
Travels with Willie

Itching to Travel
It’s all about perspective

By Willie Weir

What about health issues and diseases? I get that
question more than most bicycle travelers.
Perhaps it is due to my habit of bicycling in
countries or continents that rarely wind up on

the "Ten best places to bicycle list" — India, Africa, Bosnia,
Albania, Mexico. Most people who inquire at the presenta-
tions I give around the country want to know which was the
worst. In which of these countries did I cry out to the heav-

ens in a feverish trance, begging to be rescued from the liv-
ing hell I was experiencing? 

I look out at the crowd and see expectant faces — young
adventurers looking for those places on earth that will test
their travel chops, as well as spouses ready to lean over after
I’ve given my answer and whisper, "I told you we should
never plan a trip there." 

With no need for exhaustive research or the rereading of
all my journals, I can matter-of-factly state that Canada wins
the prize hands down. Yep. That ominous, mysterious and
dangerous country to the north. But before you scratch it off
your trip list, let me explain. 

It was the spring of ‘88, and an announcement for a fam-
ily reunion dropped onto the floor through the rusty mail
slot of my sparsely furnished Seattle apartment. The event
was scheduled for early August, in New York state. Now,

most people would head for the newspaper looking for air-
line deals. But as only members of the Adventure Cycling
Association can truly understand, I saw this as the perfect
opportunity to take the summer off from my less-than-stel-
lar acting career, cycle all the way across Canada, and drop
down through the New England states to New York, just in
time to party with relatives (most of whom I’d never met in
my life). 

I put all my possessions in a friend’s spare closet, gave
notice to my nosy, but kind and gentle, landlord, and soon
pedaled off on my Univega Gran Tourismo toward Vancou-
ver, British Columbia. 

Everything was rolling along splendidly — long, beauti-
ful days in the saddle; Banff, Jasper, Lake Louise, the Yel-
lowhead Highway through Alberta and the endless wheat
fields of Saskatchewan. Then I hit Ontario and black flies.
They descended upon me in swarms, clouds, battalions and

mobs. The rest of Canada celebrated the
bug-less June, for each and every black fly
in all 11 provinces was attracted to me. I lit-
erally dove into one roadside bar seeking
refuge from the onslaught at three in the
afternoon. As I wiped the blood off my legs
from the scores of bites, I asked the bar-
tender when was the peak of black fly sea-
son. 

He nonchalantly glanced at his watch,
and in deadpan delivery answered, "Right
about now." 

In the following days, I began to feel
weaker. Was it possibly the loss of blood? I
stumbled out of my tent at a provincial park,
scratching my head, and felt dozens of
bumps. How could it be? I’d been wearing a
hat and a helmet. I stumbled into the bath-
room and looked in the mirror and gasped. I
was covered, head to foot, in red bumps. I
pictured the National Enquirer headline,
“US Man Dies From Six Million Killer
Canadian Black Fly Bites.” 

Summoning up the energy to pedal to the
nearest city, Thunder Bay, I found a hospital
with an emergency room. 

The intern examined me, held his clip board against his
chest and said, "I wish I could tell you that your were suf-
fering from something more exotic, but you, my friend,
have the worst case of chicken pox I’ve ever seen." 

Oh great. My epic bicycle journey across Canada was
over. Stopped dead in its tire tracks by a childhood virus.
You can tell impressive tales of surviving typhoid in India,
sleeping sickness in Africa, malaria in Central America …
but the chicken pox in Canada? That’s not adventure, that’s
comedy. 

But let me tell you, when chicken pox hits you as an
adult, it packs a Joe Louis punch that can take months to get
over, and can leave you sterile to boot. 

The question remained, where did I pick up the chicken
pox? The doctor told me the gestation period was about
three weeks. I flipped back in my journal and called a child-

What’s
worse than
being eaten

alive by
black flies in

Canada?
Contracting
chicken pox
on top of it.
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hood friend of mine who had ended up as a pastor in a
church in Edmonton, Alberta. 

"Hey Steve." 
"Willie. Didn’t expect to hear from you so soon. Why

are you calling from the road?" 
"I was just wondering. Do any of the kids at your church

have the chicken pox?" 
"Yeah. About a half dozen of them do. How did you

know?" 
"Oh. You know how some folks channel ancient war-

riors? I’m channeling childhood diseases." 
"You’ve got the chicken pox? Now that’s funny." 
I hung up on him.  
I pictured all the kind folks who had taken me in from

Edmonton to Thunder Bay. "Typhoid Mary" now had a
cycling compatriot — "Chicken Pox Willie." 

Once I got the go ahead from the hospital, I purchased a
one-way plane ticket, boxed up my bike, and flew to Elmi-
ra, New York, where the reunion was to be held. 

I cannot begin to summon up words to describe the
intensity of itching that comes from the combination of the
chicken pox and six million black fly bites. My Uncle Joe
actually used a paint roller to apply calamine lotion to my
entire body. I looked like a leprosy victim who had been
dipped in Pepto Bismol. 

Night after endless night I lay motionless in bed and
with every ounce of my being I fought the urge to scratch.
To give in to this primal need would secure me a new nick-
name — Scarface. There is nothing quite so exhausting as
not doing something.   

Miraculously, about a week and a half later, I was feel-
ing better. The scabs were dropping off like so much dan-
druff and Uncle Joe retired the paint roller. I could fly back
and continue my trip, if only I had money. I was completely
broke. 

My big brother Jeff came to the rescue. Before I could
even muster up the words to ask him, he said over the
phone, "Here’s my VISA card number and the expiration
date, get yourself a plane ticket back to Thunder Bay.
You’ve got the rest of Canada to pedal across." 

Almost two weeks after I had pedaled into Thunder Bay
to the hospital, I once again pedaled from the airport into
the city limits. 

But I was not in high spirits. 
I still itched. I’d lost a half a month of travel time to a

comedic virus and I was pedaling into a stiff headwind. 
"This sucks! Life sucks! Bicycles, black flies and …" 
My rant was cut short by the fixed gaze of a man whose

face I instantly knew, but whom I’d never had the honor to
meet. 

It was Terry Fox. I stared up at the bronze statue of the
Canadian hero who had lost a leg to cancer and had set out
to run across Canada to raise money and awareness for can-
cer research. He began in Newfoundland in April 12, 1980,
averaging nearly 40 kilometers each day. He collapsed in
Thunder Bay on September 1. That’s as far as he got. He
died a few months later.

It was one of those moments that instantly puts head-
winds, chicken pox, black flies and life into perspective. I
pedaled out of Thunder Bay toward Nova Scotia, a humbled
and forever thankful traveler.    ●

Willie Weir is a columnist for Adventure Cyclist. More informa-
tion about his journeys and his lectures/performances can be
found at www.willieweir.com.

Adventure Cyclist • June 2000


