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People of all ages, races, genders and descriptions walked along both sides of Johnstown’s Main Street, looking at hundreds of motorcycles, parked side-by-side perpendicular to the curbs.
At long last, after a pandemic-year cancellation and two prior years of uncooperative weather that led to disappointing turnouts, this 23rd version of Thunder in the Valley, Johnstown’s nationally known motorcycle rally, was a classic. And were people ever ready for it!
Favorable weather drew the bikers like honey bees to purple blossoms. While many parked and took in the live music, vendors, foods and beverages, others coursed along Main Street, revving and demonstrating why this festival’s so well-named.
A true drove of locals was drawn by the impressive, colorful bikes – many of which sported gleaming chrome and artistic paint jobs. Among those interested was my wife.

While she only rides bicycles, she’s fascinated by the big bikes and trikes that are almost nonexistent in her native Japan. (Which is curious, given that several of the more-popular models are made by Japanese companies.)
She took photos of the massed motorcycles and largest bikes, then texted them to her Japan-based friends, who responded with awe.

While bikers provided the main show, residents added sideshows to the attractions and entertainment.

One man walked his bearded-dragon lizard along a Main Street sidewalk on the other end of a leash. A woman proudly displayed her small dog, dressed in biker leathers and a decorative neck chain.

Diversity had a field day. People in wheelchairs rolled alongside young families with strollers. Couples in every conceivable combination walked hand-in-hand. Biker evangelists handed out tracts.
One of the real joys of such gatherings is the encountering of old acquaintances unseen in years.
In my case, a couple of those acquaintances actually weren’t that old. Young people I’d worked with a few years ago in my church’s youth group greeted me warmly. 

One, a young man, proudly pointed to his child in a stroller. A short while later a young woman introduced me to her fiancé.
Such a random assemblage brought otherwise disparate pieces of my life together as I greeted an old friend who now is a pastor, a wedding DJ who frequently works in one of my buildings, and a colleague from a neighboring arts organization.

One special encounter was with an old friend and coworker, who had worked closely with me 35 years ago. His wife, who I first knew as his girlfriend before they were married, gave me a warm hug and eagerly told me of their new grandchild.

We exchanged perspectives on the difficulties of the pandemic, how hard it was for these eager new grandparents to stay away from their daughter’s family for everyone’s health and safety. We shared our sense of relief that the pandemic appeared to be ebbing.

Thunder, the throng, the conversations; such simple pleasures! Yet how good they felt after more than a year of fear, sickness, death and isolation.
How good it feels to be vaccinated and back to a more-normal life that enables me to gather, to enjoy the pleasures that come from being with other people, that lets me travel and keeps me from worrying that I might be endangering myself or those I love.
But my vaccination can only return me to a “more-normal” life. For too many people have chosen – by decision or inaction – to remain unprotected and, by so doing, are preventing the return of real normalcy.
The pandemic remains both in this country and around the world. Variant strains still threaten. COVID-19 still sickens and kills people.
While “freedom” is the reason cited by many anti-vaxxers, we are not free. As long as COVID remains, our nation will not be fully able to assemble, to do business, to protect our families or pursue happiness. 

True freedom will come only when everyone is vaccinated. Then we can really rally.
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