Introduction

Your workplace may be different.  Do you tell your co-workers about your motorcycle projects?  Frankly, I was a little hesitant to tell my co-workers about my latest project.
I could see two possible reactions at the water cooler.  One reaction might be rolling their eyeballs with a sort of ‘not motorcycles again’ look.  My bike is parked outside year-round -- rain or shine.  How much would they want to listen to motorcycle stories?  A second reaction might be puzzle over spending weekends with a motorcycle when there is golf, fishing, or sports.  Where do motorcycles rank when our college town has Division I sports?
The project started when Frank Gable suggested that our state club, BMW Riders of Mississippi, recognize members who had visited all the counties in Mississippi in a year, running April to April.  The April-to-April deadline was to match our club rally.

There were actually two versions.  One version was to visit each county.  The second version was to visit each county seat.  Neither version is a cakewalk, but you can see that visiting each county seat requires slightly more logistics than a stop anywhere in the county.  To push things even further, some riders- well, me for example- thought it would be worthwhile to find and photograph the specific county courthouse in each of the county seat cities.   Cool.  The game was afoot.
Size and scope

So how big was this project?  Roughly speaking, states have fewer counties as you move from the east coast to the west coast. On the east coast, South Carolina has 120 counties and Massachusetts has 80 counties.  Moving to the west, Arizona has 15, Washington has 20, and California has 21.  The trend is only general, because Texas has the most counties of any state, at 254.

Our state, Mississippi, has 82 counties and 92 county seats.  That’s right.  Ten counties have two county seats. The most popular explanation is that travel was not easy in the early days and a single county seat was not practical for the entire county.  For example, the argument goes that with no bridge across the Tallahatchie River, there was no way for people on the east side of the county to get to the county seat during flood season to take care of business.  So the solution was to have two county seats, one on each side of the river. Maybe.  I’m not a historian.
Anyway.  Before this county seat project, my main experience at getting around my adopted state was going to our motorcycle club lunches.  In a tall, roughly rectangular state, I live about 60 percent of the way up the state on the east side. Most of the lunches are held south of me, so I had been to the central part of the state, and I had occasionally been to the coast.  I signed up for the project with the intention of getting the courthouses casually as an aside while I did other traveling.
This was bigger than what my casual plans could succeed at in two ways.   First, it was foolish to believe I could pick up courthouses while I was going somewhere else.  Sure, it worked a little.  For example, the first two courthouses were the result of an LDRiders’ (an internet email group) lunch in Alabama.  Then I got a couple because they were close by, and I had to be in the towns anyway.  And our monthly BMWROM lunches added a few more.  However, after just a few, it was clear that it would take a concerted effort to get any substantial number of courthouses.  Picking up courthouses casually wasn’t going to get them all.  There were parts of the state that I had no realistic expectation of going to without making an intentional trip specifically for courthouses.
The second foolishness was thinking I could get them all on Saturdays with home as the base.  I’m no camper so I resisted multi-day trips.  However, when it got to where the nearest courthouse was 3 hours away it was tough to argue that it made sense to ride for three hours, get a courthouse, maybe two, go home and do it again the next week.  That wouldn’t work.  The project took some multi-day trips.
It’s a family affair

It also became a family project.  My wife hadn’t ridden with me much.  She is not likely to now that this is over.  The stock seat was probably miserable when it was new.  The intervening nineteen years on the 1987 bike hasn’t made it better.  Plus, with my wife and I being, uh, fluffy enough to push the GVW, the miserable seating made it a challenge to be on the bike for any significant length of time.
Nevertheless, in the early days, on a lark, I ask her to come with me to pick up a couple of close counties.  We got lunch at a nice delicatessen, and visited a furniture store.  Naïve me thought that visiting a furniture store would not be risky on a bike.  The bike can’t carry much.  Visiting a furniture store on a bike has to be safe, right?  Argh – the store delivers!  That was an expensive trip!  Still, we had so much fun that she started going on other trips, and it turned into a joint project.

Nice outcomes of the project
Yeah, I got the pin and certificate.  They’re in my office and they’re conversation starters.  The real reward, though, was the accumulation of people-connections and history lessons about my adopted state.  These were the unexpected outcomes. They highlighted the project, and made it worth doing.  I’ll give some examples:
· Corinth, MS was celebrating its sesquicentennial on our visit, complete with residents in costume and a band.  We took our pictures with the actor costumed as the mayor circa 1870s.    
· Onward, MS is where Teddy Roosevelt wouldn’t shoot the bear, but it was the county seat of Rolling Fork, just up the road, that was having a blues festival celebrating the event just as we pulled into town. Got pictures with the actor costumed as Teddy Roosevelt.
· Belzoni, MS was named after an Italian showman, who never visited the town.  It’s also the catfish capital, and they have people-sized catfish statutes painted variously as beauty pageant winners, guys in tuxedos and as auto racers.  Took pictures with the catfish statutes.
· In Vicksburg, MS we discovered that there were 54 individuals with my last name participating in the armies during the civil war: 36 on the confederacy side, 18 on the union side.  At the battlefield, we also saw the city-class ironclad river boat Cairo, and it’s pronounced KAY-row, not like the city in Egypt.  
· Music is a big part of the state’s history, and we saw some of the history.  In the northwest part of the state, the intersection of highways 61 and 49 is where legendary bluesman Robert Johnson (born in Hazlehurst in the south central part) reportedly traded his soul to the devil in exchange for learning to play the blues. We also saw Indianola, where BB King started playing for audiences.  “Mississippi” John Hurt lived most of his life farming and playing music just north of Greenwood.  Ace Cannon is the godfather of the saxophone, and still lives in Calhoun City.

· A few dates stick in my mind, like 1927, 1636, and 1957. The Great Flood of 1927 was the impetus for the flood control system for the Mississippi River. In 1636, the French lost to the Choctaws near Ponotoc; the survivors were burned at the stake.  A guy in one small town has a couple of outstanding 1957s, one is a Bentley and the other is a Rolls.

· It was painful to look at the Katrina damage on the coast.  In addition to the horrors you’ve seen on TV, there was severe damage to historical structures like Beauvoir, where Jefferson Davis (sole president of the confederacy) spent his retirement years.
We gave ourselves over to serendipity in our rides and serendipity bred inefficiency.  Here’s an example: New Albany had a quartet singing on the courthouse lawn.  We stopped to listen, even if it meant giving up another courthouse that day.  And any nice development for dinner always took priority over another county.
Continuing our inefficiency – a trip to Memphis with the club to see the Art of the Motorcycle and do Beal Street landed us a great weekend and good company, but only a few courthouses on the way.  Another trip collected just two courthouses, but also netted a trip through the northern edge immediately post-Katrina and kept an appointment to give blood platelets at the state-centralized blood services place.
Finding courthouses and photography

Most small towns in this state have a town square, and the courthouse is frequently on the square.  Every time we left in the morning, we knew where the towns were, but we didn’t know specifically where the courthouses were in the towns.  The usual approach was to follow any signs that had an arrow and stated, ‘downtown.’   Find the downtown square and you’ve usually found the courthouse. If it wasn’t in an obvious place, I overcame my XY chromosomes and asked the next local citizen I saw.
Our objective was to take photos of the bike, the courthouses, and us. I never got good at it.  My inexperience at photography is only part of it.  In addition, my problems included that (1) most of the photos were during the day, and subject to harsh mid-day lighting.  Bright stone and dark shadows make photography difficult.  
(2) Even when we dawdled in a town, we didn’t spend huge amounts of time taking photos.  A half a dozen pictures was a luxury.  A typical process was to ride around it once, make a judgment about how to set up the camera on the tripod so that the bike and we were in the picture with the best view of the courthouse, and shoot small variations of that scene.  We chose keepers from these few pictures.  
(3) They didn’t design the courthouse, trees, and streets for my picture-taking convenience.  That pretty much makes it my problem if there’s not enough room to back up and get the entire courthouse in the picture.  It’s my problem if trees have grown up, obscuring the best view of the courthouse.  It’s my problem if the parking prevents me from getting the bike in a convenient place. 
(4) With apologies to architects, not every building will make a good photo.  
(5) It’s tough to find 92 different poses and keep it interesting.

(6) Hey, even with experience I probably wouldn’t be a good photographer. 
As I accumulated the courthouses, I stored them on a convenient web space. I’m a digital sort of a guy, so the camera is digital, and we stored the pictures and information on some web space as our filing cabinet. That made it was easy for us to track progress, but as an aside friends and family could see the photos.  The website rapidly became popular with family in other states.  They regularly asked on Mondays whether there would be any new pictures from the weekend.  Sometimes it was yes and sometimes it was no.
It’s a done deal

In the end, after 6,150 miles, the full 12 months (I told you we were inefficient), and two bikes (the ’87 lost compression for some reason not yet diagnosed, so we picked up an ’88) we pulled into the driveway after the last courthouse.   The last trip left us freezing from a late spring cold front, just before the deadline.  
It turns out that at work I didn’t need to be hesitant with my co-workers.  In fact, they were enthusiastic. Several of them had also done some traveling in our collectively adopted state, and they had also been surprised to discover worthwhile nuggets everywhere they went.  It’s not that they had intentionally expected our collectively adopted state to be dull; it was just an unknown until they got out and immersed themselves. Same with me.

Rumor has it that Frank is working on a new ride.  I promised to do some work on the house so there is no way to do this next ride, except that one location will reportedly be the Nayiah Way State Park.  Legend has it that the Choctaw nation began at Nayiah Way when their ancestors came out of the ground by way of the shallow cave there.  I’ve never been there. Hmm.

