
By Valerie Schafer
was driving down a rural Montana
road when the news report first crack-
led through that New York’s World
Trade Center twin towers had fallen.

My coworkers — many of whom had
never left North Dakota or Montana in
their lives — couldn’t comprehend the
reality of what had just happened. As I
tried to envision the the ensuing mayhem
that must be going on, my mind was flood-
ed with memories of my times in New
York City: subway rides, shopping in the
Village, the wonder I felt looking up at
those tall buildings, and what had become
our family tradition for several years, riding
in Bike New York: The Great Five
Borough Bike Tour.

The Great Five Borough Bike Tour,
one of the biggest cycling tours in
America, takes place in New York City
every May and benefits the Recycle a
Bicycle program and the Traffic Safety for

New York program. The tour proceeds
along a forty-two-mile route through all
five boroughs of New York: Manhattan,
the Bronx, Queens, Brooklyn, and Staten
Island. It began in 1976, but our family
began riding almost twenty years later, in
1994. To me, the city and the tour are
inseparable.

As a teenager, my parents divorced
and my dad re-discovered a latent love of
bicycling. I suspect it was his way to com-
pensate for his loss. He became a nut about
it (from my teenage point of view), com-
muting to work by bike and filling up his
time by biking centuries every weekend. It
didn’t take long before he decided to take
us on a big family ride, bringing me, my
younger brother Jon, my first sweetheart
Matt, and my good friend and fellow bike-
nut Loren, to New York City for The
Great Five Borough Bike Tour — a first
for us all. 

In my sullen teenage years, I just
hated doing anything my dad thought was
cool. (And of course, it only takes a matter
of time for you to grow up and realize how
cool your parents actually are.) The first
two years, I hemmed and hawed and
wheezed my way through that ride, excited
about the excuse to take a trip to New
York City from the suburbs of Northern
Virginia, but ultimately less-than-thrilled
about the bike tour itself. Or at least I made
a big show of it. 

Still, I was out of shape and struggled
through the ride each year, looking for-
ward to it like a dentist appointment. The
forty-two miles seemed endless and unre-
lenting. I took every rest stop that I could,
stretching it out for as long as I could. I
remember an especially poignant moment
biking up the Verrazano Narrows Bridge
— my teenage nightmare — out of breath
and losing it, ready to pull over to the side
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really were, in my mind or in reality. 
Then, a few years later in the spring of

2004, a funny thing happened. I got a call
from Loren. He’s a career officer for the
Navy now, flying helicopters and he was
getting sent to Iraq. Before he went, he
said, why don’t we do The Great Five
Borough Bike Tour again? A month later,
against all odds, and with some consider-
able planning, we managed to pool our
resources and arrange our schedules for a
reunion tour: Salsa Shark 2004!

It would be my first trip to New York
in years, and my first time seeing Loren
since high school. We met Loren’s friends
and family in Northern Virginia and drove
up all together, virtually strangers again,
united by our memories, the bike tour, and
New York City. 

The tour was the same as ever — the
hectic traffic stops in lower Manhattan, the
tranquil tour through Central Park, the
gentle hecklers in Harlem, and the families
that line the streets through the neighbor-
hoods, cheering us on. Dad made an updat-
ed version of the Springfield Salsa Shark
logo and new air-streamed foam-board
shark fins. And of course, the dreaded
Verrazano Narrows Bridge was still there. 

The tour hadn’t changed much…but
I had changed. I felt blessed the whole
weekend: glad to spend time with my dad,
more appreciative of the city after 9/11,
and, best of all, in better shape! I breezed
through the tour, I actually passed up rest
stops, and when I hit the infamous
Verrazano Narrows Bridge, the most
intimidating challenge of my youth, I just
shifted down, put on my game face … and
did it! No problem.

Cycling through the fog. Cyclists cross the Verrazano Narrows Bridge while on The Great Five Borough Bike Tour. 
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and walk my bike. Loren was biking next
to me, coaching me, encouraging me, urg-
ing me on, and finally putting his hand on
the back of my seat and actually pushing
me until I made it to the top. 

The tour goes through all walks of
New York, and in a way, it’s like going
through all walks of America itself. Starting
out on the tip of southern Manhattan at
Battery Park, the tour proceeds through
posh Manhattan and the impressive
Avenue of the Americas, until giving way
to Harlem and then the working class
neighborhoods of the Bronx, Queens, and
Brooklyn before the terrifying Verrazano
Narrows Bridge takes cyclists over to
Staten Island, a quiet, almost bucolic area. 

Crossing bridges and looping through
neighborhoods, biking in the center of
interstate highways, cyclists truly take over
the streets of New York. In 2004, Mayor
Bloomberg started the tour with a spine-
tingling cry of “Today, the streets of New
York are yours!” It has the exciting group-

feel of a peaceful, family-oriented Critical
Mass protest ride, only so big that the
entire group of cyclists in the tour is more
than half the size of the city I lived in 2004
— Missoula, Montana, population:
60,000.

Our family really took the ride on as
our own, creating our own mascot and cos-
tumes. We were the Springfield Salsa
Sharks, a reference to Springfield, Virginia
(the town we grew up in) and a line from
the Kevin Smith movie Clerks (where a
broken glass chip in a jar of salsa was com-
pared to a shark fin) . We duct-taped foam-
board shark fins onto our helmets (they
are quite aerodynamic, by the way) and
Dad created logos and personalized T-
shirts using iron-ons printed in his inkjet
printer. It became our tradition, our tour,
our ride, our city.

The ‘Sharks’ (for short) continued to
ride Bike New York every May for three
years, looking forward to the end of school

as the time when we would take the big
trip to New York, until it gradually faded
away. I went away to college, and then my
brother went far, far away to college. The
distances suddenly seemed too great. We
became adults with jobs and lives and
became too busy to make the annual jour-
ney to the Big Apple. 

Then the towers fell. My dad must
have had the same thoughts that I did,
remembering our family’s experiences in
New York, because that night he emailed
us all a picture he uncovered of our first
bike tour. There we were, Jon looking like
just a little kid and me in my funky teenage
years and dyed hair with fellow Sharks
Loren and Matt, standing proudly in front
of the World Trade Center the day before
the tour. The picture brought back such
memories of my wonder and excitement at
being in the Big Apple for the first time.
And there’s just no way to tell from those
pictures how damned big those buildings

The experience had come full circle,
bringing together a dedicated crew of peo-
ple for whom the tour had come to mean
so much more than just bicycling. I know
Loren appreciated everyone coming
together before he shipped out. I personal-
ly appreciated the nostalgia of doing the
tour again. And Dad could finally share
with me what I had resisted so much
before. 

The diversity of cyclotouring is amaz-
ing. From long expanses of open country
all by your lonesome to the crush and
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excitement of 32,000 riders packed into a
few city blocks. From thousands of miles
to a handful, you can do it all. Together,
we are building a new generation of cycling
enthusiasts that will carry it on. And they
will outgrow that sullen teenage phase, I
promise.  

Valerie Schafer lives, bikes, and works in Portland,
Oregon. She looks forward to tackling (and conquer-
ing!) Portland’s bridges this summer in the Providence
Bridge Pedal tour. She can be reached by email at vidi
gal3@msn.com.


