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Bob Rogers

A Bicycle
Built for Testing
Relationships
by Gena Kittner

Bob and Claire Rogerses’ first pass into Tibet, during their “In Search of Shangri-La” trip, in 2009.

“There’s a great opportunity for
disagreement,” Boyd admits. “A tandem [bike] is a marriage accelerator.
Whatever way your marriage is going
[a tandem] will get you there faster—
up or down.”
Boyd, who, with his wife Judy Allison, founded the Tandem Club of
America in 1976, says tandem biking is
becoming more widely known.
“I think the thing that makes it
continue to grow in popularity is that
it’s almost unique—something you
can do with somebody you like, and
when it goes really well it’s a very special feeling,” Boyd says. “I see no reason why the sport shouldn’t continue
to grow.”

The Riders
In Tucson, the couples behind the
double set of handlebars are young
and old, riding both recreationally and
competitively.
There are retired couples, like the
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Van Renterghems of Oro Valley, who,
in their 80s, have ridden recreationally for decades and still log about 100
miles a week on their tandem.
You also have Bob and Claire Rogers, of Tucson, who have spent more
than 20 years together tandem cycling,
covering more than 42,000 miles while
touring most continents.
And there are competitive couples,
like Paul Thomas, 48, and Noreen Tary,
51, of Tucson, who have won the famed
El Tour de Tucson five of the last six
years, in the mixed tandem category
(one male, one female rider). Thomas
also has ridden in the Paralympic Nationals as the captain (person in front)
and eyes for a blind cyclist.
“It’s different,” Thomas explains,
of riding a tandem versus a single bike,
“like driving an 18-wheeler versus a
Mazda Miata. You don’t stand up as
easily, you can’t move around as much
as you normally would.”
Thomas calls El Tour de Tucson

“the granddaddy of them all.” He and
his wife start training in September,
riding once a week, with two big rides
of 100 miles or more on the weekends.
Every year there are the same struggles
to get back in sync after months off the
tandem, but “every year it works out,”
Thomas says. “Two weeks before El
Tour everything starts working.”
If the two riders aren’t
in sync, “the outcome is like
playing tug-of-war, instead.
Really, what we’ve perfected
is treating the bike as a unit,”
says Thomas. “You kind of
turn it into an art form to be
good at it. It really is fun to
go fast at the high speeds.
But what’s really beautiful
is when you get the flow of
everything down.” That is
“magical.”
Creating that magic
seems to be the common
thread among tandem riders, plus the desire of active
couples to be active together. Because they all agree:
tandem riding requires the
commitment of both riders.
“Unless you’re both into
it 100 percent it’s not going
to work,” Bob Rogers says.
Paul Thomas and Noreen Tary, of
Tucson, competed in the 2016 El Tour de
Tucson perimeter bicycling event.

“Togetherness is what it’s about. The
challenges are worth working out to
make it worthwhile.”

The Learning Curve
In tandem cycling, the captain is in
charge of steering, while the person in
back (the stoker) provides the power.
For the Rogerses, it’s easier to talk

MarathonFoto

T

he sport has been called “the relationship accelerator” and
the “divorce machine.” One enthusiast even equated it to sex.
“When it’s great and when it clicks, it’s really, really something special,” says Malcolm Boyd of Sedona, talking about tandem
cycling—a recreational sport with a strong following in Tucson.
The flip side to this potentially exhilarating cycling experience,
however, is riding many, many miles for many, many hours, only
inches from your partner, at times navigating busy streets and
stressful situations.

while riding on a tandem as opposed
to individual bikes. It can be a good
relationship builder … or destroyer,”
Claire Rogers says.
And there’s definitely a learning
curve, they say. Depending on where
you’re cycling, the captain is constantly
negotiating cars, turns, starting, and
stopping, which can be a challenge,
considering the tandem can reach
more than 50 miles per hour going
downhill. Bob and Claire, 73 and 53,
respectively, have been around the
world on their tandem. They’ve ridden
the highest pass in India at 18,380 feet
and suffered through bad roads in the
jungles of Laos, where “we pushed (the
bike) a lot,” Bob says. They’ve even explored China’s Silk Road and Southeast
Asia. (And because Bob and Claire are
longtime, frequent DesertLeaf contributors, their travel adventures have often been published in this magazine.)
“People are very enchanted by it,”
Claire says of the response they’ve
gotten in foreign countries, regarding their tandem bike, which they
named Zippy. It’s almost like their
bike has taken on a personality of its
own. Strangers have guarded it, and it
once spent the night in a meat locker.
Through all their travels “the bike has

always been safe,” Claire says.
The two came to tandem cycling as
many couples do: one was a seasoned
cycler, and the other wasn’t. In this
case, Claire was the less-experienced
cyclist, and by cycling on a tandem
with Bob, she was able to keep up during group rides.
Eventually they came to enjoy tandem cycling more than cycling alone,
and it wasn’t long before they were negotiating six-lane traffic circles alongside motorbikes in Saigon.
In looking back, the Rogerses say
their cycling travels wouldn’t have
happened if not on a tandem.
“Doing it together has been central
to our lives,” Bob says. “We wouldn’t
have done it without the tandem.”

Tandem Club of America
After becoming tandem riders in
the 1970s, Boyd and Allison realized
that bike maintenance was a huge part
of the sport, and few people really
understood what was involved. That’s
when they founded the Tandem Club
of America and began publishing a bimonthly newsletter, DoubleTalk.
Tandem bikes were very fragile,
initially, says Boyd. “The first tour
continued on page 68
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we rode was 1,600 miles; we broke
17 spokes in the course of that. [The
newsletter] helped people understand
how to deal with the bikes—specifically, how to keep them running,.” In
additional to the technical, the newsletter often discussed the mystique of
tandem riding, adds Boyd.
Since the 70s, local tandem clubs
have popped up, organizing many tandem-only rides and events. About 25
active tandem clubs exist in the United
States today, says Boyd. The sport has
even branched out to include off-road
tandems, he adds.

Communication

Bob Rogers

“[My wife and I] quickly saw that
after about the first 50 miles [of riding tandem] … this could be a good
thing,” says Boyd. “We found that after
a couple of years, we did all the communicating through the pedals.”
The Van Renterghems have long
perfected their own ways to communi-

Rudy and Kay Van Renterghem, of Oro Valley, ride their custom-built carbon-fiber tandem bicycle about three times a week.

cate while on the tandem. When they
used to do longer day or week trips
in cities they didn’t know, the couple
would pin point-by-point directions to
the back of captain Rudy Van Renterghem’s shirt and stoker Kay Van Renterghem would reference them to tell
him when to make a right or left.
The couple always have cycled,
especially with their three boys when
they were growing up. “We had bikes
all over our garage,” Kay remembers.
But as a couple their frustration
was one many soon-to-be tandem riders experience: “We rode [bikes] at
A man admires Zippy in Beijing at the beginning of
Bob and Claire Rogerses’ Silk Road journey in 2005.
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different paces,” says Rudy, who is
originally from Bruges, Belgium. For
their 20th wedding anniversary he
decided “let’s put a stop to this,” and
came home with a tandem bike.
In total they’ve ridden more than
250,000 miles in tandem, as measured by
their cyclometer. The couple are now on
tandem number five. “I think it’s our last
tandem,” Rudy says of their custom-built
carbon-fiber cycle while making a joke referencing their age. They’ve cycled about
45,000 miles on it in the last 14 years. The
couple ride three times a week on their
tandem, and Rudy then rides another
three days on his racing bike.
“I’ve never had to diet because I

bicycle it off,” Kay says.
The couple have ridden in 30 US
states and into Mexico and Canada,
but say one of their favorite local
places is Catalina State Park. However,
in the Tucson area, “if there’s a paved
road, we ride on it,” Rudy says.
They’ve ridden through rain, hail,
mud, and blistering heat. Kay’s only
requirement when they used to do the
longer tours was, at the end of the day,
“a good meal, a good night’s sleep, and
a good bottle of wine.”
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Gena Kittner is a local freelance writer.
Comments for publication should be
addressed to letters@desertleaf.com.

