I brought was two sets of boots. Waterproof Hikers and some standard leather work boots. Both comfortable, and I found out years ago that when it rains, you want to have water proof boots on. Non water proof boots soak up water and take days to dry out. Wet boots means wet feet and wet feet means "athletes foot." This can make your trip not nearly as much fun. Yes, this happened before on my LONG trip. 

I brought two pairs because water proof boots don't breathe as well, and can get funky if you wear them for several days in a row. That which sustains me, annihilates me. Best to have boots you can alternate days with. A perfect strategy. 

I started the trip with the leather work boots, and by the time I got to Keith's house in Alameda, I discovered the problem with leaving the side cover off: melted boot heel. Yep, expensive boots melted. Not very badly, but enough to lower my spirits. I realized that I could not complete the trip like this. 

The problem was simple. The bike’s side cover acted as a barrier between the rider’s foot and the hot exhaust. Without it, you can move your foot around and touch the "collector" of the exhaust unit and prest-o-change-o! you get a melted boot. Since I brought two sets of boots I knew that both could be ruined by this. The Hikers were nearly brand spankin new and I could not accept the fact that I would melt them. 

Good thing that Keith took longer to get ready (a trend I did not yet recognize) so I had some time to "fix" the problem. 

The Island of Alameda is a unique place in the San Francisco Bay area. It has San Francisco like architecture but a small town feel. I used to work near there and sometimes we would go there for lunch. This means that I had been there a few times, but had not really explored more that the main drag where we ate. On this strip was a place I had always wanted to visit, but had no real reason until now. 

Lee Auto Supply of Alameda

This place is a classic speed shop and auto parts store and has been here for a very long time. It has old timers working there, and a bunch of guys just hanging around shooting the breeze. I love places like this.  This place reminds me of my childhood.   In fact, I have not even heard the words “speed shop” uttered in San Francisco, at least in a long time.  It’s the old fashioned kind of place I used to go when I was growing up in the mid-west where there was not all that much to do.  Wrenching on your car was a national pastime.  I guess the rust belt is how all this stuff got started for me.  Not just me really, all the men in my family have the same urge.  Today that call the phenomenon “NASCAR” but, it really is deeper than that.  It is a by product of the do-it-yourself America (tm, you bastards).    Before WWII, people farmed and were often pretty self sufficient; when you bought stuff, it was a commitment.  You bought it to last, you knew how to fix it, and you kept it alive.  Things were probably a whole lot more expensive and people probably had a whole lot less money.  My grandmother once told me that grown up they only had money twice a year; shearing sheep in the spring, and harvesting crops in the fall.

Once we moved into industrialized work, we still had skills and the desire to use them, so people continued to fixed their own stuff and we started calling it a hobby.    This technical know-how has translated into all kinds of interesting and creative projects.  Like making old cars go faster.  Or at least jacking them up and making them louder.

How did we ever live without streamlined electric toasters?

Back in the speed shop, I ask for some heat shielding and browse around the cloth-looking heat shield tape, which looks like it would be perfect, except that it comes in a huge roll, and is a bit expensive. It would work fine if I wanted to REMOVE the exhaust, wrap the important section in heat shielded tape and then put the exhaust back on. I did mention that this was day one of an eight day odyssey from California to Oregon and Washington, right?   It was not even really day one, it was pre-day one.  We had not even started!  I was 12 miles from my house!
So the disassembly idea was out. I was thinking something more along the line of "simple barrier -- heat shield." I could not find any kind of flange, and considered "plumbers tape" to act as a barrier. That would have worked, but I opted for what Keith later called "The Space Shuttle." 

I bought a small roll of heat shield tape, but not the cloth kind motioned before. This looked pretty much like aluminum foil with a sticky backing about 1.5" wide. One of the very nice guys at the auto parts store dug up some thin cork board that he gave me and I was able to fabricate a very functional heat shield worthy of the name. I am proud to say that as ghetto as it might have looked, it lasted the whole trip through rain and wind. 

I simply overlapped strips of tape and covered both sides of the cork board, then used a couple more strips to attach it to the bike. I actually doubled the tape back on itself so that I would not get the tape's adhesive on the frame or muffler. Hey, this is a temporary fix! Why make a mess you have to clean up later? 

Meanwhile Keith was still packing, arranging, and what-not. I finished up the Space Shuttle, and by now it was probably after 11 am. We decided we should probably eat something before we hit the road and opted for Mexican food; fast and cheap! 

I was disappointed to be getting such a late start as normally I like to get up very early in the morning on the first day and really cover some ground. It gets the spirits high, and allows you to get into the “extreme” of the journey.  You are doing something new, something outside your ordinary life.  Early mornings are too often spent getting ready for work and mornings you get to keep for yourself are something of a rarity in waking life.  On those special occasions it is good to get up early and be somewhere else when the sun starts to rise. There is nothing quite like watching the sun rise in the early morning, especially on the road. 

Once noon hits, you have covered some serious ground and have set the tone for your trip. You feel good, like you are one the move. This trip would be a bit different. We left at noon, it was starting to get hot. 

There is no shade in Tracy.
Our first gas stop was in Tracy.  This is in California’s central valley and in the summertime it gets very hot here.  I used to think that they called California the “Golden State” not because of all the gold they found here, but because in the summer time nearly the entire state turns a golden brown, from the grassland prairie being so dry.

Tracy is the kind of place you assume must be completely paved over.  No grass, no trees, no shade.  This is the impression you get mid-day just getting off the highway, where the most inviting place is a McDonalds parking lot black-top that’s 140 degrees.

We decided not to stay very long.
Adobe birds.

Keith had pre-planned much of the trip.  Actually he sent me some emails that detailed the whole trip.  Four pages I think.  We had a few conversations and I convinced him to go through Mt. Lassen and through Shasta.  Two remarkable places that he had never been.

Back on the concrete we fly towards the foothills of the Sierra Madres to a special highway number 49.
We head to a place called “Chinese Camp” which I assume is named after the large number of immigrants used as labor in the founding of California.  It’s here where we meet our junction with 49 and feel like we are really starting our trip.  At 49 the road starts to twist its way through the foothills and we get off the freeway.

We stop for a brief rest and fuel just before the turnoff at a place called Yosemite Junction.    There were several birds there that had built mud nests and the baby birds were chirping like mad.  I stopped and marveled at the nest construction and the babies going nuts waiting for their next meal.  As I was standing there a young couple comes up and the woman and I chat for a bit.  I called them “Adobe Birds”.  She went in the store and we pass each other about 15 minutes later.  She says to me somewhat excited that she “got” why I called them “adobe birds.”  It’s because their nests look like Adobe! I had a good laugh, she was cute but pretty slow on the uptake.  Yep the barn swallows nest look like adobe.  I kind of like “Adobe Bird” better than “Barn Swallow” don’t you?
http://www.americanartifacts.com/smma/per/p9.jpg

So off we go again, a bit refreshed up Highway 49 with our destination, Downieville.

California State Route 49 is called the Gold Rush trail, and runs up and down the west side of the Sierra-Nevada mountains.  This highway is named after the “49ers” who flocked to this region in 1849 seeking their fortune in gold.  As you can imagine this road connects a wide variety of historic gold mining towns.  Many of these are well touristed and are in good shape and very quaint.  You could spend a whole vacation exploring these small towns.  Others are a bit more off the beaten path and are more “rustic.”  All of the towns I have seen retain the architecture of the 1850s and are well worth seeing.
Remember the “Jumping Frog of Calaveras County”?  It is here on the Gold Rush Trail.  The nice thing about this road though is that it is twisty, nice riding.  It’s a real vacation.
http://farm2.static.flickr.com/1250/746725822_f3478db444.jpg?v=0

Mokelumne Hill – Glory Hole extraordinaire

When you see a building that says “Glory Hole Center” on it, shouldn’t you stop and take a picture?  I did.  I know they had gasoline there, but what else they were selling I could not tell…

Auburn

Here we stopped for a much needed rest. I remember Auburn from other trips as a very quaint town with nice little shops and restaurants.  The typical Sierra historic town.  I guess if you enter it from the direction we did you get to see another side of it.  The funny thing on motorcycle trips is that much of your time is spent in the parking lot of gas stations.  You want to stop for a bit, but not quite long enough to go and actually sit down.  It’s more of an extended gas stop.
So we gas up, and pull the bikes off to the side and go into the little store attached to the gas station to buy drinks or something.   A mini-van with some kids had just pulled out from the parking spot, and I was sort of watching them go through the production of getting three small kids to the bathroom and back into the car without missing anyone.  Mom did a good job, though and they all made it.  Keith pulled over first and nearly stepped into a bright red pool (pile?) of vomit some fine young stranger had left behind.  
I saw it first and called out to him to watch his footing, and trying not to laugh too hard.  This sort of set the tone for Keith’s impression of Auburn.  I think he started calling it “Crack-burn” pretty soon after that.  Next up was the toothless counter clerk and the crazy cell phone guy.  Cell-phone guy was screaming at someone on the other end saying “no, YOU should grow up!  YOU grow up!”  Like some oversized little kid.  It gets scary when adults act like this.  He had pulled up on a little twin “ninja” and at some point wanted to buddy up with us, but it  seemed that yelling on his phone was more entertaining for him.  “Crack-burn”  yep.

At this point 49 straightens out as it moves farther away from the foothills.  Here is feels more like the state highway that it is.  We are way behind whatever schedule we had set out for ourselves, but who cares?  All we really had to do was go about 200 miles the first day.   How could you screw that up?  Well, I guess the first thing would be to measure this goal based on a route you were not actually going on, and the second would be to, oh, let’s say, start about three and a half hours later than you planned.  Yeah, that should do it.  But really, we’re on vacation, what is the worst that is going to happen?  You stop and get a hotel somewhere you have never been before?  Not so bad. Not so bad.
I Only Come To Nevada City To Work

We stopped in Nevada City to get some dinner.  It’s much later than we want it to be, you can feel that the sun is going down soon.  Decisions will have to be made.

Nevada city is the crown jewel of the Gold Rush Trail, it feels like it is more than just the main street, it has all kinds of stores, antique shops and restaurants.  Heck, it has a the-ater!  No, not for movies, but plays!  It’s a beautiful little town of about 3000 people and really typifies the area, and represents the peak of the Gold Rush towns.

The sun is starting to set, we are tired and we realize that we have to press on to make our reservation for tonight.  We don’t have time to stop and eat.  We should get something to go, pack it in, and when we get to Downieville, we can eat there while drinking an ice cold delicious beer.  Now that, my friends is what you call a plan.  Did I mention we were tired?

Just down the road is a place called Grass Valley.  Now, Grass Valley is pretty similar, but probably a little less quaint than Nevada City, but it as some things to be proud of.  For example; Grass Valley is home of the Empire Mine, the oldest, longest, and deepest of all the California mines.   Oh, and the richest.  It closed in 1956 after being in operation for more than 100 years.  

Grass Valley claims to be the home of the greatest pilot ever to live: Chuck Yeager.

Grass Valley passed an “anti-cat law” in 1987 limiting cat ownership to one per person.  A true fact.  Obviously a place to be proud of.  So proud would you be, if you were living here that you would be like the girl at the Chinese restaurant we ordered from.  When we asked her if she live here in Nevada City she snorted and replied “I only come to Nevada City to work!”  As if it were an insult to be from there.  In our tiredness we found this a well of hilarity we dipped from several times.
