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is prehistoric.’’
When settlers arrived in cen-

tral Nebraska not even two cen-
turies ago, they found a Platte
River that came to be described
as ‘‘a mile wide and an inch
deep.’’ Development and dams
have since thinned the flow, nar-
rowed the river, and turned ma-
ny sandbars into thickly wooded
riverbank. No good for cranes.

So it is really only in the short
stretch east and west of the Au-
dubon site, where conservation-
ists clear sandbars of growth to
offer cranes some safety against
coyotes and other dangers of the
night, where the big birds roost
today.

Cranes love the Platte River
Valley because of the food they
find here. As the sun rises and
the light gets just right, the
cranes take off, in pairs and pods,
and fly low toward the fields.

Those heading north soon
cross over Interstate 80, two rib-
bons of pavement that perfectly
intersect the north-south Central
Flyway of the birds. The inter-
state serves another kind of mi-
gration, of course, as tractor-
trailers and automobiles hurtle
between the Pacific and Atlantic
oceans. In Kearney drivers and
passengers find food and shelter
at dozens of hotels, including a
Holiday Inn Express and Hamp-
ton Inn, as well as Grandpa’s
Steakhouse, McDonald’s, and
Skeeter Barnes.

Many birds wander in corn-
fields only a few hundred feet
from this flow of east-west traffic.
Others continue to quieter cor-
ners along country roads.

Stop and park, and look out
from the car with binoculars. The
majority of cranes that pass
through the Platte region are
lesser sandhill cranes, though
some greater sandhills are found
among them.

Each lesser sandhill crane
stands 3 to 4 feet tall. Its head is
featherless, topped with a red

blaze of skin. Its long neck leads
down to a well-feathered body,
about 5 or 6 pounds when the
crane arrives from a winter
home, whether in Texas, New
Mexico, or Mexico, but a pound
or more heavier after weeks of
eating in the fields.

Each crane bobs its long beak
into the earth in search of bugs
and mice and more. Mostly,
though, their diet has shifted
with settlement, from wild grass
seed to corn. The birds eat an es-
timated 3 million pounds of un-
harvested corn each spring.

In the fields, the cranes’ con-
versation is not as constant as on
the sandbars. At times, a crane
will wander a bit from the others,
and sit. With its neck lowered the
bird has the appearance, to a per-
son passing quickly, of a cat.

It is best, if following cranes
for a day, to do as they do and
wander. 

Route 30 leads east and Route
11 north, and everywhere along
the way things answer the shift-
ing seasons. Young steers gather
around hay in the mud field of a
feed lot. Rail cars wait beneath
storage elevators. A farmer plows
a still-chilled field, readying it for
another planting of corn. In the

town of St. Paul, near noon, Ro-
tarians sit to enjoy a buffet of
chicken-fried steak at the Sweet
Shoppe.

Two sheriff ’s deputies, gray-
haired brothers who seem to
stand a mile tall, read a list of the
household items at an upcoming
farm auction and chat with a pas-
tor who tells them about an out-
door sunrise service. They all
wonder if the forecast for week-
end snow will hold. And they are
glad the next day, Friday, will
bring a bit of spring first, and a
strong south wind.

The arrival of a south wind
can tempt cranes well-enough
fed and rested. When the warm
wind rises, the birds ride ther-
mals thousands of feet into the
sky, circling, as if to say goodbye
before soaring toward the Arctic.

The next day, then, may be the
day, but first the cranes prepare
to sleep another night on the
Platte. People gather in the glori-
ous wash of dwindling light, and
chatter during the walk to the
Audubon blinds. The cranes wait
in fields near the river’s edge, and
in the blind, volunteer Rosemary
Draeger, of South Dakota, tells
about a young woman who came
a few days earlier. Her mother
had died recently.

‘‘My mom and dad used to
come every year,’’ the woman told
Draeger, ‘‘and I’m here to cele-
brate for her.’’

Dozens of volunteers from
across the country guide the
blind tours and savor the natural
rhythms of the Platte.

‘‘It is a sanctuary for people,
too,’’ says Phil Mesner, a volun-
teer for more than a decade. ‘‘It is
a safe, safe feeling.’’

The sun nears the western
edge of the big, blue sky, and
cranes appear above the river, at
first only wisps far to the north,
then in ever-growing flocks. They
sweep low and settle.

The sun burns an orange old-

er than the earth. Within min-
utes, a sandbar 30 feet across is
covered with calling cranes.

The temptation is to marvel at
the scale: Tens of thousands of
cranes carrying on an endless
journey that traverses seasons
and latitudes, linking frozen tun-
dra to Mexican marsh, and mil-
lennia past to today.

But look, there at the edge of
an almost empty sandbar, two
cranes stand face to face. One
lifts its neck with a quick call to
the other. The second crane takes

a few quick steps and jumps a
foot above the ground, wings
wide, as if to say, ‘‘Ta-da!’’

Tom Haines can be reached at
thaines@globe.com.

Settling on sandbars, awaiting a south wind
What to do
Iain Nicolson Audubon
Center at Rowe Sanctuary
44450 Elm Island Road
Gibbon, Neb.
308-468-5282
www.rowesanctuary.org
Tours to sandhill crane-viewing
blinds each March and April at
sunrise and sunset, $25.
Wings Over the Platte
Interstate 80, exit 305
Grand Island
308-382-4400
www.visitgrandisland.com/
page/251
Guided tours to blinds, $30,
and viewing platforms, $8.
Information
Nebraskaflyway.com
A comprehensive site offering
details about the migration of
cranes and millions of other
birds through central Nebraska,
with locations for unguided bird
viewing. The city of Kearney has
dozens of hotels and restau-
rants and makes a good base
camp.
Where to stay
Holiday Inn Express
508 2d Ave. South
Kearney
308-234-8100
Double room $109.
Where to eat
Grandpa’s Steakhouse
South Highway 44
Kearney
308-237-2882
Family-run restaurant serving
ribeyes and T-bone steaks, with
salad bar. Dinner $35.

If you go . . .
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Settlers described the Platte River as ‘‘a mile wide and an inch
deep.’’ Today, a 50-mile stretch is the cranes’ temporary home.
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BELLINGHAM, Wash. — Rid-
ing down a spongy, pine needle-
covered trail in the North Cas-
cade foothills, one thing was
clear: I did not want to hit a tree.
Some of the hefty hardwoods
measured as wide as doorways
and had withstood years of bat-
tering, coastal storms and, more
recently, mild assaults from
clumsy mountain bikers. 

My fellow biker babes and I
were feeling confident, however,
after three hours of skills sessions
during which we learned how to
leap over logs, pedal up steep
hills, and do wheelie drops (a
technique for clearing obstacles
or descending steep ledges). Even
more important, we had mas-
tered controlled braking, the skill
that would help ensure a safe,
Band-Aid-free descent of Gal-
braith Mountain in northwest
Washington. 

Thirty-four of us had signed
up for the Dirt Series program, a
women’s weekend mountain bike
camp in Bellingham. This roving
instruction program holds camps
throughout the Northwest, from
its home base in Whistler, British
Columbia, down to Santa Cruz,
Calif., and as far east as Park City,
Utah. 

More than 5,000 participants
have come through the program
since it launched in 2001. The
first season attracted 45 riders.
Now, the typically sold-out
camps draw 45 to 60 people
each, and there are 17 programs
on the books for this year.

Women’s mountain bike pro-
grams continue to grow. The Bos-
ton LUNA Chix Cycling Team
formed four years ago and offers
dozens of events annually, from
skills clinics to recreational rides,
to encourage more women to get
involved in the sport. Dirt Divas
in northern Vermont runs one-
week camps for girls 11 to 16 and
plans to increase the number of
one-day programs available to
women. And Colorado offers
weekend to weeklong programs
in Winter Park, Snowmass, Boul-
der, and Breckenridge, and near
Vail and Grand Junction. 

The structure of the clinics re-
mains similar, regardless of their
length. Most offer skills sessions,
nutrition and fitness talks, bike
tech information such as how to
change a flat tire or adjust your
derailleur, and trail rides where

you can put your new skills to the
test. Some, like Jen Fisher’s Over
the Bars program in Snowmass,
include a massage, a half-day
rafting trip, yoga instruction, and
a seminar in sports psychology.
All emphasize experiential learn-
ing and focus on the basics, from
how to sit on a bike to how to
brake, shift, corner, climb, and
descend, among other skills.

Many women start off moun-
tain biking the wrong way: They
buy or borrow a bike, hit the
trails with little experience, and
then often get hurt or left behind
by their fellow riders —often
well-intentioned boyfriends or
husbands whose instructions
might be, ‘‘Just do it!’’ The popu-
larity of women’s mountain bike
camps has grown, in part, be-
cause women and men have vast-
ly different learning styles. 

‘‘Anyone who tells you that
women don’t want to know how
everything works hasn’t been to a
women’s mountain bike camp,’’
says Courtney Nash, an academic
neuroscientist and an instructor
for the Dirt Series program.
‘‘Women want to pick each skill
apart and understand all the bits
and pieces, whereas men are like,
‘Oh, let’s just try it.’ ’’

Adds Dirt Series founder Can-
dace Shadley, ‘‘Women typically
want to know all the how, why,
and whats: How do I make it
work, what will happen if it does-
n’t work, why didn’t it work, and
can I do it and at what speed?’’

For that reason, virtually all
women’s mountain bike pro-
grams use a step-by-step progres-
sive approach to learning. Dur-

ing our Bellingham camp, my
intermediate group first learned
how to properly brake, getting a
feel for how to apply the right
amount of pressure on the front
and back brakes so we didn’t
skid, fishtail, or pitch over the
handlebars while descending a
hill near our practice field. Pretty
soon we could glide down in a
slow, controlled way without re-
distributing dirt along the hill-
side or popping up our back tires. 

‘‘Remember, ride, don’t slide,’’
an instructor said.

Every 50 minutes we switched
to another skill session, learning
how to do front wheel lifts to get
up curbs or ledges, bunny hops to
get over logs, and manuals for
clearing obstacles on downhill
runs.

For the learning process, it
didn’t hurt that many of us were
using women’s-specific, full-sus-
pension Rocky Mountain bikes
that came with top-notch compo-
nents and were worth $2,500 to
$4,000 each. The camp provides
bikes, mountain bike pedals, and
body armor — shin, knee, and el-
bow pads — to participants to try
for free. Even if we never tested
the durability of the body armor,
it would provide extra confidence
as we tackled often-challenging
drills. 

After a catered lunch, we put
our new skills to the test on Gal-
braith Mountain, the area’s
Mount Wachusett. We practiced
our climbs and descents while
winding through open fields of
tall grass and through densely
forested terrain where mush-
rooms and moss cling to the

trees, and rocks and roots dot the
trails. Nash, our instructor for
the ride, occasionally stopped to
give us tips or coach us one-on-
one as we tackled tricky sections.
All the while, we cheered each
other on. 

‘‘With an all-women’s camp,
there’s a lot of encouragement
and a healthy level of competi-
tion,’’ said Nash. ‘‘Not competi-
tion in a traditional way, as in
‘Oh, I can do that better than she
can,’ but in the sense [that], ‘If
she can do that, I can do that.’ ’’

At a local bicycle shop that
night, we attended sessions on
bike maintenance, gears, brakes,
and cleaning, and were properly
fitted to our own bikes. We also
learned more about our instruc-
tors. Some were passionate ama-
teur riders, whereas others had
been professional racers, like 
Lisa Sher, who was the 2002 US
National Downhill Champion
and Emily Johnston, a four-time
competitor on the National Off-
Road Bicycle Association circuit
who could do a backflip on her
bike.

Day two followed the same
structure as the first, but we pro-
gressed to more challenging
skills. We learned how to make
tight turns, do high-speed cor-
nering, and ride in a straight line,
first along a fire hose, then on top
of a 10-inch-wide plank on the
ground, and eventually along
raised boards and ramps. The
most daunting drill of all, riding
over teeter-totters or seesaws,
turned out to be much easier
than most of us expected. Soon
we were each shooting across

them like big kids in a play-
ground.

‘‘This is so much fun,’’ said 
Lori Hiebert of Calgary, Alberta.
‘‘I never would have done this
last week.’’

On that afternoon’s trail ride,
we climbed to the top of a fire
road on Galbraith and then de-
scended along the moderately
sloped Whoopsie Woodle trail,
snaking through the woods in
single file.

I was concentrating hard on
not getting too close to the rider
in front of me when we burst out
into the open with magnificent
views of Bellingham Bay and the
San Juan Islands in the distance,
the forested hills around us, and
the steep and dramatic slope that
was just inches to my left.

Startled by the views and the
scary drop-off, I clutched the
brakes hard as we crossed a big
rock slab and felt my back wheel
pitch upward. I did a perfect,
mid-air somersault on my bike
and landed on a steep grassy
slope off the trail, completely un-
scathed and buckled over laugh-
ing.

‘‘They work!’’ I said, pointing
to my scraped but intact leg
guards.

We all made it down the
mountain without another mis-
hap, nailing drops, banking
around tight corners, and even
zipping across elevated wooden
bridges and down steep, narrow
ramps. After two days everything
finally clicked.

Kari Bodnarchuk can be reached
at travelwriter@karib.us.

Women’s Mountain Bike
Camps
Dirt Series
604-905-8177
www.dirtseries.com
Two-day camps in British Co-
lumbia, Alberta, Oregon, Utah,
and California, April-September.
$275-$325, not including
lodging or most meals. 
Boston LUNA Chix
978-744-8172
www.bostonlunachix
cycling.com
One of 27 chapters nationwide;
organizes more than two dozen
free mountain bike events
throughout the year. 
Dirt Divas
Stowe, Vt.
802-760-9744
www.girlsmovemountains.org
Holds one-day clinics at Stowe
Mountain Resort on June 28,
July 19, and Aug. 16. $30.
Bikes provided. 
Women’s Wrench and Ride
Bike Clinic
Sugarbush Resort
Warren, Vt. 
800-537-8427
www.sugarbush.com
Two-day clinics include in-
struction, bike mechanic ses-
sions, some meals, and lift
tickets, July 25-26, Sept. 19-
20, $350. 
Vail Mountain Bike Camps
Fruita and Eagle, Colo.
970-470-3431
www.vailmountainbike
camps.com
Former pro mountain bike racer
Mia Stockdale hosts Maverick
Women’s Weekends May 8-10
and Oct. 2-4 (Fruita) and June
13-14 (Eagle), $225-$275. 
Bike Babes Mountain Bike
Getaway
Breckenridge, Colo.
970-453-4060
www.babesintheback
country.com
Women’s Wilderness Institute
Boulder, Colo.
303-938-9191
www.womenswilderness.org
Whistler’s Women’s Night
Whistler, B.C.
866-218-9690 
www.whistlerbike.com
Runs instructional rides in the
lift-served Whistler Mountain
Bike Park June 22-Sept. 7. 

If you go . . . What women want from mountain biking
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Instructor Tanya Allen, left, is a former New Zealand national team member. Janice Fraser attempts an elevated course.
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