Motorcycles
by G. Michael Clark

I am a fifty-year-old father of two, a corporate vice president, and a motorcyclist.
Let’s get one thing clear right off the bat:  I am not one of those mid-life crisis executives who trots his custom-painted chopper out of the garage once a week for a quick spin out to the countryside and back, all the while fearful that a stray pebble might fly up and ding my chrome.  Nor am I one of those tattooed, black leathered, hell-raising bikers who terrorize ordinary citizens simply by their chain-rattling presence, outlaws who consider it a feat of motorcycling prowess to make it to the next biker bar without falling over.  
Even though you might think that these two groups -- the mid-lifes and the outlaws -- are totally different, they have one thing in common: they all favor Harley Davidsons.  This means that if they have to go somewhere that is more than two hours away, they put their motorcycles on a trailer and pull the trailer behind a truck.  It’s a simple health concern:  to ride a Harley continuously for more than 2 hours is to risk death by lethal vibration.
I guess I should allow those guys to lay claim to their own version of motorcycling, but as far as I am concerned, I am different.  I am a real motorcyclist.  I ride everywhere, sometimes for 10 or 12 hours at a stretch, under all kinds of weather conditions, on all sorts of road surfaces.  What is more, I commute from my suburban Houston home to my downtown office on a 900 pound, 1800cc behemoth of a touring motorcycle.  It is a 55-mile round trip and with rare exception, I do this every working day, rain or shine.  
Furthermore, I do this in Houston, where we treat our highways like racetracks.  In Houston it is possible to be tooling down the freeway at 75mph and get passed by a cop who is not in a hurry.  Riding a motorcycle here is dangerous and thrilling.
Yes, I am a real motorcyclist.  Most people seem to regard me as special.  Or maybe special is the wrong word -- crazy, possibly, or a little stupid.  However I am described, there is no question that I am a novelty in most circles.
At our corporate headquarters our CEO introduces me to visiting bigwigs by saying “This is Mike, our Human Resources VP.  He rides a motorcycle to work.”  Then everybody in the room looks at me as if I’m either crazy, or a little stupid.
At our factory, I get introduced to employees with “This is Mike, he’s our motorcycle-riding vice president.”  The incongruity causes the workers to look at me as if they have just seen their first train-robbing octopus.  The two terms just don’t go together, but they still look at me as if I am crazy, or a little stupid.
I experience this special regard almost everywhere I go, and some of it is your fault.  
C’mon, you know what I’m talking about. When you first learn that the person you’re talking to rides a motorcycle, what do you do?  Do you say “Wow, that’s great, what kind of bike?”  No, you don’t.  
When you first learn you’re talking to a motorcyclist, you instantly feel compelled to tell him about the worst motorcycle wreck you ever saw.  If you’ve never seen one, then you tell him about the worst wreck you ever heard about.  
So let’s turn the tables on you for just a moment:
If you had just told me you drive an SUV, would you mind if I started telling you about the last rollover I saw?  (Of course you’d mind, that’s a very unsettling image.)
Or if you told me your car is one of those low-slung two-seater roadsters, would it be okay if I mentioned how likely it is that you’ll be decapitated if you ever rear-end a pickup truck?  (Yuck….)
But this never happens, does it?  Nobody ever mentions stuff like that to you.  Somehow the dangers of four-wheeled vehicles aren’t worth talking about, but motorcycles – well that’s a different story.  We motorcyclists are presumed to be crazy, or a little stupid.
The drive-time traffic reporters are the worst at perpetuating this bizarre double standard.

They say, “There’s a personal injury accident INVOLVING A MOTORCYCLE on the Katy Freeway….”  Their tone implies, “Gee whiz, that guy on the motorcycle must be crazy, or a little stupid.”  
Of course the reporters never say, “There’s a personal injury accident INVOLVING A RUSTED OUT ‘63 CHEVY LOWRIDER on the Katy Freeway….”

Oh well.  I guess it’s okay if you continue to regard us real motorcyclists as crazy, or a little stupid.  But could you lay off the motorcycle wreck stories?  That would be great.

Then again, maybe I should just get used to it.   I can’t stop riding, it’s just too much fun.  When I’m flying down the road with the wind blowing the scenery by in a blur, when I can feel the machine underneath me responding to every subtle movement of my body, when I am deep into a 60mph lean on a long curve in a flat road, when I know that any second now, a stray armadillo could send me crashing to the hard, cold Earth, I feel…

…well, crazy.  And a little stupid.
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