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ACROSSTHE CONTINENT ON A HONDA FOUR
BY FRANK CONNER

"From the canyons north of Los Angeles down across the desert. Through Navajo country, Y osemite and
Royal Gorge. Then across the mountains and onto the long Eastern freeways into the smog of New Y ork
City. The Honda Four was made for it all."

For awhole mile down the road from American Hondal resisted the temptation, but then | couldn't stand
it any longer. Leaving the bike in low gear (a 25 mph speed limit), | flicked my right wrist and watched
the tach needle whip around to the 8500 rpm red line. | sat a bit taller in the saddle then, listening to those
four exhaust-pipes, pipes that sing the most beautiful song that you can own for less than $20,000.
Because the 750cc Honda Four was such ararity during those middle days of August, the rest of Los
Angeleslistened just as carefully as | did.

The Four wastall, and it was heavy. | had to tilt it over to one side before | could plant afoot flat on the
pavement at red lights. But once its wheels were rolling, the thing turned into aracehorse. Y ou could
operate the controls with light, positive motions. Pulling the clutch required only two fingers. The
gearshift had a short, positive throw. The brakes were the best I'd encountered on anything that didn't
carry permanent number plates. With only atouch of throttle, the bike would sit up and get gone. It would
go exactly where you pointed it, and pointing it required almost no effort at all. Riding the Four was like
flying afighter; each generates afeeling of elegance. | was glad that | was wearing leather gloves, and |
wished for along white scarf.

| entered the freeway on-ramp much too fast, but was able to relax halfway through the sharp turn even
though the horizon was still tilted up on its side. The Four wasn't a bit bashful about hooking over way
past the point where alarming things usually happen to a big bike. Still heeled over, the machine
responded instantly to small steering corrections, and then we were upright again in a mad rush of
speeding cars flitting from lane to lane to jockey for each others draft. Reading my two handlebar mirrors
asif my life depended upon them (it did), | grabbed a handful of throttle and joined the battle.

Since the Four's 67 horses are fed into a close-ratio five-speed box, there are no awkward riding speeds. If
the engine began to lug or scream in a particular gear, al | had to do was go up or down one gear, and the
engine was perfectly content. The bike and | fitted each other nicely, and wonder of wonders, there was
no vibration.

Leaving the freeway network, | red-lined the tach needle in low gear again, and from the corner of my eye
watched the pedestrians heads snap around. | was in hog heaven; unless the Four melted itself
somewhere en route, my ride on this bike from Los Angelesto New Y ork was going to be the kind of ride
that most people dream about.

Sunday morning, | strapped my pack on the back of the saddle and left for U.S. 395, and Y osemite. Off
through innocuous hills and valleys to Palmdale; and then the broad sweeps of crazily tilted valleys,
where stark mountain ranges grow straight out of the ground with no foothills or trees to soften them.

At Lancaster, there was a stretch of concrete four-lane that had been grooved while wet into wavy
patterns. The bike danced around on it uncomfortably, but soon | noticed that the machine only moved a
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few inches at ahop, so | relaxed. Always before on long trips, my butt would start aching about halfway
through the first day, and it wouldn't become properly numbed until the second day. Now was the time for
my tail to get sore, but it didn't. In fact, it never did. The saddle on the Four doesn't seem al that great if
you just sit on it for amoment, but it's really Super Saddle in disguise.

Gradually, the road became clogged with traffic. It seemed as if there were millions of campers, either
going to or returning from Y osemite. Cars and campers crawled along and got in each other's way; for
them, thisjourney was a nightmare. For me, the traffic had overtones of fun. I'd overtake along line of
traffic, and as soon as the oncoming car had passed the car ahead of me, I'd punch the gearbox down into
fourth, grab abig handful of throttle. and peel off to the left. I'd sail over into the left lane, get everything
available in fourth, and then catch fifth. Still accelerating like awild thing, I'd tear past the line of carson
my right and before anybody got unduly worried, 1'd ease in between a couple of carsto let the next
oncoming car whiz past me.

The desert country was magnificent. The road led me through great flows of lava, some of it smooth and
some jagged. It was easy to understand why the Spaniards had called it "mal pais* (badland). Past Bishop,
the Sierra Nevadas on my left suddenly became huge and craggy, with snowcapped peaks, but in the
valley the August heat was ferocious. Then the road began to climb, and soon | found myself riding
through pine forests. The air turned chilly, and ominous thunderheads loomed ahead. | left U.S. 395 and
entered Y osemite from the west. At Tioga Pass (almost 10,000 feet) the Four seemed to have just as much
power asit did at sealevel. That amazed me.

In places, | was above the treeline, and it seemed strange to be riding along in the middle of summer with
patches of permanent snow and ice only afew hundred yards away. The rain finally came, and | got
drenched. My teeth were chattering, and | was shivering uncontrollably. | should have remembered that
whenever you go riding in the real mountain country - even in August - you should take along plenty of
warm clothes.

That night | found amotel about 20 miles back down U.S. 395, and there | met Steve - a big, husky,
cornfed lowan who was working for the summer at aforest-ranger camp nearby. Steve was absolutely
enchanted with the Four. He liked it so much that | offered him aride into Bishop, 50 miles away. We
took off at sundown. Paying no attention to the speedo, | was using about the same amount of throttle that
it took to go 80 mph solo, figuring that we'd be doing about 60 mph riding two-up. Steve shouted that the
Highway Patrol was following us. | glanced at the speedo. 80 mph. What a motorcycle! | eased off to 65,
and the fuzz sailed on by. That was a cold ride, but the sky was full of stars, and the silhouettes of the
mountains, still dimly visible, made it all worthwhile.

The next day, | backtracked down U.S. 395, and the Sierra Nevadas looked completely different in the
early morning sunlight. At Lone Pine, | took off for Death Valley. There was no traffic on the road except
for afew lizards. As| bombed along, | wondered if Death Valley had anything worth seeing. Then the
road climbed up to a pass, where superb ranges of mountains and valleys stretch away from horizon to
horizon. As the road fought its way down from the pass, waves of hot air rolled against my face, and the
distant desert shimmered in the heat.

The narrow, twisting road was poorly surfaced, and drifting dirt had piled up in afew of the blind corners.
The edge of the road hung over sheer drops; there were no guard rails, no shoulders, no nothing-just space
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when the pavement ended. The bike drifted a bit on a patch of sand in one of those blind corners, got real
close to the edge, and scared me badly. | gritted my teeth and crawled the rest of the way down the
mountain side, hating myself for having taken fright so easily. At Panamint Springs 1 stopped for gas, a
beer, and a sandwich. all served up by atwelve-year-old boy, and afterwards felt much better.

In Death Valley itself, | was sur-rounded by the most spectacular geological formations that | have ever
seen. In the distance, off to my right, was alake. "Aha," said |, "amirage." After awhile | caught up with
my mirage, which didn't go away as all good mirages are supposed to do, because it was an alkali salt-flat
of immacul ate and eye-searing whiteness.

Enjoying myself thoroughly, | smiled at the fears of many people about riding the desertsin August. The
heat wasn't even affecting me slightly. Then, at Furnace Creek, | turned off into the museum parking lot
and found myself about to ride right into a big pile of rocks at one side. Doing all of 10 mph, | could have
stopped the bike easily, but my mind was sluggish and refused to function. | just stared stupidly at the
rocks ahead. At the last moment, 1 gave a mighty heave and the bike wobbled and brushed past the
largest rock. | parked, looking around guiltily to seeif anybody had noticed my awful error. Nobody had.

Leaving Death Valley, | emerged into the flat, empty roads of western Nevada. This seemed to be a good
time to find out if the Four would hold together at speed, so | rolled on some throttle and ran it up to 100
mph. | held it there for half an hour, as tar patches in the pavement rushed toward me and the wind played
with me, and the bike felt good. My arms began to tire from holding on, but the bike seemed perfectly
happy to run at that speed. Many, many motorcycles would have melted their engines at that speed in the
August heat on the desert.

| stopped at yet another out-of-the-way filling station, and a whole collection of off-road bikes
materialized out of nowhere to look at the Four. This happened wherever | stopped. Everybody had heard
of the Four, but at that time few were on the road; the rider would study the lines of the bike, and then tell
me - with passion in his voice-that someday he was going to own a Four. Before finishing the trip, | came
to the conclusion that Honda is going to sell an awful lot of those bikes.

My editor had told me that a bike shop in Las Vegas had a sanitary operation, so | took the Four over
there to get the scheduled service-check and to get aloose rear chain tightened. The editor wasright: itis
a sanitary operation. I listened as the mechanics cheerfully shouted insults at each other while they
worked. My mechanic was Rocky, and the Four was in good hands, because Rocky was not about to turn
it loose until he had checked everything on it. As he worked, he told me about riding the dry lakebeds,
and anear misswith asailcar on hislast ride. "Never heard athing; 1 was just idling back across the lake
at about 70 when | looked over to the left, and there it was, just sailing along with its windward wheel in
the air. It passed me, and 1 was so surprised that | didn't even catch up with it again.”

Then an incredible character came into the shop. Y ou could tell right away that he was a character
because he wore Levis several sizestoo large, awell-worn Italian knit shirt, and an unassailable cool. He
turned out to be the legendary Paul Pratt, who recently completed his longest journey: two and a half
years of riding through Mexico, Central America, and South America on a detuned 650cc Triumph twin.
We talked about the real long distance riding, and Paul said that you can only digest so much scenery;
after that the pleasure (or dissatisfaction) of the journey comes from the people you meet along the way.
All of the long distance travelers he had met had devel oped considerable sensitivity in sorting out the
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people they were meeting.

Paul believed that his Triumph was the ideal machine for the type of trip that he liked. He didn't need or
want alot of top speed. He valued reliability, a wide powerband, and smooth throttle response for
negotiating rocky dirt roads carved into mountainsides. His current Triumph had 35,000 miles on it, with
no catastrophic failures: It was mid-afternoon when Paul Pratt and | parted company. | wanted to spend
another three or four days talking with him, but the editor was making impatient noises back in New
York, so | fired up the Four and headed for King-man. | dropped out of the pass down to Hoover Dam
and Lake Mead, which was not real. It was simply a gigantic painted backdrop, a movie set, and |

hal f-expected to see Nelson Eddy and Jeanette McDonald in a canoe in the middle of the lake.

Afterwards came strong gusting crosswinds. Whenever a big blast of wind hit us, the Four simply leaned
into the gust a bit and then righted itself when the wind was done. A lighter bike would have been blown
all over theroad, but on the Four | could relax.

Overnight in Kingman, Arizona, and on the road again at seven in the morning, | was going east on Route
66. The Santa Fe tracks ran alongside the highway, and a passenger train caught up with me. | wondered
how fast it was going, so | turned on the Four and matched speeds with the train. 98mph; that train wasn't
fooling around.

For the first time during the trip, | got involved with a number of semitrailers. As| approached one of the
big trucks, its turbulence would shift the helmet around on my head, and wobble me around on the bike,
but the Four would keep going straight. As| pulled up even with the rear of thetrailer, the draft would
suck me forward and give me another eight to 10 mph. Alongside the tractor, another blast of turbulence
would hit me, and then I'd be past.

Route 66 in Arizona could never make up its mind what kind of highway it wanted to be. First would
come good pavement; then a mediocre stretch; and finally some awful road, with lots of potholes and
frost heaves. The Four took all but the worst of the stuff in its stride, but it would dive off into the
potholes. | guess that anything on two wheels would have done the same. Somehow, though, the Four
never did deliver that spine-jarring crash of bottoming suspension that takes the starch out of you so
quickly.

At Holbrook | left 66 and wandered up into the Four Corners country and the Navajo reservation. The
road is un-fenced, which means that when you top any hill you can expect to see the road dead ahead
covered with congregations of cattle, sheep, horses, or goats. | had several interesting experiences with
the assorted livestock, proving once and for al that in a panic stop, the Four's brakes work like
champions.

The horses and cows seemed to know about motorcycles, and as I'd come thundering at them, brakes
working frantically, they'd amble off to the side. But the calves and sheep didn't seem to get the message.
They'd see me coming and look up, mildly interested, but they wouldn't move until | was only about 20
feet away. Then, in utter panic, they would scatter in al directions. After awhile, | could begin to guess
where the next collection of animals would be hidden, so I'd slow down a bit.

Later, on one of the overlooks at the Canyon de Chelly, | was admiring the secret pocket-canyons carved
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out of the sandstone by the river over the centuries. Cliff dwellers had lived in these canyons, growing
their crops in them and building their houses in natural caverns high in the sheer walls of the cliffs, so as
to make it very difficult for their enemies to get to them. A busload of Navajos from nearby Chinle, and a
couple of other tourists were standing beside me, also enjoying the view. One of the tourists struck up a
conversation about bike's. He told me about his adventuresin riding a BMW on the Alcan Highway. The
other tourist (who was a stranger to us both) listened for awhile and then joined in with some of his
experiences on motorcycles on the Alcan. Both tourists became deeply interested in comparing notes
about a particularly nasty (when muddy) stretch of the road near Y ellowknife. | |eft them there engrossed
in conversation.

In Shiprock, New Mexico, | made afriend. A nine-year-old boy, a Navgjo, smiled a huge smile at me,
calculated to warm the hardest heart, and asked if | would give him aride on my bike. | started to give
him the brushoff, changed my mind, and told him to go ask hisfolksif it was okay with them. Whether or
not he asked their permission | don't know, but after a convincing length of time he returned and said it
was okay with them. We went for a 15-minute ride, and he held on tight al the way, shouting his pleasure
and waving at his friends.

The next morning | worked my way north to Durango, Colorado, where | picked up U.S. 160. The road
twisted and turned its way through the gorgeous San Juan mountains, and there was alot of traffic. The
Four and | played Pass the Cars again, while | enjoyed those wonderful curves. Some of the enjoyment
went out of it temporarily when a car going the other way slung arock the size of awalnut, which got me,
THOCK, right on the kneecap. For the next five miles | rode crouched over, massaging my left knee.

At Alamosa, | left U.S. 160 and went north to look at the Sand Dunes National Monument. There, in the
lush part of Colorado is avast basin that gets almost no rain and is therefore a desert, complete with sand
dunes 700 feet high.

North up aflat and fast road to Salida, and then | joined a number of tourists heading east on U.S. 50.
Sections of the road were wide, with paved shoulders, which turned out to be a Good Thing, because |
came around a blind corner, and there | was face to face with one car passing another. | took to the
shoulder. Five minutes later, the same thing happened again. Ten minutes after that, it happened athird
time. If the drivers who did their passing in those blind corners were lipreaders, they may have noticed
that | called them some hard names.

Just this side of Canon City, | stopped at the Royal Gorge. Not even the three-ring tourist traps set up on
the rim could dim the wild beauty of that sheer canyon, with the Arkansas River rampaging angrily so far
below.

The next day | visited the Four Seasons in Denver to get the 2000-mile inspection on the Four. While
there, | called the editor to see how things were going, and he said, "Come home, come home, wherever
you are. This month's deadline is here." Then | made a big mistake. Looking at aroadmap, | saw that 1-80
runs from Denver to New Y ork, and | decided to ride it. | had forgotten the basic rule: superhighways are
no place to ride motorcycles, because on superhighways motorists and riders alike get lulled into
carelessness.

Interstate 80 aimed me right for the middle of a big thunderhead, but the highway veered just in time.
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Now | was headed toward another thunderhead; surely it was going to get me. But again the highway
angled around and missed it. All morning long, the highway dodged patches of rain, and never once did |
get wet. The highway engineers had been thoughtful, laying out the road between the thunderheads.

Asl rode, | learned that you can hear yourself sing inside a Bell Magnum; in fact, the helmet lends a
pleasing echo-chamber effect to rusty voices like mine. So | rode and sang songs like "John Henry",
"Frankie and Johnny", "The Wreck of the OI' 97", "Hobo Bill", and "If Y ou're Goin' to San Francisco",
and sang them all in the same key. | stopped for the night at a friendly motel way out in the middle of
nowhere, and sang some more in the shower. Mr. Bell's helmet gives you a better tone.

The sun was out early on Sunday morning, and so was |. Since the mist didn't burn off until midmorning,

| rode for awhile with my headlight burning. At my cigarette breaksin rest areas and filling stations, | met
adozen or so of my fellow travelers. These people had watched me pass them six or eight times, and they
were curious about the bike, so they talked with me. All were impressed by the Four. One driver, amusic
teacher en route to New Y ork from Denver, said, "Y ou seem to be having aball; it must be avery good
motorcycle." He was right on both counts.

Morning passed pleasantly, and then | got to the Valley of the Shadow: the variously-numbered
superhighways that serve as 1-80 from Chicago to the Ohio border. In the suburbs of Chicago, | was
riding in the right lane. Beside me in the center lane was a Buick, driven by a middle-aged man with a
supercilious smirk pasted to his face. He decided to join me. | had been watching his right front tire, and
as soon asit began to turn | grabbed my brakes. The Buick's rear bumper just missed my front tire. | was
infuriated, more by the man's smirk than by his action, and | ressed the horn button to blow a mighty blast
of displeasure. The horn would yield no more than a pitiful croak. This enraged me even more. | whipped
into the center lane, positioned the bike a couple of inches from the Buick's front fender, turned my head
to stare at the driver through his front windshield, and bellowed at the top of my lungs. When aroused, |
can make lots of noise. The driver never lost his smirk, but he did turn white.

As| rode on, | brooded about motorcycle horns. Motor vehicles are fitted with horns for use when the
other traffic fails to see them. Industry concensus is that most riders who get hurt on street bikes do so
because other traffic failed to see them. Logically, then, the street bike should be equipped with ahorn at
least as loud as the one on an automobile. What kind of horn does the motorcycle actually get? Hah!

Monday morning on the Ohio Turnpike was delightful. There was little traffic, and | was passing through
rich farm country, and the air was cool, not cold. One truckdriver whom | was passing stuck his head out
of the window and shouted so loudly that | could hear him through the helmet, "THAT'S A GREAT
MOTORCY CLE!"

Pennsylvania's turnpike was something else. At the bottom of along hill, both lanes of traffic cameto a
stop, and | was at the end of the line. | looked in my mirror and saw a car and a truck sailing down the
hill, side by side. They hadn't perceived that the traffic was stopped. The skin on my back crawled as |
frantically punched the Four into gear and headed for the space between the two cars ahead of me. For the
next few moments there was much squalling of tires and squealing of brakes, as| cowered on the bike,
and then everything became quiet. Both the car and the truck had gotten stopped, but the truck now
occupied the space where | had been.
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Later | discovered that the traffic was stopped because the turnpike narrows down to one lane to go
through atunnel. During peak loads, the traffic gets jammed for five or ten miles back down the road, but
the Turnpike Authority has not seen fit to place signs back where they would do some good, to warn
people about sudden stops. Lots of carnage.

Tuesday was the last day of my journey. What a difference on the turnpike. There was amost no traffic.
The Pennsylvania Turnpike crosses mountains and valleys, and it is the only superhighway with real
character to it. | was enjoying the view from the saddle. There were many innocent-looking cars parked
by the side of the highway, with State Troopers sitting inside watching the goings-on, and maybe
watching radar units too, so | held the Four to a careful, legal 65 mph. After awhile the pike came to an
end. | handed the booth attendant a crumpled-up punch card. He gave me adirty look and tried to
straighten out the card. His displeasure was surprising; the card had been neither punched, stapled,
spindled nor mutil ated.

The New Jersey Turnpike was as busy as ever, but | didn't care: they had let me on it, which meant that
the cross-winds weren't too bad that day. From Elizabeth to Newark (Newark looking like Manhattan
after The Bomb) | breathed those industrial fumes so generously donated by local industry. Up ahead, a
thunderstorm was busy dumping rain on Manhattan and it looked asif | were going to get soaked at the
last minute. But | fooled it; | took the Lincoln Tunnel and stayed dry. Crosstown traffic wasn't too bad for
once, and soon | had the Four safely garaged.

Back at the office again, | didn't need my daily trip notes to write this story, because the memory of that
ride echoes sharp and clear in my mind. It is one of two unforgettable rides. The other one took placein
1964 on back-country roads in Georgia, when | broke most of the motor-vehicle laws as | put break-in
miles on my first-ever production roadracer and discovered what it was like to ride a bike that would
really handle. Maybe someday I'll luck into athird unforgettable ride. The 4200 milesthat | put on the
Honda Four was my first experience aboard a street bike that is everything a street bike should be—what
I'd call easy riding.
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Riding
ACROSS
THE
CONTINENT
ONA
HONDA
FOUR

BY FRANK COMNNER

From tha canyons
north of Los Angeles
down across the
dasert. Through Navajo
country, Yosamite and
Royal Gorge. Then
across the mountaing
and onlo the lung
Eastern freeways into
the smog of New Yark
City. Tha Honda Faur
was made for it all,

# For a whole mile down the mad fiom
American Hoada 1 resisied the tempta-
tion, but then 1 couldn't stand it any
lenger. Leavine the bike in low gear (2
25 mph speed limith, 1 flicked my right
wiist and watched the tach needle whip
arcund 1o the BS00 rpm red line. | st a
hit taller in the sddle then, listening o
these four exhausl-pipes, pipes that sing
the meost beantiful =ong that you cn
cwn for less than S]].nlh . Because the
T5cc Hondn Four was such a ity
during those middle days of August, the
rest of Les Angeles listened just as care-
fully as 1 did.

The Four wes tall, and it was heavy. 1
had 1o tilt it over o one side before 1
could plant o foct flat on the pavernent
at red lights. But coce its wheels were
ralling, the thing twrned into a mce-

crse. You could opermle the contrmls

with light, positive motions. Pulling the
cluich required only two fingers. The
seshill had o shorl, positive theow.
he biakes were the best I'd encoun-
tered on anything that didn't carry per-
manenl number plate=. With only a
touch of throttle, the hike would sit up
and gel gone. [t would go exactly where
wyou pointed it and pointing it required
almest no effodt at all Riding the Fooe
was like flying a fighier: cach generabes
a fecling of elegance. 1 was glad that 1
was wearing leather gloves, and 1 wished
for a long while scarf.

I entered the freewsy cn-mmp much
loo fasl, bul was able 1o relax balbany

through the sharp tum even though the
hovienn was still tilked wp on it side.
The Feur wasn't a bit bashiul about
hooking cver way past the point whene
alarming things wamlly happen o 2 bg
bike. Still becled ower, the machine re-
sponded instantly 1o small sleering coe-
rections, and then we were upright again
in a mad mush of speeding cars flitling
from lane to lane o _im.'tn:y for I.'ill;‘ﬁ
others' dralt. Reading my teo handle-
bar mirars as i my life depended upon
them (it didy, [ embbed a kandiul of
thrattle and joined the battle.

Since the Pour's 67 horses are fed
inle o cles-mtio (vespeed box, themr
e m awkward dding-speeds. If the en-
gine began o g or scream in o partico-
bar gear, all [ had 10 do was gooup or
down one gear, and the engine was per-
fectly contenl. The hike and 1 fitted
ech other nicely, and wonder of won-
dems, there was no vibation.

Leaving the freeway network, 1 red-
lined the tach needle in ks gear again,
and fom the comer of my eye wabched
the pedestrians’ heads srap amcund. |
was in hog heaven; unless the Four melt-
ed el somewhere en moole, my ride
on this hike fom Los Angeles o Mew
York was going o be the kind of rdde
that most people dream about.

Sunday moming, 1 stmpped my pck
on the back of the saddle and rn:IJI. for
IT5. 395, and Yosemite. O through
innccucus hills and walleys 1o Palmdale;
and then the brad sweeps of ameily-

page 8/ 14



WWW.SOHCA4.NET
1969 Cycle: Easy Riding

Yau aould haal it ower as Inr

aa yau lked; it would hold

d good [ing on rowgh road and
Tead power aven at 10,000 fesl
It 'was big and beautifel and
wouanedid urg =
and ewaal,
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and  bushed past the largest rock. 1
parked, locking arcund guiltily 1o see iF
anyhody had poticed my awdul error.
MNobody had.

Leaving Death Valley, 1 emerged inlo
the flat, empty mads of wedem Mova-
da This wemed o ke a good lime o
find cut I the Four woold hold e-
gether at speed, so 1 rolled on some
throttle and mn it up o 100 mph, 1
held it there Far huJIF an hoor, as tar
patche= in the pavement rushed toaard
me arel the wind played with me. and
the Hike felt good. My wms began o
tine  from |1L1ﬁ.‘I|I'IL,, an, but the bike
seemed perfectly |'|.||.l|:13r i run at that
speed. M marmy motcreycles waould
|1|.nr|.' mulh.u:ﬂnr lh-.lrl-lz-l.rnbln.s. .1.!III that speed
in the August beat on the desert.

| stopped al yet another out-of-the-
way filling station, and 2 whole collec-
tion of off-road bikes materialized out
of powhere o lock at the Four. This
tappened  wherewver [ stopped. Every-
Fesly had heard of the Four, but at that
fime few were on the mad; the rder
wionld study the lines of the bike, and
then tell me - with mssion in his voice-
that someday he was goime 1o cwn a
Four, Befove finishing the trip, I came o«
the conclusion that Honda = going to
zell an awlul lot of those bikes

My editor bed told me that o bike
shop in Las Vigas had o sanitary opera-
tion, so [ ook the Four cver there 1o
get the scheduled sovice-check and o
get o looss rear chain tightened. The edi-
tewr s rights it ix a saniluy opomtion. |
lislened  as  the mechanics cheerfully
sheuted insulls at each other while they
worked. My mechanic was Rocky, :
the Four was in good hands, because
Rocky was nod abowl to bum it docss
until he had checked everything on it
As he worked, he tald me aboot dding
the dry lakebeds, and a near miss with a
stilcar on his last rde. "Mever heard a
thing: 1 was just idling back acos the
lake at about T0 when 1 looked over to
the lefl, and there it was, just siling
abng with its windward wheel in the
air. T;.p:u.wd me, ard 1wz so surprised
that 1 dida't ewen caich up with it
again.”

Then an incredible chamcter came in-
o the shop. You could el right away
that he wes a chamcter bocause he wone
Levis severnl sizes too large, a well-wom
[talian knit shirt, and an vreeailable
conl. He turned cul to be the legendary
Paul Pratt, whe recently completed his
longest journey: two and a half years of
|1n']||'|.|_.|‘I throwgh Mexico, Central America,
and South America on 2 detuned 630cc
Trivmph twin. We talked about the weal

keng distance riding, and Paul sid that
you can only digest s much scenerys
afler that the pleamre (o dissalisfac-
tion) of the jowrney comes fom the
people you meet along the way. All of
the long distance tmvelers he mict
had  developed comsidemble  sensitivity
in soring out the people they woe
meeling.

Paul Felieved that his Triomph was
the ideal machine for the type of trip
that he liked. He didn't need or want a
kst af top speed. He valued velinbility, a
wide powerband, and smeoth throttle
response  for npegoliating  rocky  din
roads  cuved inlo meuntainsides.  His
curment Triumph had 35,000 miles on it
with no catastrophic failures:

It was mid-alterncon when Paul Prait
and 1 parted company. | wanted 1o
spend another three or fowr days @lking
with him, but the editcr was making im-
patient noises back in Mew Yook, so0 ]
tired up the Four and headed for King-
man. | dropped oul of the pass down 1o
Heoner Dam and Lake Mead, which wee
not real. It wee simply a gigantic painted
backdrop, o movie sel, and 1 hal-
expected b soe Melwon FEddy  and
Jeanette Mclombd in a canoe in the
middle of the lake.

Afierwards came shong  gusling
crosswinds. Whenever o Big blast of
wind hit us, the Four simply leaned into
the gust a bit and then righled iiself
when the wind wes done. A lighter bike
woukd have been blown all over the
road, but on the Four T could relax.

Owermight in Kingren, Arizorms, and
on the mad again @l seven in the mormn-
ing, 1 wem going east on Route 66, The
Sania Fe tracks ran alongside the high-
way, and 2 pessenger tmin canght up
with me. | wondered how fast it was
going, =0 1 twmed on the Four and
mabched speeds with the train. 98mph;
that train wasn't foling around.

Fer the first time during the trip, |
gol invohed with a number of semitrail-
as. As | approoched one of the big
trucks, its turbulence would shift the
helmet arcwnd on ooy head, and wobble
me around on the bike, but the Four
woukd keep going staight. A= 1 pulled
up even with the rear of the trailer, the
draft would suck me Forward and ghe
me another eight o 10 mph. Alongside
the tractor, ancther blast of turbulence
woukd hit me. and then T'd be past.

Route 66 in Adeona could never
make up its mind what kind of highway
it wanted 1o ke, Firsl would come good
pavernent; then a mediocre streich; and
finally some awful road, with lots of

pothales and frest heaves. The Four

took all bui the worst of the siff in its

stride, but it woold dive off inlo the
potholes. 1 guess that anything cn twe
wheels would have dome the same.
Somehow, though, the Fouwr never did
deliver thal spine-jaming crash ol bot-
toming suspension that takes the stach
ol of you =o quickly.

At Holbeoak 1 left 66 and wandered
up inte the Foor Comers country and
the Masape reservation. The road s un-
fenced, which means that when you top
amy hill you can expect o see L]T':.' rvaad
dead abead covemed with congregalions
al cattle, shoep, horses, o goats. T had
wveral interesling experiences with the
assorted livestock, prowing coce and o
all that in a panic stop, the Four's
hrabes wodke ke champions.

The horses and cows seemed o know
about motoncyeles, and as I'd come
thundering at them, hrakes wocking
frantically, they'd amble off 10 the side
But the cabas and sheep didn't seem o
gel the message. They'd see me coming
and look up, mildly interested, bui they
wouldn't move until T wes only about
20 feet away. Then, in uiter panic, they
would scatter in all directions, After
awhile, | could begin to guess whene the
next collection of animal= would ke hid-
den, s I'd skwy donwn o Bt

Later, on one of the overlocks at the
Canyon de Chelly, T was admiring the
seenel pocket-camyons cuved oul of the
sandstone by the river over the cen-
twries. i dwellers had lived in these
canyons, growing their crops in them
and huilding their houses in nahoal e
ems high in the sheer walls of the cliffs,
=0 as o make Bt vy difficult foc theic
ememies b gel o them. A buosload of
Meajoz from  peawby  Chinde, and o
couplke of other bourists wene slanding
beside me, ako enjoying the view. One
of the tourists =trmick up o conversation
about hike's He told me about his
adventures in riding a BMW on the
Alcan Highway, The other tourist {whe
wai a sbanger b us both) listened for
awhile and then joined in with wome of
Iris experiences on molocycles on the
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Everywhere | stopped, peopla
materialized out of nowhere o
axaming and exalaim over Honda's
nev biks. Most of them said

they would own

one someday.
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Alen. Both  oorists became  deeply
interesled in comparing notes aboul a
particulady nasty (when muddy) streich
al the mad pear Yellwwknife. T ledt
them there engresed in conversalion.

In Shiprock, Mew Mexico, | made a
fiend. A pine-year-old boy, o Mavago,
smiled 2 huge =mile at me, calculaled to
warm the hardest beart, and asked if 1
wioukl give him a dde on my bike. 1
sltarted  to ghae him  the  hmushadf,

d mind, and told him ko go

:::-Ea it it was okay with them.

Whether or nodl he asked their permis-

sion | don't know, but after a convine-

imz length of time he retarned and said
it wees okay with them.

e went for o 15-mimute ride, ard he
held cn tight all the way, shouting his
pleasue and waving at his fiends

The next meening [ worked my way
rorth 1o Durmngo, Colomdo, whers 1
picked wp L1E. &) The road twisted
and turned its way through the gorpeous
San Juan mouniains, and there was a lot
of traffic. The Four and 1 played Paes
the Cas again, while 1 enjoyed those
wondedful curves. Some of the enjoy-
ment went out of it emporacily when a
car going the other shing a rock the
1I.':|.E-::4 T:m.llnuL. -.ahfl?lm r:: THCE,
right on the kneecap. For the nest five

miles | mode crouched ower, momsaging
my left knee
At Alamosa, 1 left L5 160 and went

north o lock at the Sand Dunes Mation-
al Monument. There, in the lush part of
Colomdo i= o vast kasin that gels almos
no min and is therefore o desert, com-
plete with sand dunes TO0 Feet high.

Mewth up a Hatl and Fast road 1o Sali-
da, and then [ joined a number of toue-
ists heading east on 1.8, 50, Sections of
the mad weme wide, with poved shoul-
ders, which furned out 10 ke o Cood
Thing, becavss 1 came arcund a blind
cormer, ard there | wee face 1o Fce with
one car pasing ancther. | ook 1o the
shoulder, Five minvies later, the same
thing happened again, Ten minutes afier
that, it happered a third time, I the
diivers who did their passing in those
hlind comers were lipreaders, they may
benee noticed that [ called them some
hard names.

Jusi this side of Capon City, |
stopped al the Boval Gorge. Mot even
the three-ring tourst traps =l up on the
im could dim the wild beanty af that
sheer canyon, with the Arkansas River
rmmpnging angrily so G below.

The next day 1 wisited the Four Sea-
sons in Demar o get the 2000-mile in-
spection on the Four, While there, |
called the editar ko s how things wene

zoing, and be mid, "Come home, come
orme, vever you are. This month's

demcdling iz here.” Then 1 made a Hg

miztake. Leoking at a readmap, 1 sw
that [-80 muns fom Denver o New
Yoo, and 1 decided 1o ride it [ hed

forgotien the basic le: superhighways
we no place o ride moloreycles, be-
canse on superhighways molori=ls and
riders alike get lulled into camrelesnes.

Interstate 80 aimed me right for the
middle of a big thundechead, but the
highway veered just in time. Now | ame
headed  tewmd  ancther  thunderhead;
swely it was going 1o get me. Bul again
the Righw: wy anghed arcund and -
it. All moming long, the highway
dodged patches of rain, and mever once
did T get wel The highway engineors
had been  thowghtful, laying oul the
mwad between the thunderheads.

Ax | mde, | lewned that you can hear
yousell sing imside a Bell Magnum; in
fact, the belmel kends a pleasing 1.|.|'||.1
chamber  effect o rusty  voices i
mine. 8o [ mode and =ang sormgs |Ilu.
"lohn Hemry", "Frankie and Johnny",
"The Wrxk of the OF 97", "Hobo
Rill", and "If You're Ooin’ 1o San Fran-
cizcn”', and sarmg them all in the same
key. | stopped for the night at a fendly
motel way cul in the middle of no-

where, and mng some mone in the
shower. Mr Bell's helmet gives you a
betler tone.

The =un was out ewly on Sonday
meening, and w owas [ Since the mist
didn"t burn of until midmoming, 1 rode
few awhile with my headlight ﬁ.'!umin.l_.'.
At my cigaretle breaks in rest aneas and
filling stations, | met a dozen ar so of
my fellow tmvelers. These people had
wialched me pass them siz o eight
times, ard they were curious akoul the
bike, m they talked with me. All were
impressed by the Four. One driver, a
music leacher en mute o Mew Yok
from Demver, =aid, "You seem o I'-.
baving a ball; it must ke a wery
motcmeycle.” He was rdght on 1~c:-||'|
counts.

Momirng peessed  pleasantly, and then
[ gt o the Walley of the Shadces: the
variously-mumbered  superhighways that
serve as ] fom Chicago 1o the Thio

=

In the sububs of Chicago, 1 was rid-
ing in the right lane. Beside me in the
center lane was a Buikk, deiven by a
middle-aged man with a =upercilious
smitk pmsled o his face. He decided o

_||.1In me. | lnd been 'A.Il.\'.l'llni. hi= right

front tice, and as soon as it began o
m 1 grabbed my brakes. The Buick's

rer bumper just missed my front tice. |

was infuriated, more by the man's smirk
than by his aclion, amd | pressed the
horn butten to How o mighty Rlast of

displeasore. The horm would yield oo
mome than a pitiful croak. This enmged
me even more. | whipped inte the cen-
ter Lane, positionsd the bike a conple of
inches bom the Buick's froml fender,
rned my bead io stare at the driver
through his front windshield, and bel-
lowed at the top of my lungs. When
armused, | can make lots of noise. The
criver never lod his smirk, but he did
urn white.

As mode on, [ brooded about motor-
cycle hoons, Modor wehicles ane ftled
with horns For wse when the other tml-
fic fails ko soe them. Industry concensus
is that most riders who gel hut on
street bikes do oso because other waflic
faiked o see them. Logically, then, the
streel bike should ke equipped with o
hom at least as loud as the one onoan
aulemobile. What kind of hern does the
motereyele actually get? Hah!

Monday moming on the Ohic Tum-
F-Ilnu: was delightful. There was litte waf-
ic, and I was passing through rich fam
country, and the alr wee cool, not cold.
e ruck diwer whom 1 owas mesing
stuck his head out of the window and
shouted s loodly that 1 could bear him
through  the helmet, "THATS A
GREAT MOTORCYCLE!

Penmsylwania's twrnpike wos some-
thing el==. At the kottom of a long hill,
Foih lanes of tmtfic came ko a slop, and
I was at the end of the line. 1 looked in
my minor and sw o car and a buck
salling down the hill, side by side. They
hadn'l perceived that the waffic was
stopped. The skin on my bk crvaded
as | ||.1.nl|-'. |||'l|.I sunched the Four into
pear and dllur the space heobween
the two cars .1J1|..1.|J af me. Fer the mext
few moments there was moch squalling
af fives and squealing of brakes, as
cowered on the bike, and then eway-
thing became quict. Poth the car and
the tuck had gotten slopped, but the
truck mow occupied the space where 1

had been. (Confinued an page W)
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Later 1 discovered that the baffic
was stopped becowse the tuenpike nar-
rows down 1o one lane to go through a
tunnel. During peak loads, the taific
get= jammed for fve or ten miles back
down  the mad, but the Turnpike
Authority has not seen il 1o place signs
back where they would do some good,
ke waum poople about sodden stops.
Lots of camage.

Tuesday was the last day of my jou-
ney. What a difference on the twmpike.
There was almest no taffic. The Penn-
sylvania  Tumpike coses mountains
amd valleys, and it is the only =siper-
highway with real chomcter o it 1 wes
enjoying the view from the saddle.

There were many  innocent-locking
cars parked by the side of the highway,
with Blate Tioopers silting inside waich-
ing the goings-on., and mmybe walching
racdar unils oo, so 1 held the Four o a
careful, legal 65 mph.

Adter awhile the pike came o an
end. | handed the booth atlendant a
crumpled-up punch card. He gonee me a
dirty Jeck and tried 1o strighlen cut
the card. His displessure was snpiising:
the card had been neither punched, sta-
pled, spindled nor mutilated.

The Mew Jersey Tumpike was as
busy as ever, but | didn't care: they had
let me an it, which meant that the cross-
winds weren’t too bad that day.

From Elizmbeth o Mewark (Meswdk
looking like Manhattan afier The Bomb)
I breathed those industrial fumes so gen-
erusly domabed by kecal industny.

Up ahead, o thundersiorm was busy
dumping min on  Manhatan and it
locked as iF 1 ware going b get soaked
al the last mime. But | fooled Gtz 1
ok the Lincoln Tunnel and  staved
dry. Crosstown waffic wasn't too bad
for cnce, and scon 1 had the Four safely
garaged.

Back at the office again, I didn't
need my daily bip potes b write this
story, hecause the memoy ol that ride
echoes sharp and clear in my mind. It is
ome of two wnforgetiable rides. The

= .1 L 2 iy x
other one ok place in 1964 on back-
country mads in Oeorgia, when 1 broke
mest of the motor-vehicle laws as 1 put
hreak-in mikes on my fisi-ever produc-
ticn roadmeer and  discovered  what it
v like b ride a bike that would really
handle. Maybe someday Tll hck into a
third wnlorgettable ride.

The 4200 miles that T pul on the
Honda Four was my fsd experience
aboard a streel bike that is everything a
street bike should be—what 1'd call ey
riding.
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