The Hillier-Than-Thou, Hotter-Than-Thou, Longer-Than-Thou 

New Jersey 600 

Happy memories of a serial DNF-er

Between the NJ600 and me, there starts to be like a history. In 2003 I picked it up as my PBP qualifier, and showed up at the start with embarrassingly little training mileage, an unwisely heavy bike, and an unreasonable absence of small gears. 180 miles later my PBP campaign was over, as I was busy throwing every possible bit of stomach over the roadside. I had not prepared properly, and got what I deserved as a result. Normal.

This year was different. I had my mileage, and a good few brevets in the bag including two 400k comfortably completed. I had a cunning plan to neutralize the effects of heat. I came with my best bike and gears to climb to trees with. After all, all this got me comfortably round BMB in 2004. Surely, the NJ600 was not going to come in the way of a BMB finisher?

Stage 1. Princeton / Point Pleasant (57 miles) 
As Diane waived us the off, I took command of my usual lanterne rouge placing for the first few miles. Bob Olsen was there too, as he often does early on as I could remember from the 300k (when he then proceeded to pass half of the field before mid-point!). It took only a few rolling miles before David Fallon appeared in front of us, before taking a wrong turn; Bob raced after him only to find he had vanished. Not the best way how to start a 600!

Shortly afterwards we encountered more unhappy bunnies, as Rudi and Joel were busy trying to fix one, or maybe two broken chains on their Bike Friday tandem. A quick check revealed there was nothing we could do for them, so on we went wishing them good luck. The route continued to roll through very pleasant countryside, and it would have been perfect but for the blind pick-up truck driver who very nearly picked both of us on his grille. Before long we reached the Delaware in Milford, where a familiar voice yelled at us – it was Leroy manning the secret control, with his usual cheerfull enthusiasm. Interestingly, he informed us that by now there were already four riders behind us after only 43 miles. As we proceeded towards Bridgeton Hill, I couldn’t help mentioning to Bob that at that rate we would finish first!

We sedately climbed over the valley in still reasonable temperature, and after a few easy miles familiar to PA brevet regulars we hit more climbing and a few bridges, which felt to me as if they had been on the 2003 route on day 2. The control in Point Pleasant at mile 57 was welcomed, to fill-up the hole that had rapidly developed where my stomach was supposed to be. A sandwich, a danish and a few drinks later I was starting to feel human again. We thanked Royal and Steve and remounted our machines.

Stage 2 – Point Pleasant / Weisel Hostel (22 miles)
Onwards, and as a matter of fact upwards. We were promptly passed by a large group of cyclists, and then as we rode through Carversville could hear Diane calling us – another secret control. On being asked, Diane admitted that for picking ‘her’ riders in the crowd of cyclists she was looking for lights on the bike!

More rolling followed, until the infamous instruction at mile 68. I turned right as per the cue sheet, attention caught by traffic. Bob told me there were riders who had crossed ahead of us, among which he thought he had recognized fellow randonneur Bill Olsen; we however agreed to follow the cue sheet, uphill obviously, up to the point when the route ceased to match. Inquiry to locals confirmed we had it all wrong; two miles retracing brought us back on course, not in the best mood for having wasted half an hour spare time in what was starting to be baking sun. The rest of the stage proved uneventful, apart for some more climbing, and we had a bit over one hour spare time as we entered the Weisel Youth Hostel where all the support team was relaxing in the shade in the company of some riders. I recognized Bill Olsen, Eric Bower, and Guy Harris.

Stage 3 – Weisel / Wind Gap (44 miles) 

We didn’t stay too long at the control. Some fast ablutions and a quick bite later and we were on the road, leaving riders behind us. Uncharacteristically the first few miles were fast, and fortunately in the shade as heat had by now (noon) appeared for good. It wasn’t too long before climbs re-appeared, and a first call to the granny gear was made on the hill, new to me, leading to Lower Saucon Road. Bob did not have this luxury as he didn’t have a triple chainring, so he had to wait a bit for me. The familiar (PA200) roller-coaster to and through Easton followed, and more of the same up to the Petro Mart gas station in Wind Gap. Funny how in April we don’t notice how exposed all these hills are, but by now (14h30) boy we DID notice! Bob slowed down and came to a halt shortly before the control, in need of some food. I continued at reduced pace and all too happily reached the gas station, all my stock of water by now evaporated (5 bottles).

Leroy and Steve Hallet were there, stamping cards and providing cue sheet changes information. I was surprised to see Paul Shapiro and Mary Crawley still there on their tandem, as they are much faster riders than me. Some other riders were there, too, and it seemed that heat was starting to take its toll on them. I promptly decided to implement Heat Emergency Plan # 1: stay in the shade for 1h30, have some sleep, and resume riding when cooler then ride through the whole night. Bob was keen to continue so I wished him good luck while I was lying down under a tree.

Stage 4 – Wind Gap / Aherns (76 miles)
I probably slept about twenty minutes altogether, and for the rest of the time just relaxed in the shade waiting for temperature to drop a bit. Shortly before 5pm I decided it was time to go, and set off together with Pat Fleming who was keen to ride with me. Unlike on the PA200, we didn’t climb Wind Gap but went instead parallel to the ridge, for some few easy miles. Pat’s stomach was not feeling great so I told him how well Pepto-Bismol works for me in such cases, and gave him some pills which did not seem to have much effect. The long, straight, exposed approach to Little Gap was OK at 6pm, but I couldn’t help thinking that fast riders can’t possibly have enjoyed it when there at the peak of the heat. Little Gap itself was just that and was soon left behind, and the following descent was good fun. Before long we reached the info control in Palmerton, neutralized by Diane as apparently front riders had failed to find it. I don’t know where they went, but we found the control obvious enough although not quite where Diane had indicated it; the Blue Mountains Pub opposite Stoney Ridge Road was inviting enough, and we stopped for a quick cold drink.

Onwards, and the worst climb on the route to follow! Diane, give us Fox Gap any day rather than Stoney Ridge Road! From then on, at each uphill bit of the (endless) rollercoaster, either of Pat or me could be heard shouting ‘Thanks Diane!’ to whatever wildlife would be prepared to listen. You see, one makes fun with what one has when the going gets tough on a 600…

We rode some twenty miles of rollercoaster, before entering again a familiar section – Cherry Valley Road, of PA200 fame. Not that the route became in any way flat, but let’s say the hills became somewhat more distant from each other. It was however too late for Pat, who announced me at mile 173 that he would pack there, by the sports centre full of kids enjoying themselves in the middle of the night. A bit like us, in a way…

I hence continued solo, with little memory of the following 20 miles – maybe the road had become flat? Up to Cedar Road of course. This one was tremendous fun: a succession of potholes put together, on a 20% steep climb of course. Wildlife of uncertain species was shuffling around in the bushes, presumably bursting with laughter at the sight of a lone cyclist ascending the lane on 30x27, the front light working only by short sequences – too slow for the Schmidt! Worth the best bits of the illustrious Wessex SR series in the UK! For completing the comical side of the situation, Diane had charitably warned us of gravel on this lane; to be fair, gravel was well and truly the least of my concerns as I was trying to find my way between all these craters… I developed a keen interest for learning in which exact circumstances Diane had found out this one…

The beauty of Cedar Road is that I was wide awake when pulling into Aherns’ Country Café 8 miles further up. Given my discussion with Steve Hallet at Wind Gap, I expected little else than a back-of-the-trunk control, with maybe some water and a bit of food. And there was a real deli, open only for us at the dead of the night and doing roaring trade with famished ghosts in cycling attire! Wonderful! And for good measure, half the ride down! Time to celebrate!

Stage 5 – Aherns / Weisel Hostel (49 miles) 
I could see at Aherns that the ride had started to claim a good few casualties. Pat Fleming was there, picked up by Royal and having apparently recovered his appetite. Doug Levy was there too, DNF. I was told Paul and Mary had packed. I was very far from catching that mood, though, and was just eager to refill the stomach and keep going. Which I did with perhaps half an hour spare time in hand and a good few riders still behind me.

More familiar territory followed, over the Delaware to Belvidere and then upwards, boy, seriously! As I was slowly ascending Hemlock / Buckhorn / Casteners in my granny gear, I could only reflect on how brave (foolish?) I had been on the PA200 to climb this one on the Gitane, on 42x28; little wonder I had felt a tad tired for the rest of the ride… But what goes up must go down, which it did, to the info control in Stewartsville where as opposed to my initial fears the darkness of the night did not prevent to see the colour of the awning. From then on, it was an easy 10 miles until the next control…

How I made it 20 miles or more I still haven’t got a clue. Suffice to say that after some few miles where the route seemed to match the cue sheet, at some point it ceased, up to when I arrived in front of a factory gate. With morale dropping rapidly I identified being in Phillipsburg while I was supposed to be in Riegelsville; the only way I could think of for getting back on course was crossing the Delaware to the PA side, and ride along 611S up to the bridge in Riegelsville. A signpost ‘Riegelsville 8 miles’ allowed to quantify the extent of the damages. As I was pushing towards the control, I kept evaluating the hopelessness of my situation: spare time would have disappeared by the time I reach the control. Stages to come would not offer any possibility to make-up time, being all in hilly territory. Means having to ride into heat all the afternoon; and, worst of all, the event being wildly over-distance (by 20km, officially), I would have to make-up the corresponding 1h20 or so during the last stage. On a BRM 600, whether the distance is 600.2k or 680k the time limit remains the same at 40 hours. In case of over-distance, some RBAs do spread the burden on intermediate stages, via adjusting cut-off times, to make it invisible. But Diane had not done that, all was due to be regained on the last stage only. The poor fellow showing up just at the time limit at the penultimate control would finish out of time, without ever knowing what he had done wrong… In my case, counting at least one hour debit for riding in high heat plus over an hour for the over-distance meant finishing between 42 and 43 hours. With 250k still to go, I was unmistakably doomed, and worst of all I knew it. Why is it that my stupid brain rationalizes such things at an ungodly hour after one night on the road, instead of minding its own business and focusing on keeping me on the route?   

As I rolled into Riegelsville, the lure to pack there became strongly attractive. After all, it was an easy ride to Frenchtown, and then a well-known route to Princeton. I went over the bridge, looking for the control on the other side, and heard someone calling me. Three riders were lying down by the roadside, under space blankets (Rudi, Joel, Chris), while a delighted bridge guard was looking after them, apparently enjoying the role immensely. However bleak my thoughts were, I couldn’t repress a smile: these guys were well and truly an example; I couldn’t possibly pack like that. Thanks guys… Or, given what came later, perhaps not…

Card signed (a few minutes after cut-off, I believe), I set off decidedly towards the next control. There was still a faint glimmer of hope, although a pretty long shot – better give it a try.

It speaks volumes about the nature of the NJ600 route that the only fast stage on day 2 goes actually uphill. From the Delaware to Weisel Youth Hostel altitude goes up, but Route 32 does it with gentle rollers so momentum can be used with some efficiency. By Weisel, I had regained enough spare time to eat two helpings of lasagna swiftly prepared by Barbara Harris (many, many thanks!), get the card stamped, make quick ablutions, refill water bottles, and indulge in a 5 minutes power nap. After what I set off, just at the time limit again.           

Stage 6 – Weisel YH to Milford (23 miles) 
I didn’t feel great on that stage. No surprise, I never do on the morning of day 2. The route was familiar, and familiarly going up and down. At a point doziness forced a 5 minutes power nap by the roadside, where I sat against a tree, closed the eyes and shut down the brain for a few minutes. It did the trick, and I was feeling better when posting my card in Milford, having regained a handful of minutes.

Stage 7 – Milford to Hackettstown (29 miles)
This is where the fun resumed. Day 2 of the NJ600 actually sends you visiting no else than Hillier-Than-Thou territory, used by the famous eponymous hill-climbing contest run in September. With organizer Kyle Chu also helping Diane on the NJ600, and ‘Torture’ Tom involved in the design of the route as well, what else could we fools possibly expect?

For good measure, this stage allowed to observe an interesting phenomenon of distance elasticity. I don’t use a cyclometer, certainly not wanting to be remembered how actually slow I am when the going gets tough. But when it takes 5 minutes to complete what is officially 0.2 miles, even I can see that these are miles, boy, not like we know them! Perhaps Diane was feeling bad at telling us the truth about how much over-distance her 600 actually is…

But back to the road. I enjoyed climbing Sweet Hollow Road in the woods, and waived at Barbara and Holly as they drove past me. I also enjoyed the following, yet elastic, rolling miles as long as the road remained in the shade. When trees disappeared and left me under baking sun for the approach to Hackettstown, the ride became a bit of a grind. These sharp, exposed climbs are certainly better fun when ascended in April on the NJ300!

As I rolled into the control in Hackettstown, I had regained perhaps half an hour over the cut-off, with a bit under 90 miles yet to go. Time for a good bit of food, and loads of liquid as heat was back at its peak. A rider was still there, proof that I had regained some time on him. He wasn’t too sure whether he would make it or not…

Stage 8 – Hackettstown to… the end of the road (7 miles)    
With ten minutes spare time in hand I left Hackettstown, fed and watered. Someone had left the door of the oven open, resulting in temperatures probably worse than the day before. It wasn’t great fun climbing the steep hill outside of Hackettstown with no shade. Ryan Road and its 20% gradient, or perhaps worse, was as bad as ever. More than 300 miles into a 600, this all started to feel like verging on the ridiculous, and certainly the gratuitous. Some few miles later, passing the so-aptly named Shades of Death Road, all what was left of the road was a pool of black, liquid tarmac that glued to my wheels together with large bits of gravel. I stopped at the first bit of shade, and pondered the situation. Impossible to ride in this heat for at least an hour or two without seriously risking stomach collapse, or tyre blow-up. 25 miles of relentless climbing to follow to the penultimate control, meant reaching it at least an hour after cut-off. Our hour twenty more to make-up on the last stage for the over-distance. Realistically, that meant finishing between 42 and 43 hours (midnight), and that meant certain DQ. Business trip to follow early on the following morning. Last chance to catch a cab, most probably: Hackettstown. Decision made: packing, there and then.  Mile 307, plus a dozen more between going off-course and distance elasticity. 14h00 on Day 2. Great training ride, if nothing else. 

I promptly rang Diane, to let her know. She seemed a bit worried, for all of us, as she was coordinating pick-up of stranded riders all along the route. She didn’t need to worry for me, I was perfectly fine and safe. Just a tad too slow for this route.

Motivation is a weird thing. Five minutes before, you keenly do your best over ridiculous hills; then you realize the game is over and you won’t have a brevet. And all of a sudden all you want is stop, immediately. Why is this? It can’t be the little piece of cardboard, I have a full shoebox of those at home; one more or one less does not matter at all. There must be something else…

I leisurely retraced my way to Hackettstown. Yes folks, over Ryan Road the other way! (just as bad as the one we know). The sensible folk in Hackettstown were all hidden behind walls, in the comfort of A/C. The girl at the taxi office informed me that another rider, who turned out to be Chris Burkhardt, had called a cab from Mansfied Police Station. We ended up sharing the cab and before long were back in Princeton.

Do I regret the decision of packing? No. I gave the ride my best shot and have very little to regret about doing things better. However unpleasant the fact is, reality is that completing this course in BRM time is above and beyond my abilities, unless maybe (maybe…) exceptionally favourable circumstances (perfect weather, and zero off-course). This being a 600, a very, very long shot then.

Was it a good ride? Definitely. The route is beautiful and traffic-free all the way. Support from the organizer was first class. Morning of day 1, and full night ride, were great fun. Climbing legs certainly well trained by now for next endeavours. I can’t think of any better way how to prepare for a 1200k.

Will I be back again? Sure! But I will be taking the NJ600 as a training ride, not as a qualifier. My ‘must do’ qualifier will be selected on a normal, average type of course for this distance. This one was I believe exceptionally difficult for a 600: it is rare to find no fast section allowing to make-up time on this distance. It is equally rare to have to climb relentlessly from A to Z on a  600. Add to that high heat as an inevitable parameter for New Jersey in June, with relevant consequences on riding speed, and top up with 25km over-distance, and you get the full picture. Our lovely RBA is well and truly a toughie!

The 10 braves who finished (out of 23 starters) the 2005 NJ600 can be proud of what they did. They shouldn’t have any problem on BMB…

Laurent CHAMBARD

RUSA # 2067

June 30th, 2005                                    
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