Bike man's wheels keep spinning

By Becki Lee

A confused-looking man wanders into Jack Colcord's 16th Street bike rental store on the Boardwalk, looking for the entrance to the Ocean View American Grill. Jack directs the man toward the building next door, then quips, "How about some sausage with your bike?"

"I'd like to substitute bacon for the sausage," returns a customer in line for a bike.

Jack laughs, then comes right back with another one-liner: "The toast is pre-buttered. I hope that's OK."

The vivacious and animated Colcord has been in the bike rental business since 1987, and has operated out of his 16th Street location since 1993, so he has had plenty of time to jest with customers -- and rent bikes, of course.

He operates his rentals by the Quality Inn on 16th Street from 7-10 a.m. daily for the majority of the year, renting out women's bikes; men's bikes; children's bikes; bikes with training wheels; tandems; surreys, which are carts seating four, pedaled by two; limos, or surreys that seat six and are pedaled by four; and "yellow things" -- bright canary-colored, three-wheeled recumbent anomalies popular with the younger crowd.

Bikes cost $5, "yellow things" cost $7, tandems cost $10, surreys cost $15 and limos cost $20, all per hour, with price prorated as necessary.

Each morning around 6 a.m., Colcord wheels his 60 or 70 bikes and bike-like contraptions from the garage he rents from the Quality Inn up a set of stairs to his rental area. He'll hop on one bike and roll another one alongside it to transport the bikes more quickly, energetically running back and forth between the garage and the Boardwalk until all the bikes are out.

The process of setting up usually takes an hour and a half; on this particular day, it takes two and a half, due to interruptions from customers who want to rent bikes. Around 9:30 a.m. Colcord stops renting out bikes and starts returning them to the garage. Putting the bikes back usually takes just an hour, because there are fewer interruptions, he says.

Since this morning routine can be repetitive, "I treat it like a workout," he says. Colcord also bikes to work from his home in Berlin and back every day. Needless to say, the 50-year-old is very healthy.

"People ask me all the time when I want to retire," Colcord says. The answer? "No time soon," he responds.

After so many years in the business, Colcord's got his routine down to a science. An individual, couple or family will approach him and ask to rent a bike.

Colcord answers questions about what bikes are available or recommends certain types -- say, a woman's bicycle with a carrier seat attached to the back for a woman and her baby, or a small purple bike with training wheels for a 4-year-old girl.

Colcord then writes down the customer's last name, as well as hotel name and room number for security purposes, and lets them pick out what they want. After the decision is made, he offers to raise or lower the seat, working with practiced moves to adjust the bike to the perfect height. Then he sends the happy bikers off on their way for an hour.

At that point, Colcord will just "pray everything comes back in one piece," he says, adding that it usually does, although occasionally he has to make minor repairs such as fixing flat tires or spritzing on some WD-40. Thankfully, Colcord has only lost three bikes since 1993, when he moved a block north on the Boardwalk.

After the customers return their bikes, they give Colcord their name and he marks them off his clipboard.

The entire process is repeated dozens of times a day -- and oddly enough, it's repeated the most on Wednesdays.

"It's the busiest day of the week," Colcord says. "By then, everyone's settled into their hotels and they're ready to do their thing."

Although visitors and vacationers make up the bulk of Colcord's clientele, it is the regulars who make his day really enjoyable. One couple has been renting bikes from Colcord every day since 1987, he says. He has no idea what their names are, so he calls them the Hey-Hey couple because of the way they greet him.

Another longtime regular refers to Colcord as Sean, and Colcord says he hasn't had the heart to correct her, although a friend of his set the woman straight inadvertently. She still calls him Sean as a joke, and the good-natured Colcord takes it all in stride.

"My favorite part is seeing the same people, actually," he says. "And seeing the families grow up." He says some people have told him that renting a bike from him is a tradition, and that it's not a vacation unless they rent a bike from him.

On this particular morning, a woman with two children and a husband in tow looks at Colcord with a glint of recognition.

"Hey, I remember you from years ago," she says.

"Yup, I've been here years and years," Colcord nods, marking a note on his clipboard.

While Colcord loves his career, sometimes people take an excrutiatingly long time to decide which bike they want, which is a part of the job that Colcord isn't crazy about. Colcord says he once timed a couple at 22 minutes picking out a set of bikes.

"'This ain't the Tour de France,'" Colcord quips, quoting his old boss, who Colcord says taught him everything he knows about the business.

And sometimes things get pretty busy.

"It never fails. All the bikes come back at the same time -- it's like a sea of bicycles here," Colcord says, guiding a blue bicycle into its place against the rail running alongside the plaza. "But I do not mind. If it wasn't, it'd be a sad place."

A sea of bicycles, or bicycles by the sea: either way, Jack Colcord has you covered.
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