THE GREAT GROUP
Dan and Lys Burden
had their dream
adventure cut short
but immediately
embarked on another
BY DAN D’AMBROSIO
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B

ikecentennial, the landmark ride
across America in 1976 that sent
4,000 riders across all or part of
the continent and launched a movement,
probably would not have happened if Dan
Burden had not fallen gravely ill late in
the summer of 1973.
At the time, Burden and his wife Lys,
together with June and Greg Siple — the
founding mothers and fathers of the
Adventure Cycling Association — were far
into an audacious ride from Alaska to Argentina to bring attention to the wonders
of bicycle travel and to just have one hell
of an adventure.
The Burdens and Siples had met,
bonded, and married through their
participation in American Youth Hostels
(AYH) in Ohio, where they had all grown
up. Hemistour, as the great adventure
spanning both North and South America
was dubbed, grew out of the smaller but
no less inspiring adventures the four had
on AYH trips.
“You’re dreaming very big,” remembered Dan of Hemistour. “You have to
reach as far as you can to acquire the
confidence of the Hemistour expedition,

Lys Burden riding in Mexico during Hemistour in 1973.

slogging for nine days in a rain forest,
never having a dry sleeping bag. You do
things you didn’t imagine you could do.
It shows what’s possible. There are no
limits. We had that belief that we could do
anything.”

Return to Washington
By July 1973, the Burdens and Siples
had ridden the length of North America
and were approaching the Isthmus of
Tehuantepec and Central America beyond. There the group paused to return
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Burden turns bright yellow
to the U.S., in part to head to Washington, down the Baja peninsula.
The first $1,000 for Bikecentennial
DC, and negotiate with National GeoThey stopped on April 3, 1973, in tiny
came from the Wally Byam Foundation.
graphic on a second article about HemisChocolate, Mexico, “just a little spot in
One of the editors at National Geographic
tour (which never materialized).
the road,” June remembered later. The
had connections there, Lys said. Byam,
The first story, “Bikepacking Across
couples set up camp for the night in the
who had founded Airstream, knew a thing
Alaska and Canada,” covered Hemistour
desert, and June came up with the name
or two about travel himself. The founfrom its start in Alaska to Missoula, Monfor the ride. They were now certain they
tana, where the Burdens
dation was formed by
were living. National
Byam’s wife and a group
Geographic had devotof Airstream executives
“YOU HEAL FASTER WHEN YOU’VE
ed a portion of its May
after his death.
1973 issue to bicycling,
“The foundation
GOT PASSION AND A SENSE OF
running a second article
was in the business of
PURPOSE. YOU CAN DO SOME
about the 1970s 10-speed
hosting foreigners, and
REMARKABLE THINGS, EVEN THOUGH
bike craze called, “Bithey knew how popular
HEPATITIS KEEPS YOUR ENERGY LOW
cycles Are Back – and
bicycling was in Europe
Booming!” (Watch for a
and other places,” Lys
FOR A YEAR.”
story about the National
said. “They knew this
Geographic story in the
would be something
April Adventure Cyclist.)
Europeans would want
would pull off Bikecentennial. When
An idea would take root among the
to do. They saw it as an opportunity to
quartet that would ride the wave of that
they reached Mexico City, Dan and Greg
help promote Europeans bicycling across
boom, first voiced after the Burdens and
created a flyer to announce the event to
the country.”
their friends and to seek support before
The trio split up after the capital visit,
Siples resumed their southward journey
flying back to Washington, DC.
with Lys heading briefly to Missoula
in mainland Mexico following a trek

Striking a heroic pose, Dan Burden surveys the wilds of the Yukon during the Hemistour expedition.
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One of the few existing photos of Dan and Lys at Bikecentennial headquarters in Missoula.

before joining Dan in their hometown of
Columbus, Ohio, to continue working on
Bikecentennial. It was about then that
Dan turned bright yellow.
“He wasn’t feeling so good,” Lys said.
“He had a pretty severe case of hepatitis.
They kept him in the hospital for four
days.”
It was actually the second time Dan
had contracted hepatitis. The first time he
was only 16 years old and had received a
tainted blood transfusion during surgery
for a tumor that had wrapped around his
heart.
“It was the size of a grapefruit,” Lys
said. “He had a 10-hour open-heart surgery. The tumor had fingers that wrapped
all around his heart.”
Now, fighting hepatitis for the second
time, Dan was told after four days in the
hospital that he could go home.
“His blood numbers were bad,” Lys
said. “They were worried it would take his
liver and he would die. They said, ‘You’re
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either going to beat it or you’re going to
die, so you can go home.’”
There was an additional caveat. Dan
Burden would have to be flat on his back
in bed for at least the next three months.
“They told him, ‘You cannot exercise,
you have to heal. You have to put all your
energy into healing,’” Lys said. “We realized Hemistour was over for us.”
Working the palletizer machine
Lys got a job at the Budweiser brewery in Westerville, Ohio, while Dan
rested at his parents’ home. Greg and
June reunited briefly in Texas to earn
money before continuing on Hemistour
later that fall.
At Budweiser, Lys spent most of her
time at the palletizer machine, which
collected six-packs coming down the
conveyor belt onto pallets for shipping.
When the machine jammed, Lys had to
hit a stop button, crawl into the machine
and straighten everything out, crawl

back out, and turn the machine back on
as quickly as possible.
“I’d have to stand there and wait until
it jammed 20 times a day,” Lys remembered. “That was the least popular job in
the whole plant.”
Another of Lys’s jobs was to collect
cans that got blasted off the conveyor
belt because they didn’t weigh the proper
amount.
“One of the things that traveling on
your bike for a year and a half will teach
you is to take it one day at a time,” Lys
said.
An expedition like Hemistour, and an
idea like Bikecentennial, also have the
power to sustain you at your lowest moments, said Dan. Imagine what it would
be like to go from a life of freedom and
adventure to a sickbed, almost overnight.
Yet Dan declined to dwell on the blow he
must have felt.
“You heal faster when you’ve got
passion and a sense of purpose,” he said.
“You can do some remarkable things,
even though hepatitis keeps your energy
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low for a year.”
The Burdens had been living in
Missoula before Hemistour while Dan
attended the University of Montana on
the G.I. Bill. Now Dan returned there with
Lys, swapping a bed at his parents’ home
for an apartment in Missoula that friends
there had arranged.
“He had to stay flat on his back, but he
could talk on his phone, so that’s what he
started doing, drumming up interest in
Bikecentennial,” Lys said.

‘We have a route’
Lys, meanwhile, was laying the
groundwork for what would become the
TransAmerica Trail, using the money she had earned and that had been
donated, along with a set of U.S. Geological Survey 250,000:1-scale topographic
maps for the basic corridor she had
identified. The maps were procured by
a Montana congressman who wanted to
help, she said.
The couple continued to draw on the
lessons of Hemistour.
“Your fate changes day by day, and
your challenges change hour by hour.
You live in the moment but you have
this vast goal,” Lys said. “Dan had to
recover. We had maps. I had money.
The plan was I was going to work on
the route. And Bill Bisbee was going to
drive.”
Bisbee, Dan’s friend, worked seasonally for the National Park Service in
Montana. He was at loose ends in the
autumn of 1973.
“He had the time and wanted to go
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The Founding Four
Dan and Lys Burden and Greg and June
Siple embarked on the adventure of a lifetime when they left Anchorage, Alaska,
bound for Argentina in 1972. Born during
that expedition, Bikecentennial was nurtured from an idea to a landmark event
to the thriving Adventure Cycling
Association of today. But none of it
would have happened without the
dreams, hard work — and a little luck —
of two couples from Ohio.
Watch for a profile of the Siples in the
May 2016 issue of Adventure Cyclist.

Left: June, Greg, Dan, and Lys on a plaza
in Mexico in 1973.

back to Montana,” Lys said. “He agreed
to drive me across the country on my
research.”
Lys and Bisbee returned to Washington for another round of visits and there
she found that a second flyer the group
had sent was finding a much wider audience than they’d anticipated.
“When we got to DC, I found the flyer
everywhere, not the original but copies
in offices we were visiting all over that
city,” Lys said. “It floored me. It was in the
hallways of the old Bureau of Outdoor
Recreation when I went to call there. I
was flabbergasted. It was an idea that
fired people’s imaginations.”
Lys had settled on the historic triangle
surrounding Williamsburg, Virginia, as
the starting point. Missoula would be the
ending point. The route west from there
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to Astoria, Oregon, had already been
established by Hemistour.
“I was well suited to the task. I could
read roads,” Lys said. “I’d been riding on
them for a year and a half. I could pick
out the least-traveled roads. We drove
across the country seeking out blue roads
that connected interesting places. Basically the route was going from interesting
place to interesting place, in as direct a
way as possible.”
Bisbee and Lys reunited with Dan in
Missoula around Thanksgiving.
“We have a route,” Lys remembered
telling her husband.
The poster that launched a movement
Over the next two and a half years,
things moved inexorably toward the
summer of 1976, when thousands of

cyclists would cross the country to
celebrate the nation’s 200th birthday. As
Dan slowly got back on his feet, the couple rented Bikecentennial’s first office
in the back portion of an apartment on
Missoula’s Spruce Street.
Next came the move to the famous
(or infamous, depending on your point
of view) headquarters in the old Belmont Hotel above Eddie’s Club on Higgins Avenue in Missoula, where office
space was often a do-it-yourself affair.
“It was essentially an old railroad
hotel above Eddie’s Club,” Dan recalled
about the gutted space. “Every time
we hired someone, we’d build another
office. We had a full-time carpenter.”
The staff cramming itself into the
space above Eddie’s grew to a maximum
of 30 with another 30 or so interns from
the university chipping in to help.
“I would say I was always the visionary, the person who would do the
inspiring when staff kept building and
building,” Dan said. “Someone had to be
the custodian of the vision. I always had
that role. Everybody else would have to
put the nitty gritty together, not something I was good at or had time for. I was
always in the lofty center of things.”
Dan also credits a Bikecentennial
poster created by Lynn Kessler, Greg’s
art school friend. Funded by a $1,500 donation from Huffy, the bicycle company
based in Dayton, Ohio (years later, Huffy
gave Bikecentennial a $60,000 grant for
new route development), the poster was
mailed around the country, serving a
critical role in Bikecentennial’s success.
Greg had recruited Kessler to play the
role he would have played himself had he
been in Missoula instead of on the road

in the wilds of South America with June.
“People picked up on the passion,”
Dan said. “We had a little money trickling in, and when I say a little, I mean a
little. The poster Lynn Kessler created
really launched the organization. As
people found the poster, they would
send $15 or whatever it was. If you get
hundreds and eventually thousands of
people sending you money, you can pay
the electric bill. Lys and I lived on food
stamps. We had no income.”
Becoming a Great Group
Looking back on the birth of Bikecentennial, Dan is reminded of a book
written by Warren Bennis, the dean of
American scholars on the subject of
leadership. In his book Organizing Genius: The Secrets of Creative Collaboration
Bennis talks about what he calls “Great
Groups.”
“When I came across the book and
read it, I realized what Bikecentennial had become. We’d become a Great
Group,” Dan said. “Bennis described
Great Groups as being a very rare
phenomenon. The examples he gave
included the Walt Disney staff that created Cinderella, the first fully animated
movie.”
Bennis described how Walt Disney
believed he could make the movie, and
his staff also believed in it and “worked
extraordinary hours not for money but
to do something that hadn’t been done
before,” Burden said.
Other examples of Great Groups cited
by Bennis include the Manhattan Project, Xerox creating the computer, and
Apple taking the computer to unimagined heights, Burden said.
“Every one of those was impossible,”
he said. “Yet in every case only about
30 people got the job done. Whether
they had money or not, the point is
nobody could stop them. That’s what
the Bikecentennial staff was. Once they
were rolling, nobody could stop them.
Nobody could convince them it couldn’t
work. As a result, we were able to create
not only an event but a new movement
in America.”
Dan D’Ambrosio worked at Bikecentennial/Adventure
Cycling from 1984 to 2003 as editor of BikeReport/
Adventure Cyclist.
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