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2007 Pan-Mass Challenge

August 6, 2007
It is two days after the 2007 edition of the Pan-Mass Challenge and I am recording thoughts and impressions of my 4th ride.  I wrote comments following each of my previous three rides in the Pan-Mass Challenge and links to those documents are on the same page as the link to this document (web.lemoyne.edu/~chin/my%20pmc.htm).  In addition, the website of the Pan-Mass Challenge (www.pmc.org) is also very informative.

My overall impressions have not changed: it is still one of the most gratifying and exciting activities I do on a periodic basis.  The energy and good spirit of all the individuals I would typically run into during the course of the weekend is astounding in its consistency.  From the 5000 riders to the 2600 volunteers to the friends and families to the hundreds of well-wishers who line the route, every person is infected with the spirit of caring and good-will for this worthwhile event.  This year the ride is expected to generate $27 million dollars this year alone.  My share was $2500, a number that has increased each year.  I met my fund-raising minimum only a few days before the ride although I was not worried that I would not make it.  As always, a big thank you to all of you who made contributions, both big and small.  Every contribution helps and as the people in our institutional advancement office taught me, a high level of participation is at least as important as any one individual’s contribution.  Over 200 people have contributed to one or more of my four rides.  Thank you one and all!
Over the years, the ride has grown, both in the number of riders and the routes set up to accommodate them.  While I do not have the numbers from all of the previous years that I have participated in back to 2004, I know that there were about 4000+ riders last year and about 2000 volunteers.  This year there were over 5000 riders and 2600 volunteers.  If I remember correctly, there were two routes when I first rode in 2004: the two-day Sturbridge to Bourne to Provincetown route (192 miles) and one-day Wellesley to Bourne ride (87 miles - the ride we have always done).  The number of routes has increased to six to accommodate the increasing number of riders without creating traffic problems.
And yet this year one of my most distinctive impressions is that for the entire 87-mile route, I was never alone.  There were so many riders on the road that there was always another rider(s) directly in front, behind or beside me.  There were times when we occupied the entire breadth of the two-lane road we were riding, creating serious safety problems when cars approached from the opposite direction.  Even more problematic was the situation of having a car traveling in the same direction because we often as a group of riders did not make it easy for cars to pass us.  And when there were cars going in both directions… as we often said to each other “I hope they’re not in a hurry”.  This is quite different from situations at many intersections where police were stationed to regulate traffic.  As I mentioned in many previous blogs, riders usually took precedence and traffic was forced to wait while this long and slow-moving parade of riders pedaled through.  This year there were a few pretty busy intersections where we were on our own and it made even more visible how important it was to have the police directing traffic for us.
One aspect of biking etiquette that I learned in year one and that is emphasized in the PMC materials is to warn other riders of potential dangers.  This is particularly important when drafting or riding so closely behind another rider that you don’t have time or ability to see far enough ahead to avoid road hazards like bad roads, roadkill, debris, sewer grates, etc.  So riders will say “car up” to warn riders behind them that there is a car approaching from the opposite direction or “car back” to warn riders ahead that there is a car coming up from behind.  Road etiquette demands that when a car is passing, that rider should pull over and ride in a single line.  This year, I witnessed a number of instances where riders would simply ignore the “car back” warning, making it impossible for the car to pass without going in the opposite lane.  In most cases, that simply meant that cars weren’t going to pass and had to go at the speed of the cyclists ahead of them.

Another impression is undoubtedly a carry-over from professional riding.  Viewers of races such as the Tour de France will see riders tossing empty water bottles off to the side of the road.  Given that a rider may go through a few bottles every hour, each rider might discard a dozen or more bottles for any given stage.  While that’s a lot of trash, cameras will also show spectators picking up the bottles as souvenirs.  This is not the case at the PMC.  While we are applauded along the route by spectators and well-wishers, we are not, of course, famous riders.  Important in the money each of us raised, yes, but who wants a bottle used by Jeff Chin?  Really – not even Jeff Chin’s mother.  Spectators will hand us commercially-bottled water and on a hot day like this one, there were easily a dozen families doing this.  What I find distressing is that 100-200’ from where someone is handing out water, riders have thrown their empties on other people’s front lawns.  I’m writing the PMC to encourage them to put a “do not litter” riding tip in next year’s handbook.  Since riding jerseys have at least three pockets in the back, there is no excuse not to carry the empty to the next rest stop.
This year was the hottest PMC of the four in which I have participated.  It was projected to be in the 90s and while I don’t know if/when it reached the high for the day, it was a day that required some advanced preparation both in materials and supplies and in mental preparation.  Over the summer, Cliff and I had done a number of training rides on hot days and even if only psychological as opposed to physiological, I felt better prepared for riding in the heat.  I did not dread the day and knew that by attending to proper hydration, I would be fine.  We froze half-full water bottles the night before (that didn’t really help that much because by the time we were an hour into the ride everything was warm anyway) and reminded each other to keep drinking.  I lost track of how many bottles I consumed during the course of the day but like every other PMC ride, by mid-afternoon I was thoroughly tired of Gatorade.  It was also a challenge to keep eating because the heat killed my appetite.  I forced down bananas and mini-Clif bars during the ride, a number of gel packs and ate a turkey wrap at lunch.  I ate a lot less food this year than last year but this didn’t seem to matter.  
I felt stronger this year than last and the first year.  I’m not sure I can compare these rides with the rides in years two and three.  I’d like to think it was because of something I did.  Here are some possibilities.
1. I trained more this year than any year previous.  Normally I ride 500-600 miles or so.  This year I rode over 800 miles, including two trips to Boston for training rides with Stu.  Training rides with Stu are good preparation because he makes me ride faster than I normally would.  I ride between 15-16 miles per hour.  On our second ride, we went about 50+ miles and averaged over 16 mph.  I rode Oneida Lake alone (55 flat miles, 15.3 mph) and Cliff and I rode to Ithaca (also about 55 hilly miles) along with all the other shorter rides.

2. I was well rested, well fed and well hydrated the week before the ride.  But I was last year too and still ran out of gas.

3. I had a different game-day strategy this year.  In past years Stu and I didn’t explicitly ride together (year one), explicitly rode together (years two and three) and this year I wanted to ride together at the end.  So we agreed that the first one to a rest area would wait out front so it would be easier to find the other but if we didn’t ride together, fine.  In fact, we met up with some of Stuart’s friends, Steve, Larry and Roberta, all strong riders, and at least some of the time Stu rode with some of them before they left us behind.  Stu and I rode the last leg together, chatting on the way in.  Making sure I didn’t go out too fast in the first two legs before lunch I think really helped. 
4. It was hot.  I was probably more attentive to hydration than normal.  I had to pee more often than at every rest area.
  I didn’t feel dehydrated after the ride.
The reason I originally got involved riding in the PMC was because Stuart had called and asked me for a contribution for his ride.  Ever the cheapskate, I said, “forget it, I’ll ride with you instead.”  It has always been a good story but it underlies an equally-good reason for doing this ride (aside from the fund-raising aspect) – it provides me with a regular opportunity to spend some time with Stu as well as my mother (who lives in Lexington and always gets a visit whenever I’m in town).  This year’s trips to Boston spawned visits with a few other friends whom I had not seen in a while.  And as I get older, the importance of maintaining relationships with friends and family gains more and more primacy.
Finally, one other piece of evidence that it was a good ride was that Stu and I contemplated going out for a ride the next morning (we decided not to).  But that was because we had already started talking about next year.  We have contemplated doing a two-day ride, adding the Bourne-to-Provincetown leg to what we already do for a total of 163 miles.  Another possibility would be to start at Sturbridge and end at Bourne (111 miles).  Either way we will need to raise more money as well as ride more miles.

Bring it on.

� I’ve always wondered how professional riders manage hydration.  Sure, they ride harder and faster and for much longer distances so they sweat more but they probably also drink more often so what happens when they need to pee?  I could have sworn I saw Vinekurov get off his bike in this year’s Tour de France but Roberta told me that they don’t. 





As evidence that she is probably right, on segment four, Stu, Roberta and I were riding together and taking turns pulling.  After my turn, I had to pee.  I got off the road and was off the bike for probably twenty second.  I couldn’t catch up during the remaining 5-10 miles of that leg.  In fact I didn’t even SEE them until I got to the next rest stop.  When you stop to think about it, margins in any Tour de France stage are far less than 20 seconds.  So a pee stop could cost you the race.





News flash: an athletic trainer friend, who works at some of these endurance events informs me that they typically just pee in their pants.  Aren’t you glad you asked?





