Ups and Downs in Colombia
DTR 3/8/2018
For years I’ve dreamed of riding
Colombia, after hearing tales of
beautiful rugged roads, from the
Amazon jungle up to the heights
of the Andes. And the village
people everywhere sounded like
the most friendly and hospitable
you might meet anywhere.
Finally there is now peace
between the government and
the terrorist factions that made
riding in Colombia risky ten years
ago.

So I signed up with Motolombia
to join their 15-day “Andes
Expedition”. It was marked as
“for off-road experts only”, which gave me pause. I really enjoy rough road riding but I’ve only had a few
weekends of real off-road training, like at the Pine Barrens Adventure Riding Camp two years ago.
Motolombia said that ought to be enough, so I flew off to Cali in late February.

My riding/adventure
buddy Michael Brunner
from Germany joined up
too. He’s had MotoCross
experience and this was
going to be the trip of a
lifetime for “Micha”
(“Mee-ka”). We met up
in Cali and had a day to
explore the lively but notso-beautiful city. We did
see some of the stunning
pre-Columbian art, in the
Museo del Oro and in the
16th century church of La
Merced.
(Micha in the Andes,
Yamaha XT660 with soft
saddlebags)

Peter from Chicago was the third rider, he too had a background of MotoCross and a collection of well
used vintage racing bikes at home.
Finally our experienced guide
was Esteban, a macho daredevil
if there ever was one.

We all had rugged Yamaha
XT660 bikes, fitted with soft
saddlebags that were
waterproof.
Soon after we took off on
Saturday morning, Micha’s bike
failed on the exit from Cali.
After we couldn’t push start it,
to my surprise Esteban
“straight-legged” it: with his
right foot on Micha’s saddlebag, he pushed Micha to a little repair shop about a mile down the road.
First time I saw this technique.
The first day’s ride to Pasto in the South was on excellent pavement, climbing into the mountains in late
afternoon and evening. Curve after beautiful curve, for hours on end.
But the second day was the
challenge, where the road
from Pasto to Mocoa is nicknamed “the Trampoline of
Death”. Narrow, rough,
rutted, rocky and steep in
many places, cut into a
mountainside so there was a
steep drop-off just past the
flimsy guard rail, and a wall on
the other side.

Micha and Peter loved this
challenge, and shot ahead with
great enthusiasm. I tried to
keep up, but with growing terror that this was beyond my ability. Especially the steep downhill tight
turns on blind curves, where a big truck could suddenly appear right in your path. The correct technique
for these tight turns I had learned from Pine Barrens and was reminded by Esteban: get your butt and

weight over the outside peg,
turn your body and gaze even
farther to see where you want
the bike to go, and stay off the
front brake. I confess to underperforming, and in my anxiety
leaving my weight wrongly on
the inside of the tight turns. As
a result, I kept going wide, into
the piled up gravel at the
outside cliff edge. And like a
dummy I hit the front brake,
which only sent the front wheel
out of control and slammed me
into the dirt.
The second time I fell against
the guard rail.

The third time, I got
slammed down hard face
first with my left foot
twisted painfully the wrong
way under the bike. I was
pinned and helpless to
move, felt like my foot was
being unscrewed. Luckily
Esteban was only a few
seconds away and quickly
got the bike off me. Sad
note to self, because self
loves to ride alone in
secluded places.

The fourth time I went
wide I finally heeded
training and Esteban, and
simply coasted through the gravel without touching the brakes.
All seemed well, when after 6 exhausting hours of bouncing and lurching the road finally turned to
smooth pavement. Esteban and I hit the throttles, to catch up with Micha and Peter far ahead now.
Then, my nightmare scenario: suddenly the pavement stopped, I instinctively grabbed the front brake,
and was still gripping it as my front wheel plunged into the loose dirt. Of course the wheel flipped out
and I was slammed down on my already bruised right side, at about 60mph.

I was stunned but OK. Luckily I had chosen to wear my heavy Joe Rocket Ballistic gear. Right side, ribs
and shoulder were in pain but probably nothing broken.
A nice man walked up with a glass
and pitcher of a local fruit drink
called Chontodura. Very refreshing.
Esteban stashed the broken bike at
his house and I rode pillion with
him to the hotel in Mocoa, only 20
minutes away.
(left side of photo shows accident
scene, man with pitcher at right
brought fruit and drink)
For the next couple of days we tried
to assess if I could continue the
ride. We had an extra day’s “rest
time” ahead of us in the beautiful
archaeological town of San Agustin,
a day’s ride ahead. Esteban and Micha went back and fetched my broken bike, just barely rideable, with
no brakes working now.
In the slim chance I could recuperate at San Agustin, Esteban hired a local truck to haul me and the bike
8 hours to San Agustin. Meanwhile Motolombia dispatched their truck, with new bike just in case, to
take a “short cut” over the Andes Central Range and meet us there.
During our “day of rest” we hiked up
and down steep valley sides all day,
visiting some of the most famous
statues in South America, roughly
2,000 years old, and similar to the
Easter Island monumental
sculptures. Also a tiny family-run
museum in the hills with some
exquisite gold jewelry.

I was quite exhausted. Getting out of bed hurt a lot and took about 10 minutes, to roommate Micha’s
great distress (not to mention mine). My upper right side was not very useful and both ankles were
slightly twisted. I still was capable of riding, but only on pavement. Esteban had been leaving the

decision to me, but that evening he pronounced me unfit and I agreed. There were days of rough riding
in the dirt ahead and I knew I couldn’t do it.
On the 5th day we sadly parted, Micha, Peter and Esteban full of spirit for the road ahead, and me in the
truck headed back over the mountains to Cali, with the new and broken bike on the trailer behind.
Our road was so rough that my bike bounced
off at the first big pothole. My bruised ribs felt
every pothole during the slow trip, much of it
at walking speed due to the bumps.

Back at Motolombia in Cali, Mike the owner
kept open the slim hope that I might
recuperate and rejoin the group in a few days.
But the pain in my right side kept me from
enjoying even simple sightseeing. So I
rebooked and flew home early.
Of all times my arrival in Phila was set for that
Friday evening of the massive snow-cyclone,
and my flight was cancelled when I got to Miami. I spent a miserable night propped in an airport chair,
but several re-booking attempts during the night got me a pretty good direct flight to Phila in the
morning. Then it took about 3 hours to find my lost bag, which was sent to a different terminal. Of
course hundreds of others were still stranded and looking for luggage after the storm.
Pretty exhausted, I retrieved my car and
drove home to Ambler, looking forward to
a hot shower and long rest for my bruised
body. No such luck.
First, two downed trees were completely
blocking my driveway. Second, no electric
power or heat or running water in the
house for over a day now.

Girlfriend was away tending horses in a
barn with no power or running water. I got
a neighbor to pull-start my Stihl saw, then I
was able to clear the trees using my still
good left arm mostly. Then I dragged the Honda generator up from the basement and connected it to
the house furnace. Girlfriend returned, pull-started the generator (I could not), and the house started
warming up. Then she drove me to the Lansdale YMCA for a wonderful hot shower, then on to Lansdale
Hospital, where x-rays quickly confirmed nothing broken in ankles, ribs and shoulder.
It’s my pride that’s most hurt, in failing to manage those rough dirt roads. Slowly it came back to me that
in principle I had learned the technique in the Pine Barrens camp, where Mike trained several of us to

make those tight controlled turns, by getting our weight on the outside peg, shifting the butt that way,
and turning to look where you want the bike to go. I got real good at it. But that course was set by offset
cones in a grassy field, no real consequence if you fell or went wide. My brain simply could not map this
to the steep hills, rocks, ruts, gravel and blind curves hiding oncoming huge trucks. I have to admit to
being in a state of terror at each of those steep curves.
Esteban said, “You cannot be afraid while riding. You can only be afraid while falling”.
My plan is to attend the BMW Off-road training camp, and return to Colombia as soon as possible, to
complete that ride.
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