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The Summer Challenge 
Ian Hall 

 
 
 
 

“It is better to travel well than to arrive.” 
-The Buddha 

 
 

“That is one fucking sweet sign.” 
- Jack Sampson, on seeing the finish line at Falcon Lake 

 
 
 
 
Friday Night Van Ride 
 
Nobody knew what to expect. Each had his own private worries and hopes bound up inside. 
Riding in the van out to Virden the conversation was shallow and guarded. 
 
“If Merv and Breitkreitz could ride that forest section at night, it can’t be that technical, right?” 
said Tom Fabro, the youngest and least experienced, but perhaps strongest of the four. His 
father, the driver, looked over at the others for a reassuring response. 
 
“Every ride is different,” said Jim Adams. “No guarantees.” He didn’t look up but continued 
sewing a fresh leather strap on the aviator goggles he always wore for long rides. He had been 
through more than one ride like this one and knew better than to start creating expectations. 
Least of all for young riders. He privately worried his inch-wide, treadless road tires weren’t up 
to the task before him. Five-hundred-plus clicks of rough road and trail across Manitoba was a 
lot. He knew his legs and his mind were as ready as always, but the gravel was a new twist. He 
kept sewing, pushing the needle through the leather. 
 
Corny Phillips and Jack Sampson sat in the back row of van seats, looking south to the horizon 
where they’d be riding for the better part of 26 hours, plus likely another ten for food, water and 
sleep stops. 
 
Tom shifted in his seat. The van rolled on. 
 
Listen to Friday Night Van ride:http://grooveshark.com/s/Play+With+Fire/2DeYgS?src=5   
 

http://grooveshark.com/s/Play+With+Fire/2DeYgS?src=5
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Saturday Morning 
  
“Time to get up boys,” said Jack, drawing the motel room’s window curtains wide to let in the 
summer sunrise that always seemed too far north to a man who had spent most of his junior 
years in the tropics. 
 
“Did we sleep past the alarm?” asked Tom. 
 
“There wasn’t an alarm,” said Jim. 
 
“It’s my wife’s watch,” said Corny, looking apologetically at the others but already out of bed and 
putting on his stiff-soled riding shoes. “I thought I set it right.” 
 
Everyone packed up quietly, wheeling bikes around the oversize TV in the middle of the small 
motel room and out into the cold morning. There was no time to waste. 
 
Listen to Saturday Morning: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CVzdi22Bi0I 
 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CVzdi22Bi0I
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Supper on the Road 
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Corny Phillips was in a funk. He’d been wanting pepperoni for the last 40 kilometres, and now, 
here at the Holland Mini-Mart, he was dumbfounded. “How can they have, like, 7 kinds of olives 
and no pepperoni?”  
 
In the next aisle, Jack fumbled with a tin of smoked oysters, his hands numb from eleven hours 
of grinding down bumpy roads. He put the oysters back on the shelf, opting for a 12-pack of rice 
cakes instead. Easier to digest, he thought to himself.  
 
“There’s one more of these discounted donairs in the rack if you want one,” said Tom Fabro. He 
proudly raised a torpedo of bread and greyish-looking meat. “They don’t expire until tomorrow.” 
 
Jim frowned at him, but Tom didn’t notice. He was already picking up a jar of processed cheese 
and a quart of vegetable shortening.  The boy could eat. 
 
Listen to Supper on the Road: http://grooveshark.com/s/Black+Sail/5eFdgS?src=5  
 

 
 

http://grooveshark.com/s/Black+Sail/5eFdgS?src=5
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Prairie Night  
 
The temperature dropped and the foursome divided into pairs. Little was said as they bettered 
the 250-kilometre mark on the long, straight road to Brunkild.  
 
A transformer-like hum came from the marshy verge beside the road, millions of insects sang a 
one-note lullaby. Every now and then Jack’s headlight picked up the image of a bird startled 
awake by his and Corny’s approach and rocketing skyward like a roman candle, caught for an 
instant in the cold white light before disappearing into darkness. They moved so quickly Jack 
wasn’t sure if they were real or if his mind was playing tricks.  
 
Corny was tired and signing dixieland tunes. “Won’t you come and go with me, down that 
Mississippeeee..., we’ll take a boat to the land of dreams, something something in New 
Orleans.” 
 
The duo’s headlights skewered through a patch of fog. 
 
Above on the left the pale green crown of the aurora loomed, brightened suddenly and 
distracted Jack from his monotonous scan of the road ahead, an exercise he had now carried 
on for twenty hours.  
 
“How about that?” asked Jack, motioning at the north sky. 
 
“Huh?” Corny snapped out of his reverie. “Oh, yeah, that’s pretty nice.” 
 
Half a mile of silence passed.  
 
“Y’know, I was seeing viking ships clear as day in the pattern of your headlight beam a few 
minutes ago,” said Corny. 
 
“Twenty miles till we take a break,” said Jack. 
 
Listen to Prairie Night: 
http://grooveshark.com/s/The+Black+Angel+s+Death+Song/4eH5pf?src=5 
 

http://grooveshark.com/s/The+Black+Angel+s+Death+Song/4eH5pf?src=5
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Hunger at Daybreak 
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Jack pulled back the top of the burlap sack he used as a sleeping bag. The sun was up or 
nearly up. Brunkild was rosy and calm. Around him clothes and bike gear were strewn in the 
grass and bodies were covered with sheets like a some kind of accident scene. 
 
Even old Jim Adams who was always so proud that didn’t lay down to sleep, was flat out on the 
ground. Jack managed a half-smile at the sight. He never understood why anyone would 
choose to sleep standing up, but then Jim always preferred to lay down when he rode his 
recumbent bicycles, so maybe that was about right.  
 
The cold night and two hours of laying in the wet grass had made everyone stiff. The sounds of 
chattering teeth and the crinkle of cold nylon bike bags being packed, repacked and fastened 
filled the camp. 
 
“What’s open for breakfast?” asked Corny. “I need a Coke. Or some bacon.” Corny was a boxer, 
and wasn’t prone to taking it easy on his body. 
 
Tom looked up optimistically from packing the buddhist prayer flags he always carried with him 
on camping trips. He was hungry, having finished his tin of shortening early the last evening, 
and riding on only ditchwater and a stolen cob of corn since. 
 
“The cafe in Niverville, about 50 kilometres on,” said Jim, without emotion. 
 
“I should have bought some olives,” said Corny. 
 
A minute later the four were wobbling morning-stiff toward the rising sun. 
 
Listen to Hunger at Daybreak: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=luuE_k8EbIk 
 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=luuE_k8EbIk
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In The Forest 
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“It’s pretty much the same. Maybe a little better,” the hunter said. “But you sure you want to take 
that trail? You can get out to the highway about a mile up, you know.” 
 
The feathers of the five or six grouse strapped to his leather belt stirred in the west wind that 
had been pushing clouds over the ride route since mid-morning. 
 
“Yeah, we know. We’re staying off the highways,” said Jack. “It’s kind of a thing.”  
 
The hunter nodded comprehension and stroked his beard. 
 
Jack hoped the hunter was right that the trail got better. The four had been struggling through 
loose sand mixed with skull-sized boulders for close to two hours and they knew rain was 
coming and even an extra mile or two per hour would mean the finish would come that much 
sooner.  
 
He thanked the hunter for the chat. 
 
Saying nothing they mounted up and pedalled on. Fifty miles to go. 
 
Listen to In the Forest: http://grooveshark.com/s/Search+And+Destroy/3Og8So?src=5  
 

 

http://grooveshark.com/s/Search+And+Destroy/3Og8So?src=5
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Finish 
 
Start: about 7:20 Saturday  
Finish: about 20:50 Sunday  
Elapsed time: about 37:30 
Ride time: 24:53 
Distance: 314.75 miles (510 km) 
Avg:12.63 mph 
Max: 36.5 mph 
 
Listen to Finish: http://grooveshark.com/s/The+Passenger/4G4SCp?src=5 
 

http://grooveshark.com/s/The+Passenger/4G4SCp?src=5
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With apologies to E.H. and all writers everywhere. 
Thanks to Pete McAdams, David Newsom and Dallas Sigurdur for great riding company, to 
Steve Sloat and Lyle Wiens for saying hi, to Chuck Newsom and Donna Hall for the travel help 
and encouragement, and to Hal Loewen for setting up such a fun challenge. 
 
 
 
 
 


