Bob Davenport (under the
yellow arrow) stands on the
capitol steps in 1966 with
his first coast-to-coast-group.
Above, in a less formal pose
many crossings later, he relaxes
on a mound of sleeping bags.

Bob Davenport
and Wandering
Wheels
by Dan D’Ambrosio

Bob Davenport has always been able to rely
on his athletic ability and iron self-discipline.
It has taken him across America on a bicycle
forty-two times, as well as around the world.
In 2008, when he turns seventy-five
years old, it will take him across the country
one last time he says, with his good friend
Frank Coburn, who will be eighty-one years
old for the ride. Coburn has already ridden
across the country three times himself on
trips run by Wandering Wheels, the tour
company Davenport founded in 1966.
“I don’t know whether he can keep up,”
Coburn said recently of his upcoming crossing with Davenport. He was kidding, of
course.
Bob Davenport has always not only
kept up, he has led — on bike tours, on football teams, and in life.
His athletic talent took the six-foot,
210-pound Davenport to UCLA in 1952,
where he starred as a fullback on the Bruins
football team from 1953 to 1955, including

a 1954 season in which the team went 9-0
and was ranked Number 1 in the UPI football poll.
Davenport, number twenty-seven on a
single-wing power offense, was named a firstteam All-American in 1954 and 1955, and
was a two-time MVP of the Rose Bowl. He
was inducted into the UCLA Athletic Hall
of Fame in 1985, just two years after it was
established in 1983.
In addition to being one of the big men
on campus at UCLA, Davenport was a
Methodist youth leader.
“When I started becoming pretty popular, all the preachers wanted me to talk to
their kids,” Davenport said. “Basically I tried
to put muscle on the bones of the church so
young jocks wouldn’t have to think if you
went to church you were a sissy.”
Soon Davenport was addressing packed
school auditoriums and churches all over
California and the surrounding area, speaking professionally at commencements and

other events.
In 1956, Davenport headed north to
Winnipeg to play professional football in the
Canadian league. After he sustained serious
injuries to both of his knees he drifted back
south to Upland, Indiana, where he took a
job coaching football at Taylor University, a
Christian liberal arts school.
“I went there with the idea to coach for
a year or two,” Davenport said. “I hadn’t
been trained as a coach. But it was a small
school where you wouldn’t have to knock
anyone dead.”
Davenport began his eleven-year run as
head coach of the Taylor Trojans — ironically, the same name as UCLA’s arch rival,
USC — in 1958 as the youngest head football coach in America at twenty-four years
old.
“I was kind of a hotshot, I was driving
50,000 miles a year coaching, teaching, and
speaking,” said Davenport. “Over the course
of ten or twelve years doing this, I got

burned out. I couldn’t look at another group
of three or four thousand kids all dressed in
coats and ties.”
Davenport’s faith was not flagging. But
the coach was longing for a more meaningful way to relate to the kids who were look-

Milestone.

The next year, Davenport bought fifteen bicycles.
He wasn’t a bicyclist, but the Schwinn
Varsity had just come out, sparking the first
10-speed rage. A kid at camp at Winona
Lake in northern Indiana had a Varsity.

Davenport poses before the 2004 version of Wandering Wheels.

ing to him for guidance. In 1963, on his way
back to Upland from a speaking engagement
in St. Louis, Davenport hit the wall.
“I said ‘I’m done, I can’t do it anymore.
I have to find some other way to communicate,’” remembers Davenport.

Davenport took it for a spin.
“When I came back, the idea hit me like
a ton of bricks,” Davenport said. “What
would happen if I took a bunch of boys on a
1,000-mile bike trip? In 1964, no one was
doing things on bicycles. 1,000 miles on a
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bike was unheard of back then.”
Davenport didn’t buy just any old bikes.
He bought fifteen Bobets from a distributor
in Detroit. Louis Bobet was the first great
French racer in the post-war period, winning
the Tour De France three times in a row,
from 1953 to 1955 — by strange coincidence, the same years Davenport was tearing
up the gridiron in southern California. Bobet
was in fact the first rider to ever win the tour
three years in a row.
The bike, Davenport said, was the
“cat’s meow.”
“They cost me $125 each,” he said.
“Back then they were classy compared to
what was on the market. No one had heard
of fifteen speeds. These were lugged frames
and pretty snazzy.”
Davenport made the trip to Detroit
with an old trailer to pick up his Bobets,
guessing at the sizes he would need.
“I wound up recruiting fifteen boys
from the Midwest, from moms and dads
who were tired of their fifteen-year-old
shenanigans,” said Davenport of the trip that
was the precursor of Wandering Wheels.
“One mother said to me, ‘Bring him back
changed or dead.’”
Davenport took his ragtag group to the
headwaters of the Mississippi River at Lake
Itasca in Minnesota and rode down the river
1,000 miles.
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Hey, Jim. How come
you always have all the
cool gear?

The Coach and the President.

Davenport meets LBJ at a White House ceremony.

said Davenport.
The mother who had requested her son
come back “changed or dead” sent
Davenport a letter after the trip saying, “I’m

Fred’s right. Where are
you getting all this stuff?

not sure how to thank you, but my son
thanked me for the first time in his life for
washing his clothes.”
The kid had changed. And Davenport

It’s simple guys. All you have to do is look in Adventure Cycling’s
Cyclosource catalog. It’s all there. There’s an online version at
www.adventurecycling.org/store. And you can phone (800) 721-8719.
I’ve got my cell phone. I’m going to order new jerseys for you guys right now.
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“I didn’t know what I was doing,” said
Davenport, who bought a 1947 Chevy
flatbed pickup with a bad valve to sag the trip.
While Davenport rode with the boys, an
assistant drove the truck.
“As we were coming down the
Mississippi, we never knew where we would
stay night to night,” Davenport said. “We
were like a Grapes of Wrath group coming
down the highway.”
The ride was tough and dangerous. It
provided “everything I wanted to see happen
to a kid.” It was a trial by fire, with hunger, a
lot of sweat, and perhaps even a few tears —
as much a simulation of war as you could get
yourself into, said Davenport.
The boys were changed, for the better.
That was obvious at mealtime.
“When I said, ‘Okay guys, we are going
to thank the Almighty for the food,’ you’ve
never seen heads bowed so sincerely,”
Davenport said.
And the boys’ appetites were something
to behold as well.
“They were like a bunch of sled dogs,”
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Bob in Missoula. Bob’s cross-country tours
have brought him through Missoula several
times. On three occasions, we made portraits.
1985

1993

had found a whole new way to reach out to
young people. But once was enough as far as
he was concerned. “Never again,” he decided. But it would happen again.
“Before long the phone started ringing
off the hook,” Davenport said. “Parents all
over the Midwest were calling to say, ‘We
heard about what you do, and we want to
send our kids along.’”
In 1965, Davenport led a trip from
Indiana into Michigan, Ohio, West
Virginia, and “a little bit of Pennsylvania.” In
1966 he launched his first coast-to-coast
run, from San Francisco to Washington,
DC, and the Atlantic Ocean at Rehoboth
Beach, Delaware. In every major city that
Davenport and his band of cyclists passed
through, they received national press.
“Anymore it’s no big deal (to ride
across the country) but back there in ‘66, we
were almost like aliens stumbling into town,
fifteen-year-old kids out doing superhuman
stuff,” Davenport said.
By 1969, Davenport’s coaching days
were over. Wandering Wheels became his
full-time vocation. He had drawn heavily on

PHOTOS BY GREG SIPLE

1996

50

ADVENTURE CYCLIST

MARCH

2007

ADVENTURECYCLING.ORG

Taylor University students for his trips and
continued to serve America’s youth. Three
of his own four children rode across country
with him.
But, by the late 1980s, things had
changed. Wandering Wheels grew up.
“We started out with high-school and
college riders; now we get mostly adults,”
said Sue Savidge, who has been Davenport’s
secretary since 1961 when she was hired by
the athletic department at Taylor.
Savidge followed Davenport to
Wandering Wheels and has been with him
ever since, serving as treasurer of the nonprofit tour company as well as secretary.
“We can’t get the younger riders. They
lost interest in bicycling and have many
other options,” Savidge said. “Our average
age is fifty-five to sixty.”
This year, Wandering Wheels offered a
January trip from Cocoa Beach to Key West,
Florida. In March the company’s sixtyfourth crossing of the country, from
Carlsbad, California, to Brunswick, Georgia,
hits the road, sagged as always, and will stop
at night in small churches across the coun-

try, many of which have hosted Wandering
Wheels groups for decades.
In June, a Border-to-Border ride from
Mobile, Alabama, to Lake Michigan will utilize portions of the new Underground
Railroad Bicycle Route from Adventure
Cycling.
Along with Janeach, his wife of sixteen
years, and an ace mechanic by all accounts,
Davenport has settled into the twilight of his
remarkable career as a messenger for both
God and the life-changing experience riding
a bicycle across the country can be.
Davenport, however, is no evangelist.
“I’m just a good old liberal Methodist,”
said Davenport. “I’m not out to get the
world converted.”
Davenport’s clientele, who call him
“Coach” and return year after year to ride
with the man they consider to be a friend
and mentor, say his message is subtle.
“He’s a spiritual guy, and he tries to
reflect that with a devotional speech before
we ride,” said Dean Welch, who with his
wife Judy has been on many Wandering
Wheels tours, including three times across
the country. “He believes in God, but he has
a really soft touch. He’s not jamming it
down anybody’s throat.”
John Ruckman, seventy-eight, took his
first cross-country tour with Wandering
Wheels in 2000 and has since done another
one, plus a Border to Border, a trip along the
California coast and four Key West trips.
He’s planning to join the Fall Breakaway
tour this year.
Like so many others, Ruckman considers the Davenports close personal friends.
“Everything they do is good,” he said.
“I miss them when I’m not with them.”
That’s why most of the people who
know him don’t believe Wandering Wheels
will go on without Davenport once he
decides to hang up his riding shoes.
“To be honest, I want to see it end with
Bob saying ‘Okay, this is it,’” said Savidge,
sixty-seven, his friend and coworker for
forty-six years. “I feel Wandering Wheels
was a vision God gave to him. I don’t know
that it has to go on for eternity.”
Dan D’Ambrosio is a regular contributor to
Adventure Cyclist. He lives in Milford, Connecticut,
with his wife Alice.
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