We had two fantastic Fall days to have our 2013 Troop 537 bike-hike weekend!  On Saturday, 11/9 we met at Briarwood Baptist Church, packed up the gear and bikes along with 18 Scouts and 6 Adults (complete roster at the end of report), and headed to beautiful Hard Labor Creek State Park in Rutledge, Georgia.  The weather was sunny and cold in the morning, but it quickly warmed up to pleasant temperatures for biking (mid 60’s or so).   We then unloaded the gear and bikes, set up our tents, changed into our bike clothes, and ate our sack lunches.  After lunch, the adults went through a preliminary bike check with each scout in preparation for our Saturday ride.  This included checking the wheels, brakes, tire pressure, seat height, gear shifters, and making sure the chain and drive train were ready.  Secondly we talked about our route, important bike safety rules (helmets required!), and rules of the road (and trail for the mountain bike crew).  We then split into our separate groups consisting of those who would be doing to 10-mile road bike loop with Dr. Byrne, Mr., Evelyn, and Mr. Phillips and those who would be doing the trail ride with Mr. Mulkey and Mr. Bowden. 
 
The trail ride was a new option for the cycling merit badge, and we had 13 Scouts who participated in this part of the adventure!  The weather as well as the fall the colors were spectacular throughout the Park and along the country back roads (for the road bike ride) and along the meandering blue trail through the beautiful Piedmont forest (for the mountain bikers).  The trail ride initially consisted of frequent stops to make sure everyone's bike was working properly and that the scouts were learning to stay geared low for the sudden and frequent ups and downs of the trail.  The boys showed a great deal of improvement during the roughly 2 hour trail ride.  We also had to make a few adjustments and mechanical repairs along the way that required some improvising, but Mr. Mulkey and Mr. Bowden were able to make it work.  By the end of the ride, the stops became less frequent.  The Georgia back country afforded a spectacular setting for a Fall trail ride, and upon finishing at the parking lot, the group decided to ride bikes the remaining 2 miles back to the campground on the road, rather than in cars. 
 
While spinning wheels and troublesome trees requiring quick turns kept the dirt flying along the backcountry trails, the other crew which followed along the tranquil country paved roads had an equally wonderful yet different form of excitement. Our team's numbers being few were in great contrast to the big country around us, a huge blue sky dotted with puffy clouds and a horizon of rolling pasture dotted with lowing cattle. Making steady progress single file along the road like Marco Polo's caravan seeking the riches of the orient, the road warriors carried on a casual conversation reminiscent of every early exploring team: how good hot chocolate would be right now; who brought the Snickers; can you guess this song; can we stop now; and when is it downhill? After each scout got his wind, figured out his best pace is directly related to the use of gears, and quit thinking about food, the road team made easy work of the road miles. The scouts stopped occasionally for water breaks, photos, and to pet a kitty, but didn't stop to confront two overly enthusiastic dogs who also were thinking about food. On the Saturday run, Dr. Byrne took the lead, with Mr. Phillips encouraging the lads from the middle and Mr. Evelyn taking the rear, perhaps hoping to scoop up any dropped chocolates. For the Sunday ride along the same route, Dr. Byrne could not join us so Mr. Phillips steered the column to another successful ride, while Mr. Evelyn glided behind. On the last leg of the second day, one of our own was heard to exclaim, "I can't wait to do this again."
I bet Marco Polo never said that.
 
After a great day of biking on Saturday, the next item was supper.  Two of the Patrols cooked hamburgers, while the third Patrol made a fantastic Chili dinner.  The Patrol leaders (J. Byrne, C. Jensen, and W. Evelyn) did a fantastic job of making sure their Patrols stayed on task with Cooking and Cleanup.  With the darkness quickly approaching, the cleaning crew did their thing, and we then settled down around the campfire.  Many of the Scouts stretched out in their hammocks, which were suspended at various locations among the trees.   Some of the boys played cards at the pavilion.  It’s amazing how much we don’t really need T.V. for entertainment.  The adults sat around the fire patiently waiting for the 9:00 hour, the unwritten and unofficial time to get in the tent and call it a day.  Meanwhile, the Booth Bros. and several of the other Scouts kept the fire going until about 11 pm, then turned in for the night.
On Sunday morning, we woke up to the smell of sausage, eggs, and hash browns cooking!  I actually woke to the sound of young scouts laughing and giggling at 5:00 a.m.  However, at about 6:45, we dragged out of our tents to find two Dutch ovens over a bed of coals on the fire, while  W.Evelyn's Patrol was busy making breakfast tacos.  We packed up all of the gear (except the tents) while breakfast was cooking in the Dutch ovens.  The tents were left up in order to dry out during our bike ride.  After waiting patiently for the mountain man breakfasts to cook,  we gathered our patrol in the pavilion for breakfast.  And it was worth the wait.  The Mountain Man breakfast turned out perfect, with a layer of cheese, eggs, and potatoes with sizzling sausage throughout each spoonful.  This was the best breakfast we have had in quite awhile!  We were very impressed with the skills of our Patrol Cooks J. Byrne and H.Tripp. And we would definitely need the energy for today's bike ride.    
After Breakfast, we gathered all the Scouts with their Bikes, and went over the basic pre-ride checks.  The road bike crew departed while the trail riders stayed to clean their chains and do a few more basic checks.  The trail bikers decided to ride bikes to the trail head (about 2 miles).  Shortly after departing, the trail riders caught up to the road bikers, and helped a couple of the scouts with a few initial mechanical issues.  The road riders then headed to the State Park headquarters general store for souvenirs and such while the trail riders pushed on to the Trail Head.  It's amazing how much everyone improved with just 1 day of trail riding.  We informed the group that the stops would be less frequent in order to keep a steady pace.  Since today was Sunday, the trail rules required that we ride in the opposite direction.  This insures that all trail riders are biking in the same direction (either clockwise or counterclockwise) to avoid head on collisions.   And once again, we had another great day of riding through the back country woods of the Georgia Piedmont.  The overall trail ride took about 1.5 hours and covered about 4 trail miles and 4 road miles (to and from the campground).  Both days will count toward requirement 7 if the cycling merit badge.  Stay tuned for more rides that will be planned to meet  requirement 7, which includes:
 
Road:  2-10 miles rides, 2-15 mile rides, 2-25 mile rides, 1-50 mile ride.
Trail:  2-2 miles rides, 2-5 miles rides, 2-10 miles rides, 1-22 mile ride.  
Many thanks to Dave Mulkey, Rob Byrne, Bill Evelyn, Robert Phillips, and Geof Gilland  for providing their fantastic Adult leadership and support! Mr. Gilland, in addition, was kind enough to come to camp on Sunday and cook the entire expedition a great lunch of campfire hotdogs, a real treat for the scouts. The other adults were impressed that Mr. Gilland did not burn the food. Thanks to H. Booth for the Fantastic job of Senior Patrol Leader!  And, thanks to Mr. Evelyn for contributing to this trip report!
By the way, “Bike-hike” is a hyphenated term that we believe simply means a hike with a bike as the primary means of transport. All scouts and adults on this trip participated in the bike hike (no one stayed in camp), and there was no conventional hiking on foot (except to push the bicycles up hills when required!)
