






CHAPTER 6: 
Riding Variables

I wouldn’t recommend riding at night if you’re a 

beginner. Other motorists can’t see you as well. 

Dusk is the worst time to ride because people’s eyes are 

adjusting from daylight to headlights. So if you have to 

ride at night, be extra careful and make the following 

adjustments:

 a Ride more slowly, especially on winding 

roads;

 a Make sure to use your headlight;

 a Keep an eye on the road surface; it’s more 

diffi cult at night to see a patch of sand or a 

pothole;

 a Leave more distance between you and the 

vehicle in front of you so you’ll have more 

time to react;

 a Wear a clean, clear face shield without 

scratches, not a dark or marred one; dirt and 

imperfections can make two headlights look 

like four.
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Riding in wet conditions requires extra care as well. 

Wear rain gear and slow down. When it rains the water 

brings the oil in the pavement to the surface and the 

road gets slippery. I recommend trying to avoid riding 

in the rain if you can, especially if you’re a beginner. But 

I realize that’s not always possible. So just be careful. 

In wet weather, the road often is slipperiest right after 

the rain starts. After a while, the rain will wash the oil 

off the road. But even then traction isn’t as good as it 

is on dry pavement. 

If the rain gets too strong, find shelter somewhere, 

anywhere—in an indoor heated parking lot, say, or at 

least under a freeway overpass. Don’t try to continue 

riding. And if the rain turns to hail, find somewhere 

to go inside if you can; just park or leave your bike 

and get out of harm’s way as best you can until the 

storm passes. 

Wind, too, can be hazardous. Gusty wind is the 

worst. You may have to lean a bit into the wind to 

maintain your position. Keep your motorcycle on 

the side of the lane that the wind is coming from. 

Brace yourself for sudden gusts and be ready to 

react appropriately.

If you’re a new rider, try to avoid inclement weather 

conditions if possible. Avoid heavy traffic, too. Practice 

in a parking lot. That’s probably where the instructors 

in your motorcycle course will teach you. Even though 
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I’m an experienced rider, I like to avoid busy roads. I 

get out west of Calgary, near Springbank, and hit the 

country lanes there.

 Whether you’re a new rider or an experienced rider, busy 

roads can seem like one of those arcade games where 

you’re faced with trying to avoid all sorts of hazards 

as you drive. There are a lot of cars around and a lot 

of people, and many of them may not be aware of the 

motorcyclist approaching from the left or right. And 

then suddenly you’re on them, and they’re on you; they 

signal and, thinking they’re in the clear, turn out in front 

of you—and there’s an accident.

But even back roads have their share of hazards. In rural 

or suburban areas, animals can pose a danger. The biggest 

problem is domestic animals, especially dogs. Most seem 

to have an urge to chase motorcycles. Those that don’t 

might blunder into your path. 

Don’t let an animal distract you and cause an accident. 

Here are some tips for handling encounters of the furry 

kind:

1.	 Slow down well before you reach the animal;

2.	 Do not—repeat do not—kick at the animal;

3.	 Speed up just before reaching the animal; if 

it’s a dog that seems intent on intercepting 

you, you’ll throw off its timing;
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4.	 Don’t worry so much about the deer you do 

see; look out for the deer you don’t: its mate. 

They often travel in pairs.

Hitting a deer with a motorcycle is a tough way to 

put venison on the table, so stay alert. I make sure I 

can see the open road and everything ahead of me, 

watching out not only for the occasional deer in the 

road but also for potholes and pieces of blown-out 

tire and cars or trucks that may be coming out of 

intersections or highways.

Sometimes the road surface itself can be a hazard. Try to 

avoid poor road conditions such as broken or damaged 

pavement and stay on roadways that are clear and free 

of debris. Unfortunately, that’s not always possible. 

In Alberta, the weather’s hard on roads. They crack 

and have potholes. It’s not the same as in Vancouver. 

In Alberta our extreme and variable weather condi-

tions--dry heat, dry winters, hail and heavy rains—tend 

to break up the asphalt. 

Road construction is another concern. If a road is a 

poor condition or under construction, avoid it if you 

can. These days, a simple Google Maps search will show 

which roads are under construction or heavy with traffic. 

Use this to your advantage and plan trips accordingly, 

skirting problem areas. 
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And, finally, passing can be cause for concern—in any 

conditions. Be methodical about going around another 

vehicle. Follow these steps:

aa Time passing the vehicle in front of you so 

that you begin the process when you’re about 

two seconds behind it;

aa Position yourself in the left side of your lane;

aa Check for oncoming traffic to make sure 

you have enough room to pass safely. Don’t 

even think about attempting to overtake the 

vehicle in front of you if there’s a corner or 

blind curve coming up;

aa Check your mirrors;

aa Check over your shoulder to make sure 

nobody’s in your blind spot;

aa Move into the left or oncoming lane and 

proceed to pass the vehicle in front of you, 

getting by it as quickly and safely as possible 

without exceeding the speed limit. If it’s 

a slow-moving truck you’re passing, you 

may want to shift down a gear so you can 

accelerate more rapidly as you go around it;

aa Signal your intention to return to the right-

hand lane once you’re clear of the vehicle 

you’re passing;
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aa Check over your shoulder to make sure 

there’s enough room between you and the 

vehicle; sometimes a motorist will speed up 

as you’re overtaking him or her, but most 

drivers will respect your right to pass and 

allow you to do so unchallenged;

aa Return to your lane, cancel your signal, and 

proceed with care.

You can find more information on how to handle 

difficult situations from the previously mentioned 

Alberta government-published booklet on safe riding. 

The government in Alberta also maintains a helpful 

website called saferoads.com. I recommend checking 

it out. 

Number two, you hit gravel in a blind corner. You’re 

out riding the twisties when seemingly without warning, 

you round the corner to find a patch of sand and gravel, 

leaves, poo, whatever, in your path. You put your front 

tire in it and you wipe out. Be careful of this with the 

winters here in Alberta. In the spring time we tend to 

have a lot of gravel on the roadway until the roads are 

cleaned.
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top ten common cauSeS oF motorcycle 

accidents (from Wes Silver’s rideapart.com)

1. a car or truck turns left in front of the 
motorcyclist because the driver fails to see it 
or misjudges its speed. Be aware of inattention, 
distraction, blind spots and the tendency of 
drivers to see only other cars;

2. the motorcyclist hits gravel or other debris on a 
blind curve and wipes out. Be especially careful of 
this in the springtime in Alberta, when the roads are 
full of gravel and other debris deposited by winter 
weather. Or simply avoid the roads in Calgary until 
after the city cleans them;

3. the motorcyclist takes a corner or curve too 
fast and wipes out. Ride only as fast as you can 
see and use visual clues like telephone poles 
and signs to judge the direction of a road as it 
disappears over a blind crest;

4. a car changes lanes into the motorcyclist. Be 
aware of other motorists’ blind spots and spend 
as little time in them as possible. Only if you catch 
a driver’s eyes in his side-view mirror should you 
assume they can see you;

5. a car hits the motorcyclist from behind at a stop 
sign, crosswalk, or intersection. Use stationary 
cars as your crumple zone. Pull in front of a car that’s 
already stopped at the intersection, if there is one. 
Then wave nicely and rest easy knowing you’re 

cushioned from impact;
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6. the motorcyclist’s trailing buddy fails to stop 
and hits him from behind. Ride in staggered 
formation to clear everyone’s line of sight and 
keep the bikes out of line with one another so 
temporary inattention won’t cause a collision. Or 
ride alone, like I do;

7. the motorcyclist locks the front brake. You 
see a deer, grab a fi stful of the front brake and 
the next thing you know you’re lying on the 
ground watching your bike cartwheel down the 
road. Learn your front brake. Practice using it; 
It’s the most powerful and diffi cult-to-master 
component of your motorcycle;

8. a parked motorist opens the door of his or 
her car or truck. Nathan No Look swings his 
door wide open right in front of you. Never ride 
between an active traffi c lane and parked cars.

9. the road becomes slippery. It starts to rain. 
The pavement turns unfriendly. Don’t panic. 
Good tires will surprise you with how well they 
do in wet or snowy conditions. Just slow down 
and don’t make sudden moves that might 
compromise your traction; 

10. the motorcyclist is under the infl uence 
of alcohol. Don’t. Drink. And. Ride. Period. 
Alcohol is a factor in half of the world’s bike 
wrecks. Stay away from it on days you ride.



CHAPTER 7: 
The Buddy Factor

Inclement weather, hazardous road conditions, inat-

tentive motorists and unpredictable animals aren’t the 

only variables you’ll fi nd yourself dealing with as a bike 

rider. In this chapter I’ll address other challenging situa-

tions you’re likely to encounter astride your motorcycle 

and suggest some ways of handling them.

riding in groups

Before going on a group ride, make sure all the members 

agree on two or three hand signals--let’s stop, need gas, 

I’m hungry—and a few rules for the group.

During the ride:

 a Space yourselves two seconds apart from one 

another, in a staggered formation.

 a Stay in a coherent group. Breaking up is easy 

when riding in groups of more than four, but 

that ends up confusing members of the group 

and other motorists.
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aa Wait in pairs at a stoplight or stop sign.

aa Pass other vehicles individually, not in pairs 

or groups.

Carrying a passenger

In my years of riding a bike, I was taught in my motor-

cycle class, it’s not a good idea to have a passenger. I’ve 

never had a passenger on the back of my motorcycle, 

even though I have the ability to carry one with an extra 

little seat and foot pegs on the back of the bike for a 

rear passenger. It’s foreseeable that people are going to 

have passengers on their bikes. I don’t recommend it, 

but at the end of the day, I’m not here to live your life. 

If you feel comfortable having your girlfriend or your 

wife or your kid on the back of the bike, that’s your 

choice, but if you’re going to have a passenger, I think 

it’s important to highlight important facts that I think 

are important to make the riding experience fun for 

both you and your passenger.

Carrying a passenger

It’s always nice to have company, but putting extra 

weight on the motorcycle will affect handling. 

When carrying a passenger:

aa Adjust your suspension and tire pressure to 

compensate for the added weight. Check 
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your owner’s manual for appropriate 

specifications.

aa Ask your passenger to mount the bike from 

the same side every time and to warn you 

before climbing on.

aa Require your passenger to wear protective 

gear of a quality equal to yours. If you just 

picked up your girlfriend down at the lake 

and she’s wearing her bikini and flip-flops, 

help her find something more substantial 

to put on before riding. Otherwise you’re 

endangering both of you.

aa Don’t let a passenger wear shoelaces or loose 

pant legs that might catch on the rear wheel 

or chain parts. Rubber soles, too, are ill 

advised; they can melt and make a mess.

aa Show the passenger the hot parts of the bike, 

such as the header pipes and muffler, and 

caution him or her against coming in contact 

with these. 

aa Instruct your passenger to hold onto your 

waist or hips and ask him or her to lean 

forward slightly when you leave from a stop 

or accelerate along a highway.

aa Give yourself more time to brake. With the added 

weight of a passenger, slowing down takes longer. 

Remember that and take it into account.
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aa Have your passenger brace him- or herself 

firmly against your waist and lean back 

slightly when braking so there’s no sudden 

forward shifting of that person’s weight.

aa Advise your passenger not to lean to one side 

or another unless you do. You don’t want 

the person behind you hanging on the bike 

at 30 degrees for no reason; that affects the 

steering. But when you lean going around 

a corner, your passenger should lean as 

well. Instruct him or her to look over your 

shoulder in the direction of the turn when 

you’re going through a corner. That will put 

the passenger’s weight where you want it.

One more thing, and this is important: 

Riding with other people, you might be tempted to drink. 

Don’t. 

You shouldn’t have any alcohol at all before riding a 

bike. If you’re going with your buddies to the bar or 

decide to stop at a roadside bar and grill during a long 

ride, stick to coffee, soda pop or water. Do not have 

even one beer. One easily can turn into two or three, 

and before you know it you’re getting back on your bike 

with diminished faculties and slower reaction times. It 

can be a challenge to control a motorcycle under the 

best of conditions. Under the influence of even a little 
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alcohol, it can be dangerous. Not only are you a danger 

to yourself, but you are also a danger to other cars or 

pedestrians on the roadway.

Stay away from drugs, too. Even over-the-counter med-

ications like Tylenol or Advil could affect your ability 

to operate a motorcycle. If you’re on a prescription 

medication, make sure there are no side effects that might 

impair your ability to control your bike. And definitely 

don’t operate a motorcycle after consuming illegal street 

drugs like marijuana, cocaine or heroin.

Riding with other people in your ear

A lot of people want the Bluetooth experience while 

riding a bike. They have a Bluetooth device attached to 

their helmets. 

We’re living in a time of information and digital gadgets. 

We can contact anybody we want. We can get informa-

tion within seconds. It’s all at our fingertips. 

I like to just to go out there and enjoy the riding expe-

rience without all that. Indeed, one of the reasons I ride 

is to get away, to be free of the demands on my time, 

attention and senses that otherwise inform my days. 

But even if you don’t mind being plugged in while riding, 

you might want to consider its potential for distraction. 

I don’t recommend riding with Bluetooth because it can 
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interfere with your ability to focus on the road. But if 

you feel you need a Bluetooth device attached to your 

helmet so that you can have phone conversations while 

riding, be aware of how it can affect your ability to be 

in the moment and concentrate and use it safely. Pull 

off the road if you feel you have to take a call, exchange 

texts with someone or Google something.

Also be aware that listening to music also is potentially 

distracting. Many bigger bikes, including some Har-

ley-Davidson cruisers, come equipped radios and CD 

players. If you have one of these and like to listen to 

tunes while riding, that’s fine; by all means, you should 

enjoy the amenities and special features of your bike. 

But take extra care to be cognizant of your surroundings 

if you listen to music while riding. 

And no matter what, keep within the speed limit. 

Distractions caused by riding with others or Bluetooth 

technology or music tend to divert a rider’s attention 

from the speedometer; it’s easy to end up going too fast 

or too slow. Neither is good.

If you must exceed the speed limit—generally I don’t 

recommend doing so, but I realize that sometimes a 

rider might have to give it the gas to get out of harm’s 

way—then stay within 10 kilometers of the speed limit. 

Do not zigzag in and out of traffic. It’s dangerous. It also 

creates an image that motorcycle riders are irresponsible. 

You may cause an accident, injuring yourself or others. 
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Be responsible. Remember: You individually represent 

all motorcycle riders in the eyes of other motorists who 

don’t have bikes. 

Again, the road is there to be shared by all of us. With 

Alberta winters the way they are, car and truck drivers 

won’t see many motorcyclists then; the roads are too 

snowy. But every year with the arrival of spring, bikes 

will join the human pageant on our highways and 

byways, and the need for all of us to be aware of and 

respect one another’s right to the road becomes even 

more critical. 

So look twice and save a life. 





CHAPTER 8: 
Off  the Beaten Path

The Pacifi c Coast Highway in California becomes 

a snake as it winds through the mountains and 

canyons outside Los Angeles and turns into Mulholland 

Highway. We call it “the twisties.” The road there curves 

back and forth so many times and often so sharply that 

it can be dangerous; there are about 300 motorcycle acci-

dents a year on the snake of the Mulholland Highway 

in the canyon area. 

But this lush and breathtaking ride continues calling like 

a siren song to untold numbers of motorcyclists. The 

risks, such as they are, can be managed and minimized 

if you ride responsibly. And, oh, the rewards!

There’s nothing like getting on your bike and getting 

off the beaten path. It’s one of the greater wonders 

of owning a motorcycle, and it’s surprisingly easy to 

do. The world is full of rides such as the snake in the 

Santa Monica mountains, and I’ve had the pleasure of 

experiencing some of them.
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Here are a few:

The Pacific Coast and Mulholland Highways 
near Los Angeles

A buddy of mine and I rented bikes from a shop in 

Hollywood. It was a good deal. 

We asked the guy we were renting from if the ride was 

dangerous. He answered bluntly. The guys that have 

accidents are idiots, he told us. They’re taking turns too 

quick. They’re not aware. He said most of the accidents 

happen when a rider hits a blind curve too fast. That 

registered with us right away. Don’t go crazy on the 

snake. You can go fast, but be sure to maintain firm 

control of your bike.

It was a Friday morning when we headed out. The day 

was quite hot: 104 degrees, the dry heat of the canyons. 

Along the way, we stopped at the Rock Star. It’s a well-

known restaurant and stopping area for motorcyclists 

around there—an old establishment run by a married 

couple. We grabbed lunch. I probably should’ve gotten 

the burgers and fries, but I ordered a ham-and-cheese 

sandwich with lettuce and tomato, on brown bread. It 

cost $9 though I could have made it at home for fifty 

cents. And it was the only thing I didn’t like about that 

whole day. Even the experience of the restaurant was 

enjoyable, the ordinary food notwithstanding. The place 
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was straight out of the 1960s. We chatted with some 

other motorcyclists. 

I recommend stopping there. It’s a little rundown, but 

it’s an original. They’ve got a lot of photos on the walls. 

It wasn’t busy the day we went, but I’ve heard that as 

many as 500 riders can be found there on a Saturday 

or a Sunday afternoon. It’s an institution.

By the time my buddy and I finished our ride that day, it 

was 5 p.m. We were exhausted. But what a day that was. 

And what a ride.

I’ve done twisties before, but these were kind of hard. If 

you don’t have a lot of riding skills, don’t hit the snake. 

There’s a lot of up and down, but I’d do it again. It was 

absolutely beautiful.

If you’re not into the hitting the canyons, just rent a 

bike and go up and down the Pacific Coast Highway. 

See Malibu. Go down to Venice Beach. Hit Huntington 

Beach. Then come back to L.A. It’s a long day but worth 

every minute. 

My ride there has had a lasting effect on my life.

Calgary to Cochrane

I’ve ridden extensively through Calgary. I grew up in this 

city. I know the roads well. If I have to get somewhere, 

I know the quickest way. 
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A good ride is to go out from Calgary to Cochrane. 

There’s a famous ice cream shop called MacKay’s out 

there. Just take Highway 1 westbound to Highway 22 

and head out to Cochrane.

Calgary to Kananaskis

Take Highway 1 and get off into the twisties. It’s a great 

ride. Just be careful on those curves—and with the wind.

Calgary to Banff

It’s always enjoyable to head out to Banff. Like the road 

to Kananaskis, it gets kind of windy on the outskirts of 

Calgary, just before you hit the Rocky Mountains, but 

if you’re aware of that and account for it, you’ll be fine.

Medellin, Colombia, to Cali, Colombia

I went to Medellin, Colombia, to visit a friend and decided 

to make a side trip to the coffee region of Cali, Colombia. I 

arranged the ride through a company called Motolombia. 

I rode a BMW 1200GS, and we did a little adventure ride 

on pavement and a couple dirt roads. I enjoyed it. 

Rides I’d like to take include:

Namibia, Africa

This one’s popular. A friend of mine did it and really enjoyed 

it. Check out the website http://ride2roam.com/.
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Vietnam

There are a number of popular riding areas here, and the 

landscape, ranging from coastlines to craggy mountains 

shrouded in mist, are breathtaking. Visit the website 

http://mototoursasia.com/motorbike-tours/vietnam.
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The South of France and the Cote d’Azur

Rent a bike and enjoy the French Riviera.

If you don’t have the time or money to ride abroad, 

explore Alberta; you’ll find many good rides. A lot of 

people hit Invermere-Revelstoke. 

In mid-August, Blackfoot Motor Sports does an annual 

Calgary-to-Nelson rally. You go from Calgary to Creston, 

B.C., to Nelson, a great ride. I haven’t done it, but one 

day I will.

Other enjoyable Alberta rides are Grand Prairie to 

Jasper; Chip Lake to Nordegg; Edmonton to Thunder 

Lake and Barrhead. In the Banff area, head out to Lake 

Louise and ride from there to Jasper. That’s a spectacular 

part of the country.

There’s also Calgary to Waterton; Edmonton to Dorothy; 

Bow Island to Coat Trail, which is a good day’s ride and 

quite enjoyable; and, in Wainwright, Dinosaur Provincial 

Park. Dinosaur Park is pretty famous. 

And, finally, if you ride from Calgary to Cochrane, you 

can go on north to Drayton Valley. 

Getting on the road with other people who ride and 

stopping for lunch and enjoying the Alberta roadways 

is an experience like no other. The social aspect of riding 

with friends and other companions is fantastic. A lot of 

motorcycle groups in the Calgary area take a day ride 
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from Calgary south to Longview, which is just west 

of High River. That ride covers a distance of about 84 

kilometers. It’s a good one.

Please feel free email me with information about your 

own favorite rides across Alberta or Canada at large.

One of the great joys of riding a motorcycle is getting 

off the beaten path and enjoying all the scenery you 

can’t take in if you’re driving a car or truck. We live in 

the beautiful province of Alberta, and we’re right next 

to British Columbia, so rather than just cruising up and 

down the streets of Calgary, get out on the open road. 

Go and enjoy, ride alone, ride with buddies, join a riding 

group. See the part of the world we all live in and share.

FIVe heLpFuL open road-rIdInG WeBSIteS

 a bestbiking.com

 a motorcycleroads.com

 a bestbikingroads.com

 a expertvagabond.com

 a openroadjourney.com





CHAPTER 9:
 Accidents and Your Rights

I’ve been practicing personal injury law in Alberta 

for almost 16 years now. The last thing I want to see 

someone in my offi ce who’s been injured in a motorcycle 

accident. If with this book I can help just one person 

avoid an accident, then I’ve accomplished what I wanted. 

But accidents do happen, our best efforts to avoid 

them notwithstanding. So here are some tips if you fi nd 

yourself involved in a crash:

1. Call 9-1-1. Alert the police. If someone’s 

injured, request an ambulance. And if 

there’s a fi re or a chance that one might 

occur, request the fi re department. 

2. Wait for the police, ambulance or 

fi refi ghters to arrive.

3. Get the names and contact information of 

the other drivers involved in the accident. 

4. Get the names and numbers of 

independent witnesses. 
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5.	 Take photos of the scene and the vehicles.

6.	 Preserve evidence such as your bike, 

helmet and the clothes you were wearing.

7.	 Seek medical treatment if you’ve been 

injured. Go see your doctor or go to the 

hospital or a walk-in medical clinic. There 

are many of them in Calgary and Alberta. 

If the doctor recommends treatment, 

go for physiotherapy, treatment by a 

chiropractor or massage. Follow up with 

your insurance company. You’re entitled 

to Section B benefits from your auto-

motorcycle insurance company of up to 

$50,000 for medical treatment. Not only 

do these benefits cover physiotherapy and 

chiropractic, but they also cover massage 

and acupuncture. Get the Section B forms 

from your insurance company and submit 

them within the requisite  

30 day time period.

8.	 Contact any private medical benefit 

provider you may have, such as Great-

West Life or Sun Life. Let them know that 

you’ve been injured in an accident so they 

can help you get the proper treatment and 

medication you need.

9.	 Call a lawyer if you decide to pursue 

a claim. He or she will advise you of 
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your legal rights. Make sure you get a 

lawyer who’s familiar with motorcycle 

accidents. Not all accidents are the same. 

Often there are liability issues unique to 

motorcyclist accidents. 

It’s important to know that the lawyer representing you 

will spend the time and money to properly advocate for 

you. Get an experienced lawyer who knows your legal 

rights and knows how the court system works so you 

can get the compensation you deserve.

The types of compensation you can get in Alberta 

include:

aa General damages, which are awarded to 

compensate you for pain and suffering;

aa Loss of income, for missing time at work 

because of your injuries; 

aa Loss of future income or loss of opportunity/

earning capacity, for injuries expected to 

affect your ability to work in the future;

aa Special damages, for out-of-pocket expenses 

not reimbursed to you by your insurance 

company or private medical-protection plan;

aa Past and future loss of housekeeping, for 

impaired ability to do chores such as cooking, 

cleaning and laundry; and




