Princeton 600K

       Alarm number 1 went off at 2AM Saturday morning, and while Doug Levy, Mitch Lesack and I were going through the motions of eating, drinking, and dressing, we heard three other wake-up calls.  This was one event where we did not want to oversleep, and Ohhhh how comfortable the beds were at the Westin Hotel!

       Riders started to gather a mile away at the Doral Forestal, but as Doug, Mitch, and I rode over, we noticed a long line of cars in the south bound lane of RT-1.  Did I mention it was 3:10 in the morning?  Apparently, there was a decision made to have a DUI checkpoint set-up, and while that is an excellent idea, typically, it set our start time back about half an hour, so on the ride that was going to start at 4AM actually started at 4:30AM.  The check-in and bicycle inspection was quick, yet thorough; Diane Goodwin did an excellent job making sure that this was done smoothly.  The weather forecast was calling for obscenely hot temperatures with virtually no possibility for any thunderstorms.  The humidity was pretty high, I would say it was about 85-90% by the feel of things, but this dissuaded none of the 23 riders who were standing under the canopy at the front of the hotel waiting to go.

       Finally, after some last minute instructions, we all took off, embarking on a ride that would take us through 400 miles of Pennsylvania and New Jersey countryside.  The group moved swiftly, with several of us pulling, we kept up our average speed on the lightly rolling terrain.  That was, at least, for the first 20 miles…  I remember Mitch telling me that he was a little nervous riding in large groups, and would prefer to ride with just Doug and me.  I found it amazing that somewhere in the next mile, during a long and fast descent, I heard a “PTWANG” emanating from my rear wheel area.  I didn’t think much of it, at the time, because it sounded like I hit a rock or something in the street.  Near to the bottom of the hill, Doug noticed that my wheel was not turning just right, and he said so.  

       Stopping by the side of the road, with almost precisely 20 miles into a 400 mile ride, we discovered that I broke a spoke!  Fortunately, I had a spoke wrench, Mitch and Doug took turns holding my bike until the volunteers drove up behind us wondering what just happened.  After a brief explanation, Steve held my bike while I worked as swiftly as I could to re-true my rear wheel enough to get me to the Hostel, at the 80 mile check-point.  (From there, I would be able to get another rear wheel.)  Onward we went, the wheel was not perfect, but it was not rubbing…  That was, it was not rubbing until I hit the first small hill, and I stood up out of the saddle to stretch.  All of the sudden the wheel was rubbing two times with each revolution and it stayed like that for the next 60 some odd miles!

       I was not the only one having problems…  Rudy Hewitt and Joel Dechter on a Bike Friday tandem broke a chain part-way up the same hill that I re-bent my wheel!  They were working on it, and they had tools, so we kept going.  In Milford, we briefly stopped for water before we had to stop for a secret “SHHHHHhhh” control point before crossing the bridge into PA, for the first time.  Once we crossed the bridge, we made our way up to the top of Bridgeton Hill Road.  I was taking my time up each and every climb, because I knew what would happen to me if I did not…  Rolling south, from there, is a beautiful ride.  There are some hills, some nice descents, but mostly some beautiful Bucks County scenery.  We went down to Point Pleasant, and then over to Carversville before heading North and West to Lake Nockamixon and the Youth Hostel.  All the while, my rear wheel made the “vum-vum” sound with each revolution as my rim dragged on my breaks. (for a total of 58 miles, or so) 

       I forget, exactly how many miles we had in, but it was somewhere north of 80 when we rolled into the hostel for the first time.  I have never been so glad to see a control point, in my life!  Carol and Kerinne Levy were both there with my spare rear wheel, my tool box, and my old seat.  (Did I mention I was trying a Selle San Marco Aerohead, for the first time this ride?  I think Granite is more forgiving!)  This stop took some time, because of the mechanical adjustments that were being made in the parking lot.  The heat was becoming oppressive, at this point, as well, and since we were starting to feel it, we were slamming Enduralytes, like candy.  After eating half a hoagie, packing a sandwich for later, and filling up our bottles, the bike-men continued their trek north.  

       This section of the route was new, to me, and it featured a climb that I will not soon forget!

       It wasn’t the steepness; at a guess I would say that it was about 9% on average with a couple of pitches in the middle.  It wasn’t the length, although I would suggest it was fairly long since it seemed that we were on the side of the hill for what seemed an eternity baking in the biggest problem of the day.  The heat index was well into the “RED ZONE” and this included the additional issue of high ozone levels.  By the time we reached the top, we were all nearly out of water.  I had tried to utilize Perpetueum in this section between the hostel and Easton, because I did not think that I was eating enough.  I am not sure if this was a mistake or not, but either way, whatever I had, I drank, and this included the liquid food.

       Finally Easton manifested itself in front of us, and with it, the Wawa sitting there at the first intersection we came to, in town.  We spent some time in the store, drinking water, Gatorade, Cytomax, and I was even drinking iced coffee!  After about half an hour, we decided to move on, but when we returned to our bicycles, Mitch noticed that he had a huge hole in his tire, out of which, the tube was exposed.  Fortunately, for us, we remembered exactly where Genesis Bike Shop was located…  (From the last time we had a mechanical problem riding through Easton)  

       After spending an hour in the bike store waiting for the tire to be fixed, we found ourselves somewhat refreshed, and we headed toward the next control point in Wind Gap.  Somewhere in this stretch, Doug started to show signs of having problems.  It was not very bad, and I have seen him endure much worse, but the heat was getting to all of us, and despite the fact that I had been swallowing a huge quantity of Enduralytes, I was STILL starting to cramp by the time we arrived at the control.  

       Our stay was short; since we lost so much time in Easton, we all felt the need to take off as quickly as possible.  It would not have mattered, at all, if we spent several hours at the stop in Wind Gap, our pace would have still slowed in the next leg, because the heat was still with us, and it had been for a very significant period of time.  Nearly cramping, yet again, I suggested that we all stop at the Blue Mountain Drive-in, fill our bottles, eat something solid, and lower our core temperatures, because there was at least 50 miles ahead to the next control point, and there was nothing, whatsoever, in between.  Doug’s condition worsened, but I figured that if we fed him, and made sure he drank enough, he would be alright till the sun went down, and it cooled off enough to make life bearable.  

       The climb up to the top of Blue Mountain it typically an easy climb.  However, with the heat, being what it was, I took it exceptionally easy.  My reality was saying that I could gain an extra mile or two per hour of speed, but I would pay for it.  So I elected to be the slug of our group and eased my way up to the top of the ridge.  We heard some news of people dropping out due to the heat, but when we saw Mary Crawley and Paul Shapiro on the side of the road.  Paul was feeling very ill due to heat exhaustion, Not entirely sure if they would work at this point, we gave him some of our limited supply of Enduralytes.  I had used nearly half a bottle worth, and had a limited number left.  The next place I would be able to get more was at the Hostel, which was 100 miles away. 

       When we left them, we were in for some rolling terrain that would lead us to the Delaware Water Gap.  Somewhere near the halfway point, I looked at the time and decided that at our current pace, we would never make it to the next control before 10:00PM, which was the time that the Deli, that was at the control point closed..  Mitch and I were waiting for Doug, who fell behind a bit, and I suggested that I ride ahead, and hopefully arrive at the deli in time to order food for the three of us.  I basically knew the route, having ridden a number of rides in the area, so I felt confident navigating, should I have to do it in the dark alone.  When Doug arrived, we shared the plan, and I took off.  

       I am not sure how long it was, but not too long, I heard the sound of a bicycle.  Doug told Mitch to come with me as the two of us could move faster working together than I could go alone.  So we did.  We moved as fast as we could, heading east past Fox Gap, and stopping briefly at the restaurant that was across the street from us when we hit PA route 611!  (for water!)  I power slammed two bottles, and I believe Mitch did the same thing.  When we left, we resembled a loaded tractor-trailer!  We started slowly, but in a short time, we built up a momentum that was pretty good considering what we had just done to get where we were.

       Ahearn’s Deli.  Two of the most beautiful words in the English Language to a cyclist arriving after riding through the heat of Saturday’s afternoon sun!  I am not sure, exactly when we arrived, I just remember making a call to Diane, one of the other volunteers, Royal Bunin answered, and he actually asked me if I would like to make an order!  I almost laughed at this, but it was a wonderful thing!  The volunteers started by taking orders of those riders who were coming in too late, but Ahearn’s did one better…  They stayed open till 2:30 AM, when they typically closed at 10 PM.  This control represented the end of the FIRST double century that we would do in the weekend.  I know we spend some time there before Doug arrived, because I had eaten my 12” turkey hoagie.  When he walked in, Mitch and I were both amazed that he made it there as fast as he did, but he mentioned that he was stopping there because he absolutely could not breathe.  I can vouch for this, because he started hacking before we arrived at Blue Mountain!

       It was at this point that I was very interested in stopping / ending the ride.  I was totally bummed about Doug not finishing, and the thought of sitting in the back of his truck while his wife drove us home was suddenly very appealing, for some reason!  But I came to my senses…  My choices were: “Be driven home in an air-conditioned truck” or “Ride my bicycle, through the night, and through most of the next day, suffering most of the way.”   I picked the most sensible option.  I elected to SUFFER!

Double Number Two

       Mitch and I hooked up with Michael Martin, who is a strong rider.  We left somewhere close to midnight, and we headed north, paralleling the river until we crossed into Belvedere, NJ.  I was very happy to have done the PA 200, and the PA 300, because I am extremely familiar with where the route was taking us.  When we started the climb up to the top of the Fiddlers Elbow Ridge, I gave directions to Mitch and Michael, and said I would meet them at the top.  (there is no way I could keep Mitch on a climb like that.)  Evidently, Mike couldn’t do it either.  I caught up with him at the first turn off, and his comment:  “That guy climbs like a SPANIARD!”  had us both laughing for the next 4/10ths of a mile to the next turn off.  Meanwhile I was wondering if the “Spaniard” made the right turn???  

       The answer to that question was answered by the resounding silence of his absence on top of “The Elbow” I yelled for him, but heard nothing.  Mike and I looked at each other, in the gloom, contemplating moving forward or waiting, but after 10 minutes, we felt that we had to continue moving, albeit at a slower pace.  Chatting, about what, I can’t remember, we were interrupted by a lone cry in the darkness..  “STEEEEEEeeeve!”  It was so faint that I couldn’t hear it, but thankfully, Mike did.  We turned around and started shouting for Mitch, and finally made contact with him!  On a side note, if EVER there was a reason to have a CELL PHONE, THIS WAS IT!  

       The next control point was an “information control” We were to find a deli, and write down the color of the awning attached to it..  This may sound simple, but riding around looking for this deli, in the dark, was anything but!  So I wandered into a bar that happened to be at one of the intersections on the course, to ask directions.  Now if I could possibly put into words what happened when I, in my spandex, shaved legs, clear sunglasses, and helmet, walked into this bar, it would make for an amusing anecdote that would stretch this report out for another 10-15 pages!  Needless to say that I was - - less than satisfied with the answers that I received; although there were 2 drunks that stated the correct color of the awning…  Hmmmm  maybe they did know what they were talking about… 

       The Stewartsville General Store and Deli had us standing in front of it staring at it for a few minutes wondering “Is this the place?”  “Is that the awning?”  At 2:10, in the morning, having been up for 24 hours, and riding for 21 hours and 45 minutes, ones mind questions EVERYTHING!  So when we answered the question, we qualified everything with general store AND deli and awning TYPE of thing, etc…   So we packed up our stuff and started to move.  I was feeling surprisingly good, and we were making good time, all the way to the bridge into PA.  There was very little in the way of traffic, so the ride was peaceful, all the way in to the hostel. 

       We had a very brief discussion about sleep, and I told Mitch that I was very reluctant to sleep, at this point.  (4:30AM)   I was more inclined to shower, change, eat, and then leave.  This is what we did, and I am very glad that we did.  Michael decided that he needed to sleep, but Judson Hand was up and about, so when we left, we left with Judson.  This was not a bad thing, because it is much better to have an extra pair of eyes on the cue sheet, especially at this stage of the ride!

       We made our way to Milford at a ridiculously slow pace, but there was plenty of cause.  First, due to some extra miles we managed to sneak in, somehow, we were close to 270 miles in to our ride.  (Not the ride, but our ride)  Once in Milford, we stopped, and I was desperate for coffee, so another round of iced coffee was drank.  EWWW it was nasty!   However, it was extremely necessary, at the time!  Jud had a Danish, and the three of us all drank Gatorade and took some Enduralytes.  Yes it was already showing signs of warming up.  Before we left Milford, We saw Ben Tufford roll in; he looked like death warmed over.  I would imagine we looked no better, but I can honestly say that I don’t remember many of those sorts of details from Sunday.  Rolling north, we descended Turkey Hill Road.  Doug told me, on more than one occasion, that Turkey Hill was a serious climb.  Judging from the warp-speed descent, I made a mental note to add that to a personal training ride, somehow.  

       Rolling past Asbury, Ben caught up with us, but he was in his zone so we said hey, and left him to continue, by himself, up the road.  I was not about to increase the pace knowing what was coming regarding the heat; neither was Jud or Mitch willing to push the pace.  We arrived in Hackettstown, bone dry, and the heat was making a statement, at this point.  Fortunately, the control point was a grocery store, and since we needed receipts, it was the perfect place to buy some water.  I believe this stop was fairly short, but I know that it took some time for me to achieve the summit of the next climb.  Ryan Road, with 60 miles in ones legs is a much different experience than when it is hit with over 300 miles, in one’s legs.  At least that is what I found!  The only saving grace was that most of the steep area was shaded, and even though it was 95 degrees with 95% humidity, the shade helped.

       We were on roads that were thoroughly familiar to Judson and me, so we had some ideas about what to expect as we moved ever closer to Jenny Jump State Forest.  Now, we had conflicting reports as to whether we were going to climb Jenny Jump, or not, and Jud was sure we would not.  He and Mitch were ahead of me when I pulled out the cue sheet and decided to double check, because I could not figure out how we would get over the ridge to our left that we absolutely HAD to get over/around.  When I saw “State Park Road” on the Cue sheet, there was no doubting.  Our way over the ridge was through Jenny Jump.  By the time this realization hit me, Jud and Mitch had already blown past the turn, and I really was uninterested in chasing them down, so I waited, used the porta-potty that was there, and waited some more, till they appeared around the corner.  Jud was not happy, Mitch couldn’t remember the climb, and I was riding in amazement, wishing that I had Mitch’s ability to lose certain memories!  (He forgot about Ryan Road also)  More Enduralytes, more water.  This was the one activity that we were doing much too often to forget about doing!

       We did some serious climbing over the last 20 miles of the stage, on the last climb before we arrived into Califon; we passed Bob Olsen who was suffering from heat exhaustion.  Because Judson and Mitch were climbing much faster than I was, they stopped and walked for a while with Bob.  I continued to ride, because I knew that Jud and Mitch would catch up, and if not, I would wait for them 3 miles up the road at the control.  Leroy Varga had the unenviable job of manning this control, but he did, without complaint, in the baking sun.  Mitch caught up with me before we arrived at the Exxon Station; Judson and Bob arrived shortly thereafter, and we began our process of re-hydrating, before heading out for the last 45 miles.  I have to say, that at this point, I knew better than to think that I could drive anywhere, so I made a phone call, to Doug saying just that.  It was Carol Levy, who answered the phone, and she figured out where we were, and roughly how long it would take us to get back.  

       Feeling slightly better, having had some time in the air conditioned mini-mart, Jud,  Mitch and I continued out of Califon, and up the final “brutal” climb of the weekend,  If it was not two miles long, it was a mile and some serious change!  I remember thinking about going back to the gas station more than once, but then I came to my senses and realized that I had to RE-CLIMB this final long hill out of Califon.  

       One of the really wonderful things about Judson, was that he enjoyed sharing the count down to the finish line, and over the next 12 miles, this came in handy, as it literally woke me up out of some sort of nap I was taking,  (while riding,) more than once.  Mitch mentioned that he was dozing as well.   The greatest find, on the second day, was the ice cream store.  (Judson saw it first, I knew there was a great reason we kept him around!!) When we walked in, I was nearly comatose!  We sat, we drank, and we ate ice cream, but the most important thing, was that I was awake when we left!  

The final 25 miles was just a total count down to the finish line.  I really didn’t pay much attention to the scenery, with the exception of a few side notes and personal anecdotes told by one or another of us as we chatted away the miles,  but when I saw Carol and Kerinne Levy, in the Doral Forrestal lobby, I felt like I could finally relax!

       Over the course of 36 straight hours, we rode nearly 400 miles, I took very close to an entire bottle of Enduralytes, and I probably should have taken more.  (Thank you Hammer Nutrition!!!)  I have no idea how many calories I ate, but I do know I was shoveling as much solid food as I possibly could, down my throat, at every possible opportunity!  (Thanks again to the people at Ahearn’s Deli, and thanks to Diane Goodwin for taking orders over her cell phone, for those of us way out in the middle of nowhere, on the course.  With the heat being what it was, there is very little surprise that over 60% of the field dropped.  With this in mind, I want to congratulate everyone who finished, because this ride will be remembered as one of the most difficult rides I have ever done, given the conditions.  Thanks to all of the volunteers for making the ride survivable, but the biggest thanks must go to Carol and Kerinne Levy.  Without these women, my ride would have been finished before it began!  

       Something extreme was done this weekend, Thanks for sharing it with me!

