The 2006 Seagull Century
Although I started riding with Cliff in the summer of 2004, the first year I rode the Pan-Mass Challenge, we pretty much did training rides, maybe one every few weeks.  Cliff wanted to know if I wanted to ride in the Seagull Century in 2005 and I declined citing Honora’s last year at home (I ended up being the assistant coach for the Nottingham girls’ varsity soccer team and I couldn’t have gotten away nor trained adequately) but promised I’d consider it in 2006.

In the summer of 2006 Cliff and I rode a lot together.  I felt like I was in pretty good riding shape which was ironic because it was the first year that I had problems in the PMC (cramps, bonking).  We did Oneida Lake, our usual long ride (55 mostly flat miles), and this year we did Skaneanteles Lake (40+ much more difficult miles) along with a lot of littler rides, 25 miles here, 30 miles there.  I found this year to be the first year that I enjoyed riding so much that I would gladly choose to do that on a nice day rather than play basketball (which has become increasingly less enjoyable but that is a different story).  I also found that riding together was a lot more fun than riding alone leading to what will undoubtedly become a famous story of my calling Cliff when he had previously told me that he was busy on a particularly pleasant Saturday - but that didn’t stop me from calling to ask him to “come out and play”.  

I also seemed to get more flats this year than usual but discovering glueless patches made this all tolerable.  At last I can do something with the dozen or so used tubes in the garage.  I have also come to believe that the quality and mileage of a tire has something to do with the likelihood of getting a flat.

The Seagull Century is centered at Salisbury State College in Maryland.  It’s a ride that Cliff had done before.  The Seagull is over the long weekend in October and so it was well after the Pan-Mass Challenge (August) and that presented some training challenges.  For one thing, it was after classes had begun.  For another, it was well into the fall.  The past two years I would do the PMC and maybe ride once or twice more before school started and that would pretty much be it for the season.  So remaining fit for the ride meant continuing to train through August and September.

This wasn’t a problem – having a riding partner helps but dodging the weather was more difficult and other activities took a back seat to getting in a good ride.  I prefer riding in the morning: less traffic and fewer drunks on the road.  Fortunately, students don’t typically need me first thing in the morning.  But there is no question that life is less stressful when one has a flexible job.

But moving into fall means that the weather becomes a factor and it was in this year’s Seagull.  We checked weather reports compulsively a week or two beforehand and there was no getting around the fact that the weather was not going to be nice: a storm was working up the coast and was scheduled to be over Maryland that weekend.  On Wednesday night, Cliff announced he and Brenda were going to go anyway and convinced that we could do a mini-ride if conditions prevented us from doing a full century, I decided to go too.  Friday, the eastern shore of Maryland experienced a n’oreaster.  There was up to 2” of rain and wind gusts up to 40 mph.  We drove down through driving rain and arrived at Ocean City where we checked into our hotels.  Cliff and Brenda went for a walk along the boardwalk after dinner and the two-block walk downwind was fine but they had to go a few blocks inland order to walk back because the wind blew sand into their faces.  We spent most of the rest of the weekend brushing sand out of our hair and clothes.

The ride begins between 7-9am in Salisbury, about 30 miles inland of Ocean City.  The weather was still bad but not as bad as the night before: it was still drizzling and more importantly blowing hard so we shelved any thoughts of doing the full ride but decided to go out around noon to get our shirts and check out the scene.  I suggested we take our bikes along “just in case”.  I should have known that knowing us, that meant we would ride.

We got to Salisbury State and it was quiet.  Only a fraction of the usual 7000 riders had bothered to show up and ride and many of those who had started at the regular time so they were finishing when we arrived.  We decided to ride.  We started off in drizzle.  Fortunately it was warm.  After about 20 minutes, my rain jacket was soaked – on the inside!  So much for breathability.

Rituals are important.  Some of them actually provide benefits for the activity; others are purely psychological.  Because we had decided not to ride, we were not quite prepared for riding either in equipment and provisions or psychologically.  When we got to Salisbury, it was still wet but blowing sporadically.  We had our bikes.  Of course we were going to ride.  We decided to do the metric.  We finally got started around 1pm.  There were riders coming in as we were going out.  We rode about 30 miles before deciding to head back.  Because we had started late, there were virtually no riders except near the start and as we approached the finish.  So we spent some anxious moments trying to figure out where we were on a map that was designed to be supplemental.  And since we were starting so late, all of the rest stops were closed down so while we followed the route, there was no one along the way and importantly no food.  About ten miles from the finish, Cliff ran out of gas.  At the first opportunity, we stopped at a convenience store and Cliff bought Twinkies.  Since the Seagull starts and ends in the same place, we cut out a loop of the metric and headed back, finishing with a little over 40 miles.  It wasn’t the most enjoyable ride I’ve ever done but I glad I did it and I would do it again if the weather was better.  Having done it once, I got the “feel” for it – it’s a pleasant enough event but if the weather wasn’t good I would cancel.
When we arrived at the finish, ride organizers were closing up.  We were among the last riders to shower and our stroll through the gym where vendors had set up was abbreviated because they were ready to leave.
Cliff says that there are about 8000 riders.  That’s double the number of riders in the PMC.  But because the Seagull isn’t a mass start, and because we didn’t start during the start window, and because it was raining and blowing, it was a little hard to get a sense of the festivity of having a lot of other riders around.  That would be worth going back for.   We resolved to do the ride again but hopefully in better weather.

I do think I am finally ready to put away the bike for the season, though.

