New England to Nouvelle France, and back
Boston-Montréal-Boston, 19th/22nd August 2004

It takes a good bit to scare off an American, let alone a New Yorker. Curiously though, Boston-Montreal-Boston seems to have this effect. Riders who think nothing of getting round a 200 in less than 8 hours can be heard saying that BMB is way too hard for them, and even RAAM veterans do profess obvious respect for this event… Maybe most significant, organisers of the other North American 1200km Randonnees readily declare that their own event is easier than BMB, and nearly make an advertising point of it…

I must be born under a lucky star. Because once I had started to let it know that I might consider having a try at BMB this year, I was promptly offered to go recognising the most hilly section of the route by our hard-working NJ, NYC and PA Regional Brevet Administrator (RBA) Diane Goodwin. Being in charge of no less than 9 Brevets between end of March and end of June meant no chance for Diane to find the time to qualify for the event herself, but as a native Vermonter the Green Mountains have no secret for her. So on we went mid April along the BMB section between Brattleboro and Middlebury, covering two stages and 120 miles of the route. Appropriately, in an enormous pick-up truck.
The routesheet looked good and accurate, the scenery was brilliant, and while there were a good few hills nothing looked horrendous. We rode Middlebury Gap, said to be the worst climb on the route, and it did not seem that bad; certainly not any longer than 3km long, and although there were steep-ish bits nothing felt any worse than 18% or so. With the appropriate training and preparation, it felt like I could do that.

Preparation    
Lesson of 2003 learnt, I decided it was essential to tick off the qualification box as soon as possible; more exactly, to focus on relatively easy rides I knew I had a high chance of completing for the qualification proper, and also build a separate programme of hard, hilly rides to be done once qualification would be there.
The 200k was promptly secured while in New Jersey at the end of March; Pam’s 300k at the end of April followed soon after my return in the UK. With a late morning start El Supremo’s 400k was the obvious choice early May; and good knowledge of the route and sleep stop made El Supremo’s again my selected 600k. Qualified comfortably by the end of May, that was an encouraging start.  

An other lesson of 2003 suggested that this good old 1979 Gitane classic tourer might not be the best possible choice for riding a long, hilly brevet in summertime North Eastern US climate. The Titanium machine custom-built by Merlin at Tom Kellogg’s Spectrum specifications was a much more obvious solution, if only for its three water bottle carriers. The triple chainring might eventually find its use, too… Last, and not least, speed is an important factor on BMB. The need for getting round the first half with 15kph minimum speed should not be overlooked by the slow rider, bearing in mind that the first half is also the most hilly and eventually that I tend to feel rather better on day 3 than on day 2 over long rides… So, it would be Titanium then.   

As for specifically hilly rides, the Pennsylvania 200 was a good start early April; the route is splendid, courtesy from Tom Rosenbauer, it just makes you realise why Tom’s middle (nick) name happens to be ‘Torture’… Ouch! It was a natural move to follow with the Dorset Coast two weeks later; I admit having developed for a little while the foolish hope that Annemarie’s new route would save us Abbotsbury Hill. Not only was it well and truly still there, but for punishment of my silly hopes Annemarie added Sector Lane for good measure! Needless to say, the finish saw me in my usual wrecked state for this particular event, and once again just barely making it on time… after much walking, that is.  
Mike Hunting’s new 400k was a good initial training ride for the brand new Spectrum bike. So was Porkers a week later, where I could confirm that Shawn’s warning that ‘it is a mistake to be reliant solely on the routesheet’ is absolutely right. Getting thoroughly lost no less than 6 times meant arriving at Whitebourne Whitchurch more than 2 hours after the cut-off time, and saw me pack as a result. Oh well, no Wessex SR for this year again then, very nice night ride though. Just to make sure the new bike could possibly find its way on Wessex lanes eventually, the 3D300 followed. Splendid event, if the work ‘splendid’ can really apply to a course which in my opinion is substantially harder than Hard-Boiled (please don’t tell Shawn!!!). Anyway, by now I knew the triple chainring was in working order…
The Gourmet 1000 in July, on the Gitane, completed the preparation. I found the route substantially less enjoyable than the 2002 edition, but boy, what a support team!

Countdown… 
With BMB starting on a Thursday, I opted for flying on Tuesday; that would leave a bit of room for coping with any potential mess-up from the airline – them forgetting to carry the bike for example. I travelled in company of Véronique, a lady friend from France keen to discover Boston while we would be huffing and puffing our way up the Green Mountains.

British Airways kindly provided its own sort of climate adaptation by letting us simmer at 35 degrees C for 2 hours on the tarmac before taking off, glad we had taken bottles of water with us… But no other unexpected hassle occurred, at a reasonable hour at night we reached the Holiday Inn in Newton, MA, the event HQ.

Characteristically, there were three people left at the bar by then, two of them AUKs as you already guessed. Even better, two close neighbours: Pat Hurt, club mate from the illustrious Wantage CTC, and Rick Cutler from nearby Thatcham. We prompty could be seen on rehydration duty until the barman decided it was time to close…

The following morning started brilliantly. The same three of us arrived more or less at the same time for breakfast, being pretty much the only customers then. It didn’t take long before two more arrived, guess who: George Hanna and Jan Christiansen. When Robert McHardy eventually followed, we couldn’t repress a violent burst of laughter; what were locals doing then? Had they decided to abandon the event to AUKs alone???
The rest of the day was pleasant enough. The bike did not object to being rebuilt and a short ride confirmed it was ready. I took the precaution to stock-up with Peptobismol at a nearby shop, a most needed fix against the effects of dehydration, well known from US riders and more generally residents. And eventually our trio spent the day alongside the swimming pool, again not neglecting to rehydrate regularly on Sam Adams, official sponsor of BMB. Pat had already spent some few days in Boston, just after completing a cycle tour from Québec to Montréal – he would have much preferred having to ride Montréal-Boston-Montréal! Rick had done a bit of local tourism as well, and was hoping on a good time on the event – this is a guy who was in Brest in less than 24 hours last year!
The registration in the afternoon was an easy affair, after what I could indulge in greeting friends old and new. Diane had arrived from New York, due to ride the Quad Centuries; an other good contingent of New Yorkers was also there, and I also recognised some Florida riders. I recognised my compatriot Richard Leon (thanks to having seen his photo in Arrivee) who introduced me to an other Frenchman, Joel Gaborit, both of them seriously experienced randonneurs. I had the pleasure to talk to Canadian rider Virgil Luca, who had enquired to Diane about NJ events and got the surprise of receiving an answer in French from yours truly – NJ Randonneurs do offer Total Service! On top of the six AUKs already quoted, Julian Dyson from Cumbria was there for also defending the colours of our club.

The total number of BMB starters proved to be 107. There were however many more people at the registration, as BMB proper is coupled with two other events using the same route. Those riders who couldn’t qualify can take the option of riding 1000k + 200k in two separate events alongside the very course of BMB. Those who are, say, more sensible, can opt for the Quad Centuries, which are 4 x 100 miles over 4 days between Newton and Middlebury, the first and most, say, scenic, half of the BMB route. 

BMB proper has two alternative start times, 4h00am and 6h00am. Our trio would go for the 4h00am start.

Day 1 – Newton / Middlebury, 365km
Newton – Bullard Farm, 120km
As we gathered for the start, I felt mildly worried. This was not yet 4h00am, however it was already hot enough for that even a light short sleeve jersey could feel like too much. Better make good use of the early morning hours then, but also not go too hard for it and save energy for later… 

As the off was given we briefly followed a pace car and then were on our own. I let the pack disappear into the distance, being notoriously no good at fast starts and not wanting to overdo it. The first 10k or so required special attention through urban areas, but after having negotiated a tricky right turn kindly indicated by a couple of US riders I settled into normal navigation mode. Less than 20k from the start, a rider could be seen and heard coming back, a wheel obviously in bits given the noise. All this preparation for that, I sincerely hoped the support crew could sell him a new wheel…  

On the first gentle incline I passed Pat on his two-wheel recumbent. ‘See ya in 4 days’ he said; ‘See ya at the next descent’ was my reply. We did not know it yet, but we wouldn’t see each other any longer until the finish line.  
The first half of this stage is really easy, essentially flat with only some few rolling hills. The scenery is pleasant and varied, mixing small towns, woods and a few lakes. I concentrated in maintaining a steady rhythm and keeping drinking regularly, taking notice that the water reserves were getting quickly consumed.
As the first small hills appeared, the route led us over a section of frankly dodgy tarmac – it just looked like ground had vanished from below the road, which was cracked on most of its surface. I couldn’t help thinking that Pat would not have much fun on that section.

As we hit Barre Common, I could see and then pass Robert McHardy. Riding in his usual style, home-made bike and ‘civilian’ clothing, Robert was obviously doing well and I cheered him up as I went past.

A little bit further I caught up two riders. I already knew Barb Bergin from Florida, she was riding with David Huggins-Daines who introduced himself – David is Canadian, but lives in Pittsburgh, PA. We rode more or less together up to the control, over a wide main road offering fast rolling hills and increasingly scenic views of lakes and forests.
Bullard Farm beckoned, a welcoming sight as by then hunger had started to show up, and water had gone – already 4 water bottles down after only 120 easy km… My card shows 9h15, a respectable (for me) 22.8kph average, probably an Audax Personal Best actually over this distance.
As I started tucking into the spread of food, I expressed surprise in seeing Rick still there, wondering whether he had got slow or whether I had got fast. ‘Probably a bit of both’, he reckoned. I hoped so see Pat turning up, but he didn’t so I decided to keep going.
2h45 spare time gained as I left the control, a good start so far.

Bullard Farm – Brattleboro, 51km 
This stage is the beginning of the real fun. The profile shows two hills of notice. We were promptly climbing the first one, through lovely woods; David from Pittsburgh was still there, telling me about the beauty of the Canadian Rockies and asking me about the LEL; interestingly enough the self-sufficient nature of the LEL seemed to particularly attract him, confirmed by the fact that unlike most US riders he rides a genuine touring bike.
A bit further up we passed the one and only covered wooden bridge on the route, which continued through beautiful countryside along low traffic lanes. Maybe it was the shock of getting back to civilisation which explains why I missed the ‘do not miss’ turn at a busy crossroad; possibly it was the very confusing signposting telling that Brattleboro is straight on route 63 while the routesheet asked for turning right on route 63. Certainly the fact that I had not yet got used to following the painted arrows on the tarmac did not help. All in all, I prompty could be seen cruising at a good pace on a dead flat A road, pushed by a nice tailwind, while I was supposed by then to go climbing. Evidence that I had gone off course emerged after 15km or so; with the staff at a gas station confirming that by continuing I would indeed arrive at Brattleboro, I got myself into a dilemma. Retracing for getting back on course? But then, that would mean more than one hour lost out of the critical spare time hard earned during stage 1, and high likelihood to get into trouble later as a result; and having failed to understand this crossroad at first despite careful attention to it, what guarantee did I have not to go wrong again at the very same place?

I hence opted for continuing, at the risk of missing a secret control. If so, I would just pursue the ride just for the fun of it. I arrived promptly in Brattleboro, and with a bit of help again at a gas station could find the roundabout which leads to the control.

Rick has just arrived, and looked like having ridden hard. He was clearly, and rightly, surprised to see me there so I make no mystery of what had happened. When I asked him how he had found the last 20km, he replied ‘very hard, very hilly’. I then asked him, trying to look casual, how he had found the secret control, only to be told that there was none. Hurray! Back on the right track, if not precisely the most glorious one…

While refreshing ourselves and refilling the water bottles, we could see George Hanna going rapidly through the control. Having regained over us the 2 hours lost by taking the ‘late’ start, George was visibly on his way for a good time. Still no sign of Pat.

My card says        . Three more water bottles down, but legs and body feeling all right.

Brattleboro – Ludlow       

The serious climbing starts on this stage; well, at least it did for me. 
