
I move into the drops and lower my head, digging deep, cursing myself to pedal. 

 

 Harder. Faster. Further. I shift and drop into a heavier gear, welcoming the added resistance. 

 

After 160 miles, my legs are toast and I’m running out of gas. This wasn't surprising considering that, 

until this summer, I had never ridden more than 30 miles in a day.  

 

The hill levels out and my cadence slows, allowing the heavy pedal strokes to carry me down the road. I 

start to coast and look out at the hills of southern Washington, Mt. St. Helens barely visible over my left 

shoulder. I slow to a stop, tears streaming down my face. Pulling off the road, I dismount  and throw my 

bike. My helmet soon follows. I begin to sob and tears start flowing, becoming violent.  

  

I cried because I wished things were different. Wished that I could dig deeper. That I had answers. I 

wished that Ryan was still here. 

_______________________ 

  

I have ridden bicycles for my whole life, but never really been captivated by the sport. Never been a 

"cyclist".  

 

As a kid, I grew up watching my dad compete in triathlons. The cycling leg was always my favorite, but 

only because it was faster than the swimming and running portions. After his training rides,  I would 

jump on my bike and escort him around the neighborhood. During the summer, my bike was a means of 

getting to friend’s houses or launching off homemade ramps.  I rode my bike to my middle school job, 

operating the pool snack bar, but only because I didn't have a driver's license. It wasn’t until college that 

I began actually riding my bike. 

  

I had an old Gary Fisher hardtail, the same bike I rode to my middle job school at the neighborhood 

pool. I had hardly ridden that poor bike since then, but I figured I could sneak in some exercise while 

saving a few bucks on gas. It was a little too small and hadn’t been tuned up since the day it left the 

sales floor.  The store where I worked sold outdoor equipment which included a full-service bike shop. 

When I told the shop mechanics that I was considering commuting, they graciously offered to help me 

get my old ride tuned up. After a few turns of the wrench and a new chain, I was ready to start riding. 

 

I loved the freedom of riding and feeling in touch with my bike and with the surrounding landscape. I 

loved spinning out while bombing down a hill. Loved the wind ringing in my ears as pavement flew 

underneath my feet.  

 

Eventually, I started tinkering and building up my own bikes, mostly with used or unwanted parts, 

constantly employing the aid of our ultra-patient shop mechanics. It's amazing what free parts you can 

find around a bike shop. The rear derailleur from a totaled bike. A pair of tires that were "too worn" for 

a roadies race bike. A stock wheelset that had to be replaced with the newest pair of carbon wheels. 

One man's trash is a broke college student's treasure. 



 

Despite my growing love, cycling was always secondary to climbing. Or trail running. Or writing. Or 

school. Or a few dozen other parts of my life. 

 

I didn't become a cyclist until I wanted it.  

 

Until I needed it. 

 

__________________________________ 

 

Bikepacking: Olympic Peninsula 

 

Friday morning, I shot Reese a text. “Wanna get a headstart and camp out on the island tonight?” 

 

This was supposed to be a climbing trip to the Picket Range, a rugged subrange of the North Cascades. 

But it wasn’t. I was glad it wasn’t 

 

I'm not exactly sure who suggested a bike tour instead of our climb, but all I knew was that I needed to 

be outside. It had only been a few weeks since Ryan's accident and I had no desire to climb. Not because 

it felt dangerous or because I was angry. Climbing just didn't feel beautiful anymore. 

 

Reese, our friend Brian and I decided on a three-day bike camping trip, covering just around 160 miles of 

roads and trails on the Olympic Peninsula. The forecast called for rain and, as I mentioned already, I had 

never ridden more than 30 miles in a day.  

 

I finish my shift at work and quickly pack up my bike. I roll up to our rendezvous and find Reese outside 

of Brian’s van. Reese and I watch as Brian crawls around the van, pulling camping and cycling equipment 

from the bowels of his ancient Volkswagen Vanagon. He finishes packing as Reese and I make last 

minute adjustments, checking tire pressure and tightening down pack straps. We roll out of the gravel  

parking lot, heading to our first of three ferries. 

 

We unload from the ferry and immediately veer off-course, stopping at the local grocer. Several minutes 

later, dinner, snacks and a six-pack are stowed in various bags and  fastened to racks before heading out 

to our beach camp. The view of the sound and hazy metropolis greet us as we lean our bikes onto a 

large piece of driftwood and began building a fire. The flames danced as we ate, drank and discussed 

life, love and adventures. Past, present and future. 

 

 The sky began to rumble and we took shelter under a nearby picnic pavilion.  I rolled out my pad, laid 

on my back and stared up at roof of our safehaven for hours, listening to the rain massage the wood-

shingled roof.  

 



I avoided sleep. I feared the nightmares of that day. Of the accident. No one was at fault, but that 

provided little relief from the nightmares and self-blame that accompanied laying down to sleep. In the 

early hours of the morning, I finally fell asleep. A few hours later, our camp began to stir as the sun 

peaked over the Cascade range.  

 

The morning started slow. Riding out to the island had given us a head start and we weren’t in a hurry. 

We nursed instant coffee, staying in our sleeping bags to ward off the cold morning air. The coffee soon 

disappeared and it was time to move. We stamped our feet and swung our arms to stay warm as we 

packed the bikes. A half hour later, we filled our bottles and we took off. 

 

Our destination for the day was Port Townsend, a little town on the Northeastern corner of the Olympic 

Peninsula. The day was spectacular. We foraged for wild blackberries, cracked jokes and coasted down 

steep hills, gaining speed until the pine forest blurred into a wall of brown green. After a few hours of 

riding, fog rolled in and a gentle rain began to fall. It cooled us down as we followed the old highway 

through the forest. 

 

The storm grew and peppering us with larger raindrops. We pulled into the parking lot of a thrift store, 

where a hand-painted sign promised hot coffee and homemade doughnuts. The coffee was lukewarm 

after sitting on the counter for several hours, but the doughnuts were divine. We devoured more than a 

few. We sat on the porch enjoying our pastry feast and sneaking pulls from a handle of whiskey, 

watching the rain cascade down. 

 

Eventually, the weather broke and we climbed back onto the bikes, tired legs suggesting we stay on the 

porch awhile longer. I had haphazardly parked my bike and returned to find my saddle positioned 

perfectly under a leaky rain gutter. My shorts quickly took on water as we pedaled towards Port 

Townsend. 

 

The last few miles into the sleepy port town followed a well maintained bike trail, tracing the 

northeastern side of the peninsula and offering views of neighboring islands and a paper mill. We 

entered town through a shipyard and took our time gawking at the dry-docked crafts being repaired and 

restored. Several wooden sailboats caught our eye and we spent several minutes watching the 

craftsmen work before our stomachs reminded us it was time to find lunch. 

 

We took our time eating, discussing plans for the rest of the day. We had made good time and the 

campground was only a short ferry ride away. Brian had visited Port Townsend before and suggested we 

visit Fort Worden. The fort retired from active duty in the fifties and now served as a state park, offering 

views of the surrounding isles. The stronghold sat high on a hill and it felt a little silly to spend so much 

energy to climb the switchbacks, only to ride back down a few hours later. I had a change of heart once I 

was sitting atop an old artillery tower, brewing coffee while gazing out at the Puget Sound. Reese and I 

listened intently as Brian told us about the history of the fort and the surrounding area. 

 



We stopped at the grocery store back in town, purchasing a jar of olives, potatoes and a block of cheese 

for that night’s dinner. After buying ferry tickets to Whidbey Island,  we rode onto the boat, right before 

they closed the gate. The boat docked and we waited for a handful of cars to unload before riding off. 

The campsite was in view of the dock and was packed full of families, RV’s and college students intent 

on partying through the weekend. Disheartened, we studied a map until we discovered found a small 

campground about thirteen miles south.  

 

The group decided to head to the southern camp, rather than deal with the weekend crowds. The extra 

mileage tonight would cut down tomorrow’s mileage and we would get more sleep at the remote site. 

The route started off nice flat, twisting through the island’s marshes. Our ride quickly took a turn for the 

worse as the rain clouds returned and the road steadily rose out of the ground turning our mellow ride 

into a grueling climb. I forced a smile through the rain, letting my thoughts drift to eating a warm dinner 

or climbing into my (hopefully) dry sleeping bag. As we neared camp, we were greeted by  a sign that 

made our hearts sink. 

 

Pinned unceremoniously across the state forest sign were the words,“Campground closed.” 

 

We weren’t about to pedal back to the original, crowded campsite, but the map didn’t show any other 

options within twenty miles. We rolled past the ranger station, looking for signs of life. A forest service 

car sat outside, but the station appeared abandoned. Just to be safe, we doubled back and took a 

satellite trail into the campground. I watched as Brian dropped into the rocky trail with ease. Reese and I 

were less than graceful. 

 

We hid our bikes in the bushes and began preparing a fire for dinner. The rain was steady, but lessened 

by the thick pines above. We ate to our heart's content before setting up our rain tarp and rolling out 

our sleeping pads next to a gurgling creek. 

 

 It was the first time in awhile that my mind had been quiet. No stress or self-doubt. Instead, I 

reminisced on the day and listened to the sounds of the forest. My weary body seemed to melt straight 

into my pad. Sleep came swiftly. I slept hard. Content. 

 

The following day was uneventful. Brian looked up a breakfast destination while we broke camp. The 

route to the southeastern point of Whidbey was short, albeit hilly. We returned to the mainland on the 

Mukilteo ferry and spent the final hours of the trip dealing with city-bound cars and complicated 

directions.  

 

For lunch, we stopped at an outdoor mall by the University of Washington. It felt strange to be around 

crowds of people and we received more than a few strange looks. We found the local burger restaurant 

and quickly ordered our food. We raised our beers to a weekend well spent and slumped back into the 

red vinyl booth, satisfied.   

 

_______________________________________ 



 

 

Leaving home for a distant destination. Arriving at said destination, and then turning back and heading 

home.  

 

It’s the fundamental elements of a bike ride. You go out, you come back. Any trip report I’ve ever read 

can be boiled down to this process.  

 

 

But where’s the story in that. It fails to express what really happened.  

 

So, why do we give them the time of day? Pouring over the details of deeds done by people we will 

never meet in places we may never go.  

 

 It’s because the real experience  happens between the lines. Anyone who has loved cycling or any other 

passion can see this plain as day. It is a conversation all our own. A method of communication that 

cannot be taught, only experienced.  

 

I loved pursuing rock climbing and alpinism because they were purely for their own sake and a practice 

that demanded my mind’s eye to look nowhere but the present moment. Now, cycling has taken on a 

similar significance. 

 

It’s not because it adds any extrinsic value to our lives. Rather, the motivation for cycling, for anything, 

has to be discovered and that process usually requires a significant amount of adversity. I’ve never 

heard someone claim they fell in love with something because it was “easy”. I think this speaks volumes 

about the human spirit. 

  

I now self-identify as a cyclist. Not because I now own multiple bikes, or because I know how to replace 

a bottom bracket, or because I read cycling magazines. It’s because I have found substance in cycling 

and the methodology surrounding it. 

 

It’s because I read trip reports and can see the process underlying the journey. I can identify the value. I 

can speak the language. 

 

___________________________________ 

Double-Century: Seattle To Portland 

 

“You know that’s two hundred miles right?” 

 

Why not? I’d been riding pretty consistently that summer and my legs felt much stronger than they did 

before my bikepacking trip. I figured, with the proper nutrition, a double century would be no problem. 



The route between Seattle and Portland doesn’t possess any major hills and a decent portion of the 

route follows bike paths. Two inexpensive train tickets would carry us home the following day. 

 

My friend Jake sealed the deal by offering to pay for the hotel. I was in. 

 

However, I had never ridden a century, let alone two. To keep things interesting, Jake planned on riding 

his newly-built, single-speed bicycle.  

 

One speed. Two hundred miles. 

 

We planned for an alpine start, 4 a.m. We wouldn’t see the sun for the first few hours of our ride.  I 

stood shivering as we completed our final mechanical checks. Finally, we pushed off, cruising down 

familiar Seattle streets, void of the usual cars and pedestrians. The morning hours were quiet. 

 

Eventually, we reached the outskirts of town where the roads became less familiar. Disoriented, we 

spent a half-hour searching for the bike path that would lead us outside the city limits. We would ride 

for five minutes, pull over, stare at our phones and change our course. After repeating this process three 

or four times, we found the path and began pedaling with confidence. 

 

Until, we realized we were actually headed back towards downtown Seattle. 

 

We reversed  course, our pride bruised, but spirits lifted, finally confident that we were headed south. 

The rising sun found Mt. Rainer, transforming the white glaciers into pools of orange and yellow.  The 

warmth began to return to my ungloved hands as cruised down the beaten stretch of road. 

 

The bike trail followed a set of railroad tracks, periodically cutting through small suburban towns. The 

most memorable things about this stretch of tarmac was the rabbits. There were hundreds of them. As 

we approached tall grass, we would see a set of ears pop out of the grass and quickly dart across the 

pavement. It seemed like a game. The winner was the rabbit that could come closest to the speeding 

bike tires, perhaps even touching the wheel.  After ten miles or so, the number of rabbits began to 

dwindle. Jake joked that this area was most likely the homes of rabbits that had either lost or retired 

from the “Great Game”. 

 

The day trudged on. We stopped as we saw fit. Convenience stores and country markets were chances 

for us to refill bidons, eat junk food, stretch sore backs and shake the lactic acid out of our legs.  

 

The route was fairly moderate with plenty of flat sections between the climbs. However, I began 

noticing Jake’s energy level slowly deciling. By the time we stopped for lunch, I began to worry. I was 

ravenous, but he could barely finish his food. I reminded him constantly to hydrate. He would claim he 

wasn’t thirsty.  

 



We decided to extend our lunch break, napping in the sun for close to an hour.  I awoke, feeling like a 

new man. Jake didn’t recover quite as well.  

 

We had 90- odd miles to go and only a few hours of sunlight remaining. Jake’s rechargeable lights were 

almost out of juice, the chargers sitting on his desk in Seattle. Riding into the night was out of the 

question. We were not going to compromise safety on this ride. I slowly began to accept that we were 

not going to make our goal. 

 

I put a smile on my face and offered to carry his gear. I had managed to fit all my equipment in a 

handlebar and seat bag, but Jake had opted for a heavy backpack. He declined my offer, as I knew he 

would, and we pushed onward. 

 

The next thirty miles were difficult, but offered spectacular views. We took breaks often, eating Clif 

Bloks and drinking water. Eventually the water ran out. Looking down to see the empty bottles seemed 

to increase my thirst as we climbed through the hilliest and most unpopulated section of our ride. 

 

At one point, while lying in a roadside ditch, a middle-aged woman with a cigarette hanging onto her lip, 

coasted her truck to a stop. 

 

“Y’all okay?” 

 

Before I could say anything, Jake responded, “Yeah all good…. just tired”. 

 

“Well, at least y’all look good.” Jake and I couldn’t help but laugh at the compliment as she drove away. 

We felt many things, but good wasn’t one of them. 

 

Several others stopped to offer assistance. Although we waved them away, it was good to know there 

were still people out there willing to offer aid to two complete strangers. 

 

The breaks grew more frequent. Jake began to get frustrated. I took his pack and we continued. I 

became quiet, pulling ahead to ride in solitude. Climbing up the lonely country road, so sure that the 

only thing in the world that mattered was moving the pedals up and down. 

 

From the road, I saw a man working in a garden as a woman and two girls loaded into their car. We 

needed water and I didn’t know when the next opportunity would arise. I quickly turned into the 

driveway.  

 

We were greeted with utmost hospitality. Instead of offering us a garden hose or spigot like I expected, 

Raleigh and his family invited us into his home, giving us free reign of the kitchen sink and ice tray. We 

came to find that our predicament was somewhat common, due to the popularity of the route and the 

lack of rest stops on the stretch of highway. He asked about our ride and we asked  about his weekend. 



He shared current health issues and we offered him as much encouragement we could muster. In the 

span of ten minutes, we became intimately engaged with someone we had never met. 

 

We left Raleigh's house with full bottles and a warm farewell. He gave us directions to a railway station 

that would carry us to Portland. It was disappointing not to finish, but I knew the value of the ride was 

not dependent upon completing the route.  

 

I pedaled up a hill, my mind swirling with thoughts of Raleigh, Jake, my wife, family and of humanity as a 

whole.  

 

But mainly, I thought about Ryan.  

 

_____________________________________ 

 

I move into the drops and drop my head, digging deep, cursing myself to pedal. Harder. Faster. Further.  

I shift and drop into a heavier gear, welcoming the added resistance. 

 

The hill levels out and I begin to slow my cadence, allowing the heavy pedal strokes to carry me down 

the road. 

 

Working towards something. Working towards nothing. Working towards everything. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


