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The Garage, an obstacle maze,
challenges the best of riders.
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T

he incline was steep, loose, and rocky. A sharp,
18-inch ledge barricaded the crest of my route
near the top of Tincup Pass in Colorado’s Gunnison National Forest. A safe bypass led around
to the left, but where’s the fun in that? The air was thin at almost 12,000 feet, and any exertion left me breathless. I eased
out the clutch, trying not to spin the tire on my loaded BMW
R1200 GS Rallye while gaining momentum to attack the trail
ahead. My friend Tom was up ahead, holding my imaginary
beer….
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Judgment is an important cornerstone of adventure riding. Knowing when to go and when to say no can mean
the difference between making it to camp in time to have
dinner before sunset and an overnight bivouac in the snow.
Topography is a critical factor in deciding to try, and skill
is the pivotal consideration. Shooting for the moon is one
thing at the local training grounds. But when cell service is
marginal and a call for help involves an InReach personal
locator beacon, it might be best to save the heroics for another time, especially if you are just not feeling it.

PHOTO BY JIM BEAN

Skill and confidence go hand in hand. When you ride
well, you look good too, even when you fail.
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M O T O TRA I N I N G

Once, in Bolivia, my riding buddy and I came upon what
appeared to be an uncrossable, raging river at an altitude over
15,000 feet in the Andes Mountains. It was snowing hard. And
dropping the bike would mean a swim down a boulder-strewn
waterfall. It was miles to return the way we’d come, and it was
getting cold and late. Scouting around, I discovered a long, narrow, earth-and-stick bridge arching over the torrent. The path
narrowed to roughly 18 inches wide in the middle. Under most
circumstances, the crossing would not have been too technically challenging, but the penalty for failure justified another
level of assessment even for my skill set. As I lined up for the
crossing, my riding partner shook his head saying, “Nope. I’m
not doing that.”
Now I was faced with either riding the bridge twice, once
on my bike and again on his, or doing the ride of shame by
reversing course against the weather and the clock. I pushed
off, stood up, focused on the other side, and slipped across the
bridge and over the torrent like I was pulling out of the local
Starbucks.
Despite my example and encouragement, my friend wisely
dug in his heels. He was not about to take the chance. My bike
was already across, so I felt committed. I walked back over the
makeshift bridge and straddled his overloaded KLR. The unwieldy bike felt wobbly to me, but the die was cast. I engaged
the clutch and headed out onto the bridge. By the grace of God
and my guardian angel, I crossed without incident. Had I fallen
in, I might not be writing this story.
It is good to have confidence, and in situations like that there
may not seem to be a good alternative to just "sending it."
But to survive in this sport, we should minimize the times we
hang it all on the line and be ready when we do. To prepare for
those instances when the risk is high, we must practice in a less
sketchy environment and closer to home and hospital.
Drills using a low teeter-totter or planks of wood on flat
ground or slightly elevated blocks can help improve balance
and confidence. Challenging a buddy to a slow race or a closequarters “last man standing” elimination within a square of
cones can help condition the mind to deal with similar stressful situations. It also bolsters your ability not to dab with your
foot, an important skill when there is no place to set a foot on
good ground.
There are also competitions for adventure riders at club
gatherings across the nation like the BMW MOA Rallies, Touratech’s Dirt Daze, GS Giants, Overland Expo, and Wailin’
Wayne Weekend.
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The slow race hones clutch-brake-throttle and balance skills,
preparing the rider for situations when perfection is critical.

With a little deliberate personal development in the rider’s ADV skills, sketchy undertakings can become less risky,
even relatively safe-- considering the alternatives of pushing a bike across some dangerous space or riding fatigued
after dark to backtrack because of a rockslide.
Always consider the penalty for failure when taking a
risk. But also consider there are times when a little confidence, commitment, and skill can put a threat behind you in
a few seconds and the ride can continue without incident.
Back on Colorado’s Tincup Pass, I struggled to gain traction and failed to obtain the momentum I’d hoped for before launching up the ledge. I teetered a moment before
losing the battle. There was that instant when I regretted
not taking the easier bypass.
The bike fell to the right, over the high side, and hit the
rocks hard. The effort required to right the machine at that
altitude left me exhausted. Was all this really necessary?
Clearly not. Thankfully, the penalty for failure was only a
few new scratches, breathless lungs, and a bruised ego. I
mounted the machine and made my way to the top where
Tom was waiting. Sadly, my friend already drank my beer.

Bill Dragoo is a BMW Motorrad Certified Off-Road Instructor and owns
and operates D.A.R.T. (Dragoo Adventure Rider Training) in Norman,
Oklahoma. All brands are welcome. For more information, see
billdragoo.com.

