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	Easy, older rider: deaths of over-40 motorcyclists grow; [LATE TAMPA Edition]

	JEAN HELLER. St. Petersburg Times. St. Petersburg, Fla.: Jun 13, 2005. pg. 1.B


	Abstract 

	Safety experts agree that, just as in cars, some motorcycle accidents are unavoidable. But the Motorcycle Safety Foundation, which runs motorcycle and motor scooter training sessions nationwide, says there are five steps riders can take to increase their safety odds.

"I used to be a motorcycle fiend, but now I'm just a motorcycle rider," said Wilcox of St. Petersburg. "I'm extremely careful, and I always give way to other traffic. I know my reflexes have slowed way down."

[Tom Fitzgerald]; [Leslie Chissus]; Mike Thorsen, 37, Randy Freyer, 60 and Vance Benedetti, 62, hang out in Pinellas Park on another weekly ride on a recent Wednesday. (ran Tampa & State, Metro & State); Chart reports the statewide statistics (crashes,; deaths and injuries) for motorcylists age 40 and older for years 1999 through 2003. Also includes county-by-county statistics to compare crash, death and injury numbers for years 1999 and 2003. (ran Tampa & State, Metro & State); Photo: PHOTO, (2); PHOTO, BILL SERNE; CHART
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They all died on motorcycles.

Tom Fitzgerald, the University of Tampa's highly regarded soccer coach, was fatally injured when he collided with a Lincoln Navigator. He was 53.

Walter John Kashtan of Dunedin was killed in an accident with a car. He was 55.

Leslie Chissus of Tarpon Springs died when he collided with a Toyota SUV. Chissus was 47.

Merle Bush of Brooksville was killed in a collision with an SUV in San Antonio. He was 63.

In a pastime that is increasingly graying, they join a grim, growing roster of older riders killed at what used to be largely a young person's hobby.

The latest state statistics show that in the five years between 1999 and 2003, the number of accidents involving riders over 40 has increased by 60 percent. The number of riders over 40 who were injured has increased by 59 percent.

And the number of over-40 fatalities has increased by 100 percent.

"We're definitely seeing an elevated population of motorcyclists over 50," said Dr. Lewis Flint, medical director of regional trauma services at Tampa General Hospital. "I think it's probably a reflection of the older population of the state and the fact that there are lots more older riders than there used to be."

Flint's own wife is a motorcyclist, and he acknowledges it can be difficult to have a biker and a trauma specialist living under the same roof.

"I keep reminding her she can't ride when I'm on call," Flint said.

Robert "EZ" Taylor of St. Petersburg said he understands that his reflexes aren't what they were when he was 30.

"We take precautions," said Taylor, 59. "We wear helmets, even though the law says we don't have to. We drive defensively. We leave ourselves room to react to the unexpected because we recognize that our reflexes might not be as sharp as they used to be."

Still, Taylor was in an accident in February and managed to escape with superficial injuries. "We were just in the wrong place at the wrong time," he said. "No reflexes would have prevented it."

Safety experts agree that, just as in cars, some motorcycle accidents are unavoidable. But the Motorcycle Safety Foundation, which runs motorcycle and motor scooter training sessions nationwide, says there are five steps riders can take to increase their safety odds.

Get training and licensing, never assume you know everything, wear proper gear, stay free of drugs and alcohol and ride within your limits.

David Hough, author of two books on proficient motorcycling, says older bikers sometimes outsmart themselves.

"Maybe somebody's never ridden before or rode when they were younger and then gave it up to raise a family and is coming back to it years later and has some money to spend," Hough said. "They start with the biggest, most powerful Harley Davidson they can find without the least clue about the risks - or the fact that any risks exist.

"Some people would say excessive speed kills. I would say excessive stupidity."

Hough said speed is not, in and of itself, the highest risk factor for accidents among older riders.

"There are older people who ride very fast and very safely," he said. "There are others who ride without any regard to good judgment and safety at any speed."

According to the Department of Highway Safety and Motor Vehicles, there were nearly 219,000 new motorcycle registrations (including scooters) in Florida in 2000. Last year, the number was 417,000. New motorcycle registrations were up almost 91 percent over the five- year period; new car registrations rose just 18 percent.

These figures don't reflect the age of the cycle owners, but between 1990 and 2003, the average age of motorcycle owners nationwide increased from 32 to 41, said Mike Mount, spokesman for the Motorcycle Safety Foundation.

"Older riders need to think about the changes that occur as they age," Mount said. "Their reflexes slow. Their eyesight isn't as good, especially at night. But there's no set age at which people should hang it up. It's a personal decision made after a thorough, periodic self-evaluation. You know when you're not as comfortable on a bike as you used to be."

Ralph Metcalf, 59, is one of those over-40 riders who came back to the sport after raising a family.

"People have the attitude that they rode before, and they can pick it right up again, but they can't," said Metcalf, Tampa's director of wastewater management. "When I got back on a bike the first time, it was intimidating. They're bigger, more powerful and a whole lot faster than they used to be. So I took a safety course and learned all over again."

Hobart "Hobie" Wilcox, who turns 86 on June 23 and has been riding for 71 years, is very safety conscious.

"I used to be a motorcycle fiend, but now I'm just a motorcycle rider," said Wilcox of St. Petersburg. "I'm extremely careful, and I always give way to other traffic. I know my reflexes have slowed way down."

After his wife forced him to get rid of his cycles, Wilcox bought a little red 49cc motor scooter.

"My son took that away from me because he didn't want me to ride it, but I still go over and get it once in a while," Wilcox said. "I ride with my neighbor, who's got a big, big Harley. We're kind of cute together, his big Harley and my little red scooter. I like riding with him because I know he's got my back."

In the interest of full disclosure, reporter Jean Heller is a motorcycle rider and is (well) over 40.

TIPS FOR OLDER RIDERS

Keep a greater following distance, as many as six seconds.

Wait for larger gaps when moving into traffic, passing another vehicle or crossing or turning at an intersection.

Make a point to check side-to-side at intersections. Eye and head movement become more difficult with age.

Remember that the average age of drivers is increasing, so you're sharing the road with others who may be experiencing the effects of aging as they operate a motor vehicle.

Choose a motorcycle with large dials and easy-to-read symbols. Brightly illuminated gauges may be helpful for riding at night.

Wear protective gear, including body armor. You don't bounce as well as you used to.

Renew skills often by completing refresher courses.

Don't drink or use drugs before riding. And remember that over- the-counter and prescription medications could cause impairment.

If 60 or older, be sure your eye doctor checks annually for cataracts, glaucoma, macular degeneration, diabetic retinopathy and other conditions that can affect vision.

Have annual medical checkups. Being in good health helps ensure the safest ride.

Keep an exercise regimen to enhance flexibility, strength and endurance.

Ask friends and family to tell you if they notice changes in you that might affect safety on a motorcycle.

Source: Motorcycle Safety Foundation

Statewide statistics for motorcyclists 40 and older

[Table]
Year Crashes Killed Injured

1999 1,525 60 1,312

2000 1,763 90 1,500

2001 2,063 92 1,754

2002 2,268 111 1,977

2003 2,565 120 2,233

County-by-county change 1999-2003

County Crashes Killed Injured

1999 / 2003 1999 / 2003 1999 / 2003

Pinellas 82 / 161 3 / 8 73 / 139

Hillsborough 90 / 191 2 / 5 85 / 167

Pasco 36 / 64 4 / 1 30 / 56

Hernando 24 / 28 1 / 2 19 / 22

Citrus 18 / 30 1 / 2 16 / 25

[Illustration]
Caption: Tom Fitzgerald; Leslie Chissus; Mike Thorsen, 37, Randy Freyer, 60 and Vance Benedetti, 62, hang out in Pinellas Park on another weekly ride on a recent Wednesday. (ran Tampa & State, Metro & State); Chart reports the statewide statistics (crashes,; deaths and injuries) for motorcylists age 40 and older for years 1999 through 2003. Also includes county-by-county statistics to compare crash, death and injury numbers for years 1999 and 2003. (ran Tampa & State, Metro & State); Photo: PHOTO, (2); PHOTO, BILL SERNE; CHART
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