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THE BLUES AT HOT SPRINGS, VIRGINIA: June 13-16, 2013
Just three of us on this one. Mark came up from Georgia with a couple of buddies. They
had planned to ride their modern bikes to PA, then ride the old bikes for 4 days, then ride
their own bikes back: a very ambitious undertaking. Factor in the bad weather and it
became too much for two out of three. Their second day on the road was in torrential rain
the whole way. At Front Royal, VA, just 150 miles from here, Mark’s travel buddies turned
back. Who can blame them? Mark rolled in alone late Wednesday looking somewhat worse
for the wear. Doug, who lives just 10 miles from home base, arrived Thursday morning for
breakfast. The Norton Commando Fastback, theTriumph 650 Bonneville and the Ducati
860GT were gassed, bagged and ready to roll.

I’m not sure about the rest of the country but here in the mid-Atlantic states it has been a
wet spring and summer. In fact, June 2013 was the wettest June ever, at least since records
have been kept starting around 1850. We had over 11 inches of rain that month and while
that might not seem so bad to someone from Seattle, for example, we all feel like we’ve
lived through Monsoon season in Laos. Every day has been hot and extremely humid with
big booming afternoon thunder showers on a depressingly regular basis. Truth be told,
RetroTours has been incredibly fortunate to have dodged the worst of it and as I write this
in mid July, it appears that the adverse weather pattern may have finally broken.
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After breakfast we three peered into the TV set tuned to the weather channel. A narrow but
fierce line of red/yellow radar imagery was making its way quickly towards Kennett Square. It
extended all the way across our intended path of travel and the weather men were using new
headline worthy terms like “El Derecho” to describe the attendant high winds. Conventional
wisdom dictated that we stay put until the weather passed by but I was frothing at the mouth to
get on the road and I imagined that we could ‘punch through’ the front by riding directly at it at
ramming speed. So we left on time, steeled in full rain gear, determined to demonstrate our
superiority over the forces of nature.
We got about 4 miles when El Derecho hit us. We were patiently waiting in a moderate rain at
a stop sign when the gust roared through and it very nearly blew all three of us over. The sky
darkened alarmingly and the rain began to absolutely pelt down on us. We tried to ‘punch
through’ but deep puddles, downed branches and wires and a near total lack of visibility reduced
our ramming speed to a slow crawl. We were riding by Braile. Mark had his dark tinted face
shield fitted and was truly riding blind. Another mile had our rain suits leaking like colanders
and we looked for shelter which was finally found at an insurance agency with a covered front
porch. We looked so pitiful huddled there that an agent came out and told us where the benches
were so we could sit and watch the awesome power of nature. Lightening strikes all around,
thunder claps, buckets of rain, and then, as quickly as it began, it slowed to a drizzle and we were
off again, happy to be moving and drying in the wind.
Our destination that first day was Front Royal, Virginia and we used a very satisfying back
roads route that took us across northern Maryland to an old, little used ferry crossing the
Potomac River into northern Virginia. White’s Ferry has been in operation since 1817. These
days, the General Jubal A. Early is a cable boat and the only ferry left crossing the Potomac.
Like any small ferry, river conditions sometimes prevent it from operating and other times it
becomes stuck for several hours due to mechanical failure. Once a huge tree floated downstream
and became stuck in the cable mechanism stranding passengers for 3 hours mid stream. We had
been in and out of our rainsuits all morning but our luck stayed positive on the ferry as we
disembarked near Leesburg, then made our way south west crossing a very prominent mountain
ridge on the way to Front Royal. During one final downpour we were overcome with a fit of
common sense and huddled under the shelter of some tall trees until the worst of the front had
passed.
We arrived at our motel in a timely fashion, reasonably dry considering what had been
endured and after a hot shower and some rest we found our way to the excellent Thai restaurant
just off the lobby. Here we met and shared a table with a fellow traveler: Massa from Oregon. A
seventy something year old Japanese American with many interesting stories to tell, Massa was
on a Honda ST1300 and riding solo. He was as amazed that we were traveling on such old bikes
as we were that he had crossed the country on his own. After a very good night’s rest we had
breakfast and said goodbye to our new friend then headed back across the Shenandoah River to
escape Front Royal. As we made our way south through the George Washington National Forest
lush, green 678 became 675 at Detrick. A short detour on a dirt road took us up the mountain to a
fire tower overlooking the 7 bends of the Shenandoah River. When 675 ended we turned west on
211 to cross I-81 finally reaching one of Virginia’s most beguiling Scenic Byways: Route 42.
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Before there was I-81, before super-slabs interconnected
everything to everywhere, before texting and even before
cell phones there were roads like Route 42. It traverses the
substantial length of the Commonwealth of Virginia from
the northeast to the southwest, plying the rural valleys and creases between the
Appalachian Mountains to the west and the Blue Ridge Mountains to the east. One lane in
each direction for most of its length, 42 follows the contour of the land with endless
sweepers, grand mountain vistas, and sleepy rural towns. This is how travel once was done:
not a single toll booth or McDonalds in sight. If you choose to cruise the rubbernecking is
second to none and if you twist the throttle you can hold 70 mph and bend it through the
curves. Just remember: you can watch the scenery or the road, but not both at once. At one
spectacular pull out where 42 crests a mountain I pulled over to take it all in. The sun was
warm and pleasant; quite a contrast from day one. As I was enjoying the dry heat and the
splendid overlook Doug pulled up beside me on the Norton. He opened his face shield and
shouted: “This thing isn’t running very well.” I looked his way and saw raw gas spewing
from the left hand carburetor at an alarming rate. I replied: “I think I can see why. Maybe
you want to kill the engine and shut of the fuel valve.”
We set up an impromptu work station there in the pull out. I tried rapping the float bowl
but with no effect. I drained the bowl and saw nothing unusual; the fast leak continued
unabated. Next I removed the bowl to inspect the float and float valve and I noticed that
the plastic float was completely full of gasoline, turning it into more of a ‘sink’ than a float.
I squeezed the float expecting a squirt of gas to reveal the source of the leakage but there
was no squirt. Close examination revealed no obvious cracks or holes and leaving it in the
hot sun for several minutes was no help at all. Finally, in desperation, I reamed a tiny hole
in the top of the float to allow the gas trapped inside to get out. Of course this would have
to work both ways: the float would undoubtedly fill up again soon, so we resolved to stop
at the first hardware store on our route to look for epoxy to effect a more permanent
repair. Or, if a motorcycle shop came up first, we would play the long shot and see if
anyone might have a new part for us. Really? What are the odds of finding a 40 year old
British bike part in rural Virginia? Still, you never know.

5
We returned to our southbound heading on Route 42 with Doug acting as a ‘man-float’ by
turning off the petcock until the motor began to lean out then switching it on for several seconds
to refill the float bowls. Within a few miles he had established a cadence that enabled us to
continue our southerly progress on Route 42; where there’s a will there’s a way, and we had the
will, man. Somewhat before Harrisonburg I spied an unusual looking business establishment and
turned in. It turned out to be a KTM dealership combined with a DRR ATV dealership (I never
heard of DRR either) and a leather and accessories store: a starnge combination methinks.
Strange or not the folks at Outlanders proved extremely helpful when asked who in the area
might be into old British bikes. They made some phone calls, got some names and even mapped
out directions. I spoke on the phone with a certain Sheldon Early who said he had the part we
needed and would be happy to sell it to us.
Incredibly, Early’s Cycle Center, a Yamaha dealer for over 50 years (making it one of the first)
not only had the part but they
were exactly on our planned
route. Without deviating one
mile we pulled into the shop
and met with the proprietor
who was into old BSAs and
even had a few of his very
cool race bikes of yore out
on display. Mr. Early was so
friendly and helpful; he
actually refused to take a
dime for the pristine used
float that he gladly handed
over to us. I believe that he
was actually pleased to see
us out there running the old
iron on an authentic road
run. Finally, he let me buy
him lunch and he pointed us
towards an excellent lunch
spot where we feasted on
local home cooked food.
While Doug and Mark had
dessert I swapped out the
float and just like that:
problem solved. It was very
inspiring to discover that
there are old bike fans out
there willing to help like
minded travelers in need.
Thanks Mr. Early, I sure do
owe you a big one.
And thusly was Norton Nirvana restored; truly a classic bike experience. Positive outcome!
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After lunch we continued south and west on 42 for a good long ways. The conditions could not
have been better. The air was warm but not at all humid and the sky was as blue as blue can be
with a few puffy clouds floating around. The perfect tarmac was all ours: not a car in sight. At
Route 39 we turned due west which in this part of the country can only mean “Twisties Ahead”.
Any road that crosses the mountains between West Virginia and Virginia has to summit a
mountain range that includes peaks of nearly 5,000 feet. The serpentine line on our map that
represented Route 39 promised high voltage riding and this was delivered in spades. We became
quite giddy actually and thoroughly exploited the excellent handling characteristics of these
bikes as we made our way onto progressively smaller roads en route to our secret cabin in the
woods. We arrived late on Friday afternoon. There was no noticeable rush hour.
The directions to Applewood Cottage, a Hideaway Cabin, said to take the Douthat State Park
Road about 1 mile then turn left at the red barn. Behind the barn there is a hole in the fence
which leads to a dirt road. A ways down the dirt road, far from any other roads or structures, at
the edge of a peaceful meadow next to a hump backed grassy hill we found our retreat. This was
exactly what the doctor ordered!

.
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We could hardly believe our luck. A loft bedroom upstairs, a living room, full kitchen and bath
on the ground floor and a huge bedroom, sitting room and another full bath on the bottom level,
all surrounded by a screened in porch. There was a picnic table and an outdoor grill as well. The
views in all directions were absolutely to die for. A more comfortable and serene
accommodation could scarcely be imagined. We claimed our spots inside then set out on
exploratory runs to Hot Springs, Healing Springs and Warm Springs. We checked out the Garth
Newell Music Center where we planned to attend Saturday’s Blues Concert and stocked up on
food and provisions for our cabin, filling our emptied tank bags and luggage racks with meat,
eggs, bread and beer. The road to Hot Springs included a fabulous overlook with a mountain
view to forever. The day was one of the longest in the year and the long rays of the sun only
made everything seem even more bucolic. The roads and the views gave us a real natural high
and stimulated our appetites as well. Back at the cabin we noshed on appetizers while Doug and
Mark cooked up a storm then sat down at the outside picnic table for our evening meal. As the
sun hovered on the horizon we sipped cold beer and puffed up tasty cigars. This was
RetroTouring at its very best!
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We were up early Saturday and cooked ourselves a grand breakfast. Over breakfast we
discussed plans for the day. We could pay $30 or $40 each to sit on the lawn eating hotdogs and
listening to a great blues concert. On the other hand we could ride the mountain roads of Virginia
and Wets Virginia on our classic bikes which were all three running strong and sounding
awesome. The weather was absolutely stunningly perfect. After all the rainy weather we had
endured in recent days and weeks the choice was quite obvious: we decided that we came to ride
and ride we must. An interesting loop was quickly plotted on our map (no GPS on RetroTours)
that would take us over the mountains, through both Virginias and on some of Bath County’s
scenic back roads. We set out to explore sometime around mid morning.
Soon we found an especially interesting looking back road that showed on our map as looping
into West Virginia then curling back east to cross the mountain twice. The asphalt was barely
wide enough for one car and we followed it deeper and deeper into the woods for 12 miles when
it turned to dirt. This we traversed for another 12 miles. There’s life in those deep woods, but not
as we know it. Folks are living in tiny cabins and trailers along a fast creek with no electricity.
We saw and heard a few generators but these people were really roughing it. Everyone hunts and
grows most of their own food. When the apocalypse happens the people living in those woods
may not even notice. They seemed to be totally self sufficient. After 12 miles of dirt we came to
a gate across the road with a big sign upon which was scrawled: “private land…KEEP OUT@!”.
We toyed with the idea of opening the gate and trespassing; we were only a mile or two from our
connection to a more prominent roadway. In the end we decided to turn back and ask some folks
we had seen tending their garden what this was all about. Why was a public road on our map
gated and posted?
The elderly couple by the cabin with the garden were very friendly and explained that a certain
Mr. Rider was displeased that the county had announced that it would no longer plow or
maintain the “public road” that passed through his property. That being the case, Mr. Rider
decided to gate and post the roadway: if he was going to be responsible top keep the road open
then it must not be a public right of way after all. Apparently he was quite adamant about the
whole affair and of course everyone in those mountains had guns for hunting. Hmmm. We
decided that backtracking was the best choice. When we stopped for a short break further down
the road another local approached us and we engaged in a lengthy discourse. He confirmed the
story about Mr. Rider and kept talking and talking until finally we had to excuse ourselves and
get back on our bikes. We took an alternate route to loop back towards Applewood Cottage and
just as hunger pangs began to intrude we came across a bunch of parked cars by a tiny house.
There was a big handwritten sign that read: “Help us save our house. Cookout and music today.”
I stopped to look things over and the people at the picnic began waving us in so we parked up
and met with the locals. The family living in the house had come upon some hard times. The
husband and breadwinner had suffered a massive heart attack at the unusually young age of 34.
His father had died of a heart attack at the same age and only his wife’s quick thinking had
gotten him to medical care in time. A quadruple bypass surgery had saved his life but he was in
no shape to work and of course had no disability insurance, hence no income. The neighboring
families and local church had organized a picnic with Blue Grass Gospel music and the price of
admission was whatever you cared to give. We got some hotdogs and home made salads and
took seats on the lawn to check out the local musical talent.
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Now these may be simple folk and the band may not look like much but they actually played
pretty darned good. At first the music seemed too slow and subdued. When I commented on this
to one of the hospitable “church ladies” that we sat with they explained that the band was
currently performing gospel tunes as requested. When I got up and talked to the band and
requested something else they seemed eager to comply but had to finish 2 more gospel songs.
This seemed like the perfect excuse to buy dessert and by the time it was eaten gospel hour had
come to an end, a bubbly young woman from the audience came up front and grabbed a mic and
these guys and gals belted out an excellent rendition of “Ole Slewfoot” AKA “Bear Mountain”.
I had first heard this country ballad on a previous RetroTour (Lost River). Upon researching it, I
learned that The Grateful Dead had performed it back in the late 60’s/early 70’s. It is well known
in these parts and I was thrilled to hear it performed again by the same genuine country folk who
wrote the tune and the lyrics and have been singing it for decades. These unplanned moments
when we connect with local people really make every RetroTour very special.
The remainder of the day was spent exploring the area as we spiraled back towards the cabin.
This included ride-by tours of 3 lakes, including a stop at one for a quick swim. There is nothing
as delicious as bathing in a mountain lake on a hot summer day. We finally got to our hideaway
late in the afternoon, leaving time for a relaxing nap before dinner on the grill. This day would be
hard to top. RetroTours will definitely revisit this spot. Maybe you should join us!
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Friendly dog showed up and shared our cabin.

The rest of our trip was inevitably almost anticlimactic. On Sunday we planned to ride all the
way home; a distance that had required 2 days on
the way down. To accomplish this Doug plotted a
very efficient route: scenic and technical in spots
but with some more open roads which would
enable a faster pace. We left before the sun was up
on a clear morning, the cool dawn air insuring that
we were fully awakened. Alertness was required
too because we dodged a lot of animals, including
several deer, some wild turkeys and the usual
suicidal gophers who ran out in front of our bikes,
paused long enough to catch our attention then
changed direction at the last possible moment to
avoid being flattened by our Avon Road Riders.
After 100 quick miles we stopped for breakfast
then forged ahead without delay. Doug had chosen
to get up on I-81 for a few miles to avoid the
congestion around Hagerstown, MD but his plan
backfired when a serious accident backed up the
highway for about 15 miles. We decided the only
thing to do was to split lanes which we did as
courteously and carefully as possible although
some of the frustrated drivers marooned in their 4
wheelers were none too pleased.

Finally we closed in on home but not before one final slap in the face courtesy of Mother
Nature. It poured on us for the final leg of our journey home. At that point I didn’t care to put on
raingear and just grinned and beared it, arriving home soaking wet and just starting to shiver. A
hot shower and the delicious meal that Lynn had waiting for us went a long way towards getting
me right again. This four day adventure was a real treat in spite of some if-fy weather. The ‘Save
Our House’ concert that we enjoyed was every bit as entertaining as anything that the Music
Center could have offered. The ride down and back was sublime, the bikes performed flawlessly
and the cabin was superb, but the camaraderie that we shared for those four days and our
interactions with the friendly locals made this one a trip to remember.

