2004 Pan-Mass Challenge

August 8, 2004

I begin writing this the day after my participation in the Pan-Mass Challenge and this document describes my experience with this event. Some of the document talks about my experience with the ride itself, some of it talks about the event.  Some of it is just a series of random but hopefully associated musings about life.  Feel free to read all, some or none of it.  I am writing this as a personal record of my thoughts of the weekend and I hope at least some of it may be interesting to you too.
First, I want to extend a heartfelt THANK YOU to all the individuals who generously supported my ride.  Your contributions enabled me to exceed my fund-raising minimum of $1750.  In all, I raised more than $2000, about 97% of which the Pan-Mass Challenge will donate to the Jimmy Fund/Dana Farber Cancer Institute, an organization that funds research that seeks to find a cure for cancer, particularly pediatric cancers.  The 4000+ riders who participated in the Pan-Mass Challenge this year will raise in excess of $17 million.  I heard yesterday that the Pan-Mass Challenge contributes about 50% of the money donated annually to the Jimmy Fund.  (There are two nice articles that begin to describe the Pan-Mass Challenge and its fund-raising activities in the 8/8/04 Boston Sunday Globe.)

While the ride itself was enjoyable (more on this later), the fact that the ride was done to raise money for cancer research made it a media event.  The start was broadcast live on a New England cable channel and they had live and taped coverage on the evening news.  It was also so well publicized that all along the routes, people stood by the side of the road and clapped and cheered the riders.  Some were settled in for the day with their lawn chairs and many offered cups or bottles of water to the riders.  It felt like I was in the Tour de France.  The only thing we were missing were the annoying and dangerous motorcycles carrying TV cameras and support vehicles clogging the road.
The event was a model of organizational efficiency.  The entire route was marked.  Every major intersection had cops regulating traffic.  There were over 1000 volunteers at the starting points of the rides, at the finish points, and at every water stop along the way.  There were friendly and solicitous of our every need.  Food vendors donated more food than we could possibly eat, bike stores supplied services and materials (I had a flat 20 minutes before the start and one of the shops gave me a new tube and installed it), and the routes were patrolled by sag wagons.  I rarely rode for more than 15 minutes without seeing one.
There was an atmosphere of friendliness and camaraderie.  Riders were friendly to other riders they’ve never met before and would likely never meet again.  Volunteers were solicitous to riders and attended to our every need.  (There were volunteer/professional masseuses, giving riders massages at the end of the ride!)  It was the only place I have ever seen besides mainland China where you could leave $2000 worth of bicycle and equipment laying around and not worry about it disappearing.  Major stopping points (the start points, the lunch stop, and the finishing points) had DJ-quality music blaring loud and energetic.  It was a party atmosphere.

I’ve learned something about riding this summer.  Only some of it was the result of watching Lance Armstrong on OLN.  I learned how to draft and how much fun it was to ride in a group.   I learned to attack hills (this makes them easier).  I learned the importance of keeping the upper body quiet and the importance of technique.  But most important, I learned something about what I – old man that I am – can and can not do.  Was it hard?  No.  Was I sore afterwards?  Yes, but no more than after other events.  The difference was that I never had so many body parts sore at the same time and for so long.   I didn’t injure anything – I was simply sore from exertion.  But at the end of the ride, none of this mattered.  We were all on a high and while we were all hurting, we didn’t care.  Those who drank the free beer at the end probably cared even less.  I must admit it is pretty cool to say I finished a near-century ride.  I was comfortable enough doing it that I know I could do it again sometime.  My friend Stuart (the person responsible for getting me into this) and I have already pledged that we’ll do this again next year. 
A note on training.  The ride was 87 miles.  Prior to this ride, the longest ride I had done was 56 miles, a ride around Oneida Lake with Cliff Donn.   I didn’t train as much or as hard as the PMC website had recommended but I did ride a lot this summer (thanks Cliff), about 500 miles on two different bikes.  So while I was a little anxious, I was pretty sure I could complete the ride.  There were many factors that helped.  The four rest stops helped.  The presence of a couple thousand or more other riders helped.  Having a friend along helped most.  Having more friends along would also be fun.  But there are so many riders on the road and there is such camaraderie that no rider is out there alone.
The ride was divided into five segments, each between 15-20 miles long.  Each segment was carefully planned to follow quiet roads, usually two-lanes, and the traffic was negligible because the local police all along the route re-directed it.
The first segment was slightly hilly and in my opinion, was the most difficult.  I had a hard time keeping up with Stuart.  (We rode once before, about two weeks earlier, and I think we were a pretty good match.)  I think he had to wait about 3-4 minutes for me at the end of this segment.  
I felt stronger on the second segment and Stuart had trouble staying with me.  I would have arrived at the lunch stop before Stuart but I hooked up with a group of guys anchored by a team of about a half dozen guys and we moved quickly and effortlessly along a long stretch of road in an efficient line and missed a turn.  We realized something was wrong when we noticed that no one was behind us.  This added a couple extra miles to this segment.  Stuart said later he had a good view of us happily speeding down the wrong road.  

The third leg was uneventful except that I was caught at the only intersection of the entire ride (at all the other intersections, traffic was stopped for us) while Stuart got through just ahead of me.  I estimate losing about four minutes at the intersection and Stuart said that he arrived about two minutes before me.  

This segment was a good illustration of how riding is easier with other riders. Since I was eager to try to catch up with Stuart, I sprinted out of the intersection when the officer let us go.  I put some distance between myself and the large group that had accumulated behind while cross traffic proceeded.  Eventually, the group caught up with me.  I simply could not keep up the pace that the group could with other riders helping to pull or at the very least, have as company.
At the next water stop, Stuart and I resolved to ride together and we did for the last two segments.  Perhaps it was the company, but I felt stronger as the ride went on when biology would suggest the opposite.

We arrived at the end about 3pm.  According to Stuart’s bike computer, we were on the road riding about 5 hours (7 elapsed hours but this included water and lunch stops) and averaged about 17 mph, a decent average speed and about as fast as we ever rode in training.

A week later – I wasn’t entirely happy with this.  It wasn’t as coherent and more importantly, as entertaining as I thought it should be.  And the fact that I wasn’t able to do much with it in a week’s time said something.  I also realized that to tinker with it now would remove the essence of what I was thinking and feeling at the time.  So while it won’t win any prizes, it is an honest account of some of my thoughts during the weekend.  Perhaps it can be wrapped up with an observation: I intend to ride again next year and apparently I have passed the bug on to a couple of friends here in Syracuse who intend to do the ride as well.
Thanks for reading and watch for me on the road again next year!

-jeff

August 18, 2004

