BOSTON – MONTRÉAL – BOSTON 
An epic 750-mile randonnée from Beantown to Quebec and back

“Is that BMB, PBP or PB&J?” 

What makes Boston-Montréal-Boston (BMB) a lifetime achievement for so many cyclists?

· For starters, there is the distance - 1,200 kilometers or 750 miles.

· Second, there is the time pressure.  More than a dozen checkpoints along the route must be reached within a specific time period, and the entire ride must be completed in less than 90 hours.  

· Third, you cannot buy your way into Boston-Montréal-Boston.  You have to earn it through a series of qualifying rides.

· During BMB, the clock never stops.  If you check in late at any point, you are disqualified from the event.

What most people don’t understand is that Boston-Montréal-Boston is not a road race, except among a handful of sadomasochists who ride the entire 750 miles without sleep.  The true race is against the clock and other demons such as fatigue, darkness, wind, rain, extreme temperatures and over 30,000 vertical feet of climbing.

Why would anyone in their right mind even entertain the thought of undertaking this event?

Part of the answer may lie in the storied history of randonneuring.  Randonneur is a French word that means “to amble or walk.”  The world’s first bicycle race, Paris-Brest-Paris, was held in 1891 and actually predates the Tour de France by 14 years.  Paris-Brest-Paris, or PBP, is a grueling 1200 kilometer test of human endurance and cycling ability.  Over time, PBP evolved from a professional race into exclusively a timed randonnée for hard-riding amateurs.  Organized every four years by the host Audax Club Parisien, the Paris-Brest-Paris Randonneurs is the oldest bicycling event still run on a regular basis.  

Qualification for both Paris-Brest-Paris and Boston-Montréal-Boston is accomplished by completing a series of rides called brevets, which follow a set course and have strict time limits to acquaint cyclists with this style of riding - called randonneuring.  Brevet distances are 200 km, 300 km, 400 km, and 600 km (125 miles, 185 miles, 250 miles and 375 miles) and must be completed sequentially during the year of PBP and BMB.  Since PBP is run every four years, Boston-Montréal-Boston is held every year except the year of PBP.

After completing the 2003 Paris-Brest-Paris Randonneurs, my second foray in major randoneurring was the 2004 Boston-Montréal-Boston randonnée.  My Boston-Montréal-Boston began after a typical pre-event restless night at the Holiday Inn in Newton, Massachusetts.  John D’Elia, my good friend, riding partner during Paris-Brest-Paris, and 2004 two-man team Race Across America veteran and I left the start with 116 other riders at 4:00 a.m. on Thursday, August 19th.  The air on this late summer morning was filled with humidity and temperatures were in the lower sixties.  

The start of these types of events is traditionally pretty hectic.  Participants get so “hyped-up” with nervous energy that the pace for the first few hours is much faster than they will ride during the remainder of the event.  This year’s BMB was no exception.

Dave Jordan, ultra-distance event coordinator extraordinaire, led us through the dark, desolate streets of Weston, Massachusetts in his brown pick-up truck, which was fully equipped with a roof-mounted flashing orange beacon.  At the start of long distance events like Boston-Montréal-Boston or Paris-Brest-Paris, John and I like to ride at the front of the lead pack for a myriad of reasons; namely, the quicker pace, the safety of riding with more adept cyclists, the front group usually has riders who know the route and, most importantly, for the privilege of not having to slow down to read our cue sheets in the dark.  

After about thirty minutes of hard riding and jockeying for position, the lead group had been whittled down to around twenty cyclists, while a few elite riders were already off the front.  This group, which included John and me, stayed together until the first significant climb of the morning.  At this point, the pace was fast and the long incline ultimately splintered our pack into several smaller groups of riders.  

Our lead group of seven riders worked well together as we drafted off one another in a rotating paceline.  For us, the sum was greater than the whole of the parts.  Our efficient technique allowed us to gain significant ground on one of the lead riders.  Feeling inspired, I moved to the front of the paceline and took an extended pull, which allowed us to catch the elite rider’s wheel.  Bridging the group up to this lone rider forced our pack of cyclists to work a lot harder than they wanted to, while it simultaneously managed to aggravate the elite rider.  Shortly after we caught his wheel, this rider mumbled something to us and broke away from our pack for good.  As it turned out, I would not see this rider again for another 28 hours, near South Hero, Vermont, while he was on his way back from Canada.

We capped off a strong 78-mile leg, which included 4,400 vertical feet of climbing, by rolling into Bullard Farm at 8:00 a.m.  Bullard Farm is a Bed and Breakfast/Conference Center located on the Quabbin Reservoir in Central Massachusetts.  Bullard Farm is also the first outbound checkpoint and last inbound checkpoint on BMB.  

Upon our arrival, Melinda Lyon, who was a volunteer at the checkpoint, greeted us.  Melinda is a gifted and very accomplished cyclist.  She is a two-time and reigning champion of the illustrious, 113-year old, 750-mile Paris-Brest-Paris race and one of the most unassuming people you will ever meet.  

Realizing that we still had a long day ahead of us, our group of riders did not spend much time at the control.  We quickly refilled our water bottles and hustled back on the road.

John D’Elia, another John, John Flanigan from Colorado, David Strong from San Francisco, and two Frenchmen, Richard Leon and Joel Gaborit, and I rounded out our group.  Along this stretch we encountered some smaller, yet significant climbs including Mount Grace and Mount Pisgah.  We were all riding well, so the leg from Bullard Farm to Brattleboro was fast and rather uneventful.  In fact, the group stayed together for the entire 38-mile section while managing to pick up another strong rider along the way.

As we descended into Brattleboro, Vermont, we cruised down Route 9 and across the Connecticut River, leaving southwestern New Hampshire.  The downhill into town was invigorating, but short-lived.  Just on the other side of the river was a construction zone, which included an expansive gravel stretch.  This was one of a series of roadway construction projects that would impact our ride, especially on Day 3.  

All seven riders checked into the Brattleboro control at 10:30 a.m.  As we had done at Bullard Farm, we attended to only the necessary details at the checkpoint and were back on road within ten minutes.  Shortly after we pulled out of the control on route toward Ludlow, I dropped one of my padded cycling gloves.  Once I realized this had happened, I turned to John Flanigan and asked him what he thought I should do.   John pointed out rather astutely that BMB was a long ride and that I would need my gloves.  He encouraged me to go back and find the one I had dropped.  So, I turned back and quickly retraced my steps.  I picked up my glove, which was lying in the shoulder of the road doing its best road-kill impression, and hurried back to join up with John Flanigan.  At this point, John D’Elia was a few hundred yards down the road, soft-pedaling in an attempt to keep his rhythm.  The four other riders, with whom we traveled from Bullard Farm to Brattleboro, decided to not wait for us and took off down the road. 

John D’Elia, John Flanigan and I rode together through the rolling hills of Southern Vermont.  All the while, we could see the group of four riders ahead of us.  D’Elia and I noticed that Flanigan was itching to catch up with the other riders.  So, after a few leading conversations, D’Elia and I were able to convince Flanigan to leave us and join the others.  At first Flanigan resisted then, ultimately, he acquiesced and was off like a caged animal.

About ten minutes later, John and I caught up with the two Frenchmen at the beginning of a construction zone in Saxtons River, Vermont.  After riding over three expansive gravel sections of roadway, one of the Frenchmen flatted.  John D’Elia and I considered stopping to help him until John realized that his rear tire was also flat.  

At this point, the sun was high in the sky and the temperature had climbed into the lower eighties.  After John changed his flat, we decided that it was time for both of us to break out the “pièce de résistance” – our Apple iPods.
The tunes were cranking as John and I rode along at an aggressive clip.  I could tell early into the event that John was extremely focused.  He had that “all business” look about him.  On an early season 24-hour, 240-mile, “flèche” ride down in North Carolina, some of our fellow riders picked up on this attribute and appropriately nick-named John “Game Face.”

Fortunately, I was able to talk some sense into “Game Face”, and we took a quick break at a country store in Grafton before we tackled the climb up Andover Pass.  Grafton, Vermont is a charming little town complete with beautifully restored 19th Century homes.  

A few minutes down the road, Dave Jordan was hiding out alongside a stretch of the river manning the secret checkpoint.  The event organizer typically inserts a secret control into the ride to try and keep participants from cheating.  I certainly respect the tradition behind these checkpoints, but find them somewhat unnecessary.  Who, I ask, would cheat on a 66-mile stretch of a grueling 750-mile brevet in the middle of the Vermont backcountry?  But, I was happy to oblige since this event starts and ends in Boston where in 1980, women's marathon "winner" Rosie Ruiz earned a place in Beantown lore when it was discovered that she had jumped out of a crowd, less than a mile from the end of the race, and crossed the finish line in first place, her clothes mysteriously sweat-free. 
Shortly after visiting with Dave and two other Boston Brevet Series regulars, Chip Coldwell and Max Poletto, Dave stamped our brevet cards and we started up Andover Pass.  Along the climb, we passed one of the Frenchmen, Joel Gaborit, who I later learned had completed six (6) Paris-Brest-Paris events and finished cinq (5) in under cinquante heures (50 hours).  Just to put that in some perspective, John and I finished the 2003, quad-annual, PBP race in quatre-vingt heures (80 hours).  

John and I climbed Andover Pass with a consistent, controlled tempo and ultimately reached the summit.  As we did so, we met up with two BMBers who were taking in the expansive views of the Green Mountains.  We exchanged pleasantries, put on a few extra articles of clothing and proceeded to enjoy a swift, albeit brief, descent.

As we pressed on toward the next checkpoint, we met up with Route 100 just outside of Weston, Vermont, and ultimately encountered the tamer side of Terrible Mountain.  Terrible did not live up to its name.  This side of the mountain provided John and I with a nice, long runout into the ski resort town of Ludlow, Vermont.  We capped this 55-mile leg off by pulling into the Trojan Horse, a rustic ski chalet, at 2:45 p.m.

Mike Kerrigan was manning the Ludlow control and offered a few, much appreciated words of encouragement.  While we were at the checkpoint, John and I bumped into Karl Dittebrandt.  Karl was at BMB crewing for David Mandlebaum and Eddy Mantaring.  Karl is the Founding Father and Director of Audax - New York City, which is the club for which I ride.

After a 30-minute break at the Ludlow control, John and I continued north on Route 100 toward Killington.  This rolling stretch of roadway is bordered by numerous lakes and streams, is very serene and very Vermont.   

Route 100 meets up with Route 4 at the base of Killington Mountain where the road gets vertical rather quickly.  During our ascent, we caught up with Floridian Jim Solanick.  As we rode alongside Jim, I jokingly asked him “if the highest point in Florida was the top of the Rickenbacker Causeway Bridge?”  We all laughed and looked skyward as dark, ominous clouds began to move in and settle overhead.  

At the top of the climb sits an old country store and a fork in the road.  We passed the store, veered right to follow Route 100 and continued north toward Rochester, Vermont.  Just as we made the turn, the heavens opened up and heavy rain started to fall.  Another 100 yards down the road, Johnny flatted again.  

I have to admit, John D’Elia is one of the funniest guys to be around when he has a mechanical problem.  When anything goes wrong and slows him down, John gets visibly upset.  And, he typically takes his frustration out on his bicycle.  During the 2003 Paris-Brest-Paris brevet, John had a blow out while we were leaving the control in Brest.  To the amazement of everyone in our group, John was able to channel all of his frustration into changing both a new tire and tube in an impressive four minutes flat!  

After changing John’s flat and placing our precious iPods in plastic zip-lock bags, we jumped back on our bikes and took off for a rapid, rain-soaked decent down Route 100.  The rain ultimately subsided and the terrain kindly flattened out.  At this point, John pulled to the front and maintained a fast pace as we blew through North Sherburne, Pittsfield and Stockbridge.

Seven miles north of Stockbridge, we stopped at a convenience store in Rochester, Vermont.  I was starting to feel a little low on energy and thought an orange juice would help pick me up.  Wrong!  Shortly after downing the orange juice, I proceeded to puke three times all over the parking lot.  Hello Acid Reflux!  The profuse yacking made me weak in the knees and forced me to sit down on the asphalt.  With my back against the building, and my arms crossed, my head sunk naturally between my knees.  While in this unfortunate position, I distinctly remembered hearing a couple of BMBers asking me if I was all right as they rode past the carnage.  A word to the wise:  If someone is dry heaving, please leave them alone for a few minutes.  And, no, they are not all right!

While all this was going on, John was very patient.  I can see why he is such an understanding and supportive father.  John gave me some much needed space to get a few things out of my system, if you will, and enough time to pull myself together.  He has, after all, seen this routine before.  During the 2003 Paris-Brest-Paris race, I threw up all over the cafeteria floor at 2:00 a.m. on Day 3.  

As we were getting back on our bikes, I turned to John and asked him whether he thought I was “a little dehydrated?”  He responded:  “If you weren’t before, you certainly are now.”   

After this little episode, we continued north on Route 100 into Hancock before heading west on Route 125 toward the infamous Middlebury Gap.  The Middlebury Gap is Boston-Montréal-Boston’s signature climb.  Throughout my cycling career, I had heard reports that it is one of the toughest climbs in the state of Vermont.  And, after having had the opportunity to race up Mount Washington, which is also incredibly steep, I was a little intimidated at the prospect of climbing a mountain, with a similar reputation, after a 14-hour, 220-mile warm-up.  

The climb was fairly rigorous.  But, honestly, it was exactly what I expected.  

During the ascent, I particularly enjoyed looking down and seeing the summit distance markings on the side of the road.  As I danced on my pedals, I envisioned the thousands of riders who had raced up the “Gap” during the Killington Stage Race.  

Motivationally speaking, I found the distance markings had both a positive and a negative impact on my climbing.  After all the hype, I really wanted to perform on this climb.  But, I knew going hard was the wrong thing to do since it was still the first day and, at this point in the ride, I had already ridden 220 miles.

First, there was the 1000M sign.  Then, a short distance up the road, the 500M sign.  Finally, a white line, which had been spray-painted unevenly across the entire road, signifying the K.O.M. (King of the Mountain) finish line.  

I powered up to the summit, raised my hands to the heavens in triumph and promptly proceeded to completely “checkout.”  I was done.  Finito!  Kaputski!  It was almost as if once I reached the summit my mind said to my legs, “Legs, you worked hard today, go ahead and take the rest of the night off.  And, oh by the way Legs, you just rode up one of the toughest climbs in the eastern United States.”

John and I were rewarded for all of our hard work with a 10-mile downhill.  The descent took us past the Bread Loaf Mountain satellite campus of Middlebury College and through the town of Ripton before Route 125 merged into Route 7.  At this point, the town of Middlebury was another four miles ahead and darkness was starting to set in.  

After we turned north on Route 7, I could tell that John was still remarkably fresh.  He had made it clear to me that he wanted to at least make it to our hotel in Williston, Vermont, or maybe even as far as Rouses Point, New York, that evening, which was another 90 miles past Middlebury.

By the time we rolled into the Middlebury checkpoint at 7:45 p.m., I was pretty cooked.  As the other riders devoured plates of Lasagna, the ladies working at the control noticed that I was not eating any of my food.  They grew concerned with this development and periodically asked me if I was feeling o.k.  I told them that I did not feel hungry and it may take a little while for me to find my appetite.  At this moment, I pretty much knew that I would not ride again until the next morning.  So, I decided to approach John and explain that I did not feel like continuing in the dark and that it would be best if he pushed on without me.  During our conversation, I got a little emotional because I realized that I was letting my riding partner down.  But, John insisted that everything would work out just fine.  “Plan B, right?” he said.


In an effort to reduce the weight of our bicycles, John and I agreed to split up the redundant items that we would normally carry on a ride.  So, as we had done during Paris-Brest-Paris, I carried a pump on my bike and John carried a spare tire.  As John was getting ready to leave, he realized this predicament and quickly decided that he was willing to take the risk that he would not flat over the next 90 miles.  Without hesitation, John promptly jumped on his bike and rode off into the night without a pump.  A risky maneuver to say the least.

So, here I was, hanging out at the Middlebury control, watching riders come and go, while I was trying to figure out exactly what “Plan B” meant.  As it turned out, my “Plan B” included taking a hot shower, getting a 40-minute massage, eating two plates of meat Lasagna and getting a good night’s sleep.

Just as I was leaving the dining hall, I ran into Karl Dittebrandt who was crewing for two of my riding buddies from Audax - New York City.  I explained my situation to Karl and expressed a desire to join up with Eddy Mantaring and David Mandlebaum.  Karl thought that would work out well for all parties involved.  I asked Karl to let David and Eddy know that I wanted to meet them for breakfast at 5:30 a.m.  Karl mentioned that Eddy and David were not expected to reach Middlebury until well after midnight.  And, since crewmembers could only interact with riders at the checkpoints, Karl said he would be happy to deliver the message when they arrived.  I thanked him and headed off to find an empty cot on the floor of the Middlebury Sports Center skating rink for a well-deserved night’s sleep.  

Seven hours later, I awoke, showered, packed my drop bags, and rode over to the dining hall.  Eddy was already there drinking a cup of coffee.  And, knowing Eddy, I am sure he requested real milk for his coffee.  

Seeing Eddy really lifted my spirits.  Eddy is one of my closest friends and was recently one of my groomsmen.  He and I have spent a lot of time on the bike together, including a handful of cycling vacations out West.  For the record, I had not been this happy to see Eddy since I blew out both of my quadricep muscles during Hell Week in Texas back in 2001.  During that trip, Eddy unselfishly sacrificed a day of cycling to go to Sea World and attend a San Antonio Spurs game with me.  

While at breakfast, however, I did not see David Mandelbaum.  When I asked for David, Eddy informed me that he was forced to abandon BMB for medical reasons.  I found the news about David’s abandonment exceptionally disheartening.  Just prior to Boston-Montréal-Boston, I had gone on a few training rides with David and knew how much he wanted to complete this event.

Eddy and I ate a big breakfast and actually left the control at 6:30 a.m., a full thirty minutes after it had closed.  Eddy is a fun-loving guy with an infectious personality, but believe me, he is never in a hurry.  Just before we left, I took a few minutes to tape a spare tire to my bike frame with some black electrical tape that I borrowed from one of the BMB mechanics.  As you will see on Day 3, that single act had the most significant impact on the outcome of my ride.  

At this point, Eddy and I were the last two riders on the road.  Remarkably, I was the 10th rider, out of 116, to reach the Middlebury control on Day 1 and now I was one of the last two cyclists to leave!  As you will see, this will become a recurring pattern throughout the rest of the event.  

Twelve miles up the road, in the small Vermont town of Bristol, it started to rain.  Eddy and I pulled off Route 116 to put on our rain jackets and to see if the rain would subside.  But, the rain did not let up.  In fact, the rain actually increased in intensity from a mere sprinkle to a steady shower.  So, we decided to continue on without any further delay.  With temperatures in the mid-fifties, it proceeded to rain consistently for the next two hours.  

Another hour up the road, we came across a convenience store.  I knew Eddy and I were in good form when, without hesitation, we pulled right up to the front door, parked our bikes and began searching the store for food.  Ultimately, we settled for a plate of scrambled eggs and sausage links, topped off with a bottle of chocolate milk and an apple juice chaser.  Nothing but the best for our stomachs!  I was right about this point when Eddy and I decided to abandon all of our pocket food for the remainder of the ride.  With food in hand, we sat on a pallet of Budweiser, as rainwater dripped from our saturated cycling clothes, and enjoyed our second breakfast of the morning in style.

Eddy and I continued north on a very heavily traveled section of Route 116 toward the town of Williston, Vermont.  There was so much truck traffic along this stretch of highway that, at one point, we decided to stop riding and literally pulled off the road to let a manufactured home pass.  While we took a minute to let this “wide-load” pass us, we noticed that it finally stopped raining.  

As we entered the commercial district of Williston, we rode past a Fairfield Inn.  I pointed the hotel out to Eddy and shouted, “That is where I was supposed to sleep last night.”  Eddy responded by saying, “And, your point is?”  The point was that John D’Elia and I had made a reservation for two rooms at the Fairfield Inn for Thursday night.  Well, John rode all the way up to Rouse’s Point, New York, on Day 1, while I slept like a baby in Middlebury, Vermont.  Oh well, just another sunk BMB cost.

While we were in Williston, we spotted Serge Martel, a fellow Boston-Montréal-Boston participant with whom John D’Elia and I ate dinner the night before the start.  Serge was riding in the wrong direction while desperately looking around for street signs.  I yelled over to Serge and asked him if he needed any assistance.  Apparently, Serge had made a wrong turn in town and had not been able to get back on route.  As always, Eddy and I were happy to help out a fellow cyclist.  

With Serge in tow, we continued north and, in doing so, passed through Essex Junction before joining up with State Route 2.  Route 2 has a nice wide shoulder on which to ride and provided us with our first glimpse of Lake Champlain.  French explorer, Samuel de Champlain, who discovered this tranquil lake back in 1609, came to mind.

An excerpt from his journal revealed what Champlain witnessed during his exploration:  “...we entered the lake, which is of great extent, say eighty or a hundred leagues long, where I saw four fine islands, ten, twelve, and fifteen leagues long.  Continuing our course over this lake on the western side, I noticed, while observing the country, some very high mountains on the eastern side, on top of which there was snow.  I made inquiry of the savages whether these localities were inhabited, when they told me that the Iroquois dwelt there, and that there were beautiful valleys in these places.  They said also that the lake extended near mountains, some twenty-five leagues distant from us, as I judge.  I saw, on the south, other mountains, no less high than the first, but without any snow.”  

We crossed over the Sandbar Bridge, which connected mainland Vermont to the first of a series of islands that Samuel de Champlain described in his journal, and entered the town of South Hero.  While in South Hero, we stopped at another convenience store and ate pizza.  Mangia! Mangia!  As we were eating lunch, we saw Saunders Whittlesey, this year’s top finisher, who was already heading back toward Boston.  He was smiling and looked as fresh as a daisy.  I doubt that Saunders had taken the time to stop and eat pizza during his ride.

After our lunch stop, the three of us continued north toward Grand Isle.  We crossed over another bridge and entered North Hero.  Another bridge, another island.  Another island, another town.  Serge, Eddy and I were now in Alburg, the last outbound Vermont town listed on our cue sheet.  

After a ninety-mile effort, which began in Middlebury, Vermont, we crossed a long bridge and barreled into the bustling border town of Rouse’s Point, New York.  We arrived at the checkpoint at 1:10 p.m.  When we dismounted in the parking lot of the Rouse’s Point Civic Center it was sunny and warm, with temperatures in the mid-eighties.  To cap things off, as soon as I stepped off my bike, I discovered that my rear tire was completely flat.

At the Rouse’s Point control, we got our brevet cards signed, ate a little food, used the facilities, and changed into clean clothing.  Since David Mandelbaum had abandoned, Karl volunteered to also support me while he continued to support Eddy.  Having Karl, and now David, as support was fantastic and is really the ideal way to do these rides.  

Karl changed my flat, while David put my time trial saddle on my bike.  I decided to use a second saddle, with different contact points, in an attempt to reduce my chances of getting the one thing that can prematurely end ultra-distance events for participants, the dreaded saddle sore.  

It was fun hanging out at the control listening to other BMBers who were in the process of coming and going.  During our stopover, I made an effort to visit with Boston-Brevet-Series rider Ted Lapinski.  I also remembered seeing some riders who were in pretty rough shape.

Serge, Eddy and I left the Civic Center at 2:00 p.m. and headed toward Canada.  On our way to the border, we passed Russ Loomis.  Russ smiled and waved to us from his familiar aerodynamic position.  He was on his way back to Rouse’s Point and appeared to be riding well.  

Shortly after a seamless border crossing, which is typically the case for Americans traveling from the United States into Canada, we ran into John D’Elia.  I felt a compelling need to stop and chat with John to find out how his ride had been going since we parted ways back in Middlebury.  John told us that he made it to Rouse’s Point on the first night and that not having a pump, although a little stressful, did not cost him any time.  During our visit, Eddy kindly handed John his mini-pump while John mentioned that there was a butcher shop up the road.  Besides the butcher shop, there were no other open stores along the remaining 42-mile stretch to Huntingdon, Quebec.


After battling a pretty significant headwind, the bright, late-day sun and rough roads, we pulled into the butcher shop.  It was fun using my broken French to order slices of salami and Swiss cheese.  After our short break in the air-conditioned butcher shop, we pushed on toward Huntingdon.  

Up ahead, standing in our path was Covey Hill.  This ominous looking hill popped up out of the surrounding plateau to form a very steep climb.  Serge claimed to have hit an impressive 60 miles per hour on a recent descent.  

During our climb up Covey Hill, we passed a few BMBers who were also riding to Huntingdon.  After cresting the hill, we started to see small groups of BMB participants heading back to Rouse’s Point.  We waved to each other, smiled and shouted out a few words of encouragement.  Seeing fellow brevet riders out on the course is inspirational and typically provides a much-needed boost to one’s morale.

At 5:38 p.m., we pulled into Boston-Montréal-Boston’s northernmost control in Huntingdon, Quebec, thus completing the 50-mile leg from Rouse’s Point.  The checkpoint was located in the Royal Canadian Legion Hall.  While we were at the control, we ate freshly toasted ham and cheese sandwiches, drank thirst-quenching Coca-Cola and were back on the road by 6:18 p.m.  

The good news was that we had completed 375 miles and were halfway home.  The bad news was that we were still 375 miles from the finish.

On our way back from Huntingdon, Quebec, our route followed the Chateauguay River.  The Chateauguay River flows out of the Adirondack Mountains of northern New York State and feeds into the St. Lawrence River just west of Montréal.  Serge had decided to stay at the checkpoint and visit with some fellow Québécois.  As Eddy and I rode through one of the most fertile agricultural regions in Quebec without Serge, we laughed and reminisced about some of our other bike trips.

The Chateauguay River Valley gave way to the gradual climb up Covey Hill.  As we climbed, we turned back to watch the big yellow sun disappear beneath the horizon.  At the top of Covey Hill, we came across a gaggle of bottle water, which had been placed there by a sympathetic BMB official.  It presented us with the perfect opportunity to take a 10-minute break and refill our waterbottles.  While we sat in the middle of the road, we decided to put on every item of clothing that we were carrying in preparation of a chilly decent.  After an eye-watering trip down the steep side of Covey Hill, the road eventually leveled out and darkness finally set in.  

Just about the time our tears dried, a large white pit-bull came sprinting out of a nearby hedgerow.  At this point, Eddy was riding a full wheel-length ahead of me.  He also had a much brighter light, which he somehow managed to shine directly into the dog’s line of vision.  This prompted le chien to quickly shift his attention over to my left ankle.  My instinctual reaction caused me to yell out a loud “Nooooooo!”  And, in the blink of an eye, I found myself in a match sprint with an angry pit-bull.  Mano-a-mano!  Dog vs. Man!  All I can say is thank goodness my summer training regiment included riding the legendary Gimbel’s ride in Westchester, New York, with United States Cycling Federation racers who take their sprints very seriously. 

Le chien finally ended his pursuit after a hundred meter effort that would have impressed fellow countryman Ben Johnson.  Fortunately for Eddy and me, we escaped this frenzied pursuit completely unscathed.  Full of adrenaline, our heart rates spiked and our legs were now flush with lactic acid.  

Eventually, our heart rates returned to normal and we continued on quietly in the dark, calm, Canadian night.  Along this stretch, we passed the butcher shop that we had frequented on our outbound leg, five hours earlier.  Then, after a long pull down, what seemed to be, “the road that would never end”, Eddy started to lose his patience.  He was somehow convinced that we had missed a turn because the border seemed much further than he remembered it.  Eddy was relieved when we passed a familiar-looking golf course sign in Hemmingford and turned onto the main road that led straight to the border crossing.  

At this point, we were riding single-file and I was ahead of Eddy on a dark section of roadway.  I looked ahead and noticed a large object in the road, but I could not identify exactly what it was.  As we drew nearer to this mysterious object, it was evident that whatever it was, it was moving.  As a precautionary measure, I moved toward the center of the road, and as I did so, I leaned over, looked down and yelled “SNAKE!”

Eddy swerved to avoid a four and a half foot long black rat snake that was coiled up and lying in the middle of our traffic lane.  This snake probably slithered onto the road to soak up some of the heat contained in the asphalt roadway.  Apparently, black rat snakes are Quebec’s largest snake and indigenous to the southeastern part of the province in which we were riding.  

We cleared immigration rather easily with our driver’s licenses and colorful cycling attire.  As the two United States Border Guards waved us through, one of them rather astutely pointed out that there were a few riders ahead of us.  “Are you sure?” I sarcastically replied as we remounted our trusty bicycles.

Eddy and I left Canada and swept into Rouse’s Point, New York, which had been bustling earlier in the day, but, at 10:00 p.m., resembled an out-of-season resort town.  Upon our arrival at the checkpoint, Karl and David greeted us with cheers and applause.  After we dismounted, Karl promptly informed us that he had made a reservation for us at a hotel in Williston, Vermont.  

While at the control, we ate hot food and put on some additional clothing.  Karl explained that he thought it was imperative for us to continue on to Williston that same night.  He was convinced that it would be too difficult for us to ride from Rouse’s Point all the way to Brattleboro before the Brattleboro checkpoint closed.  As you would expect from two guys who had just ridden 190 miles, Eddy and I were not exactly inspired by Karl’s logic, but, as it turned out, he could not have been more right.

So, at 11:00 p.m., we joined up with a group of riders and set out for Vermont.  Our group included John Sutton from New Hampshire, along with Rick Cutler from England and our French friend from day 1, Joel Gaborit.  Eddy and I rode part of the Boston 600 km brevet with John Sutton, so were familiar with his riding style.  

Over the course of my randoneurring career, I have always found it is much smarter and safer to ride at night with a group of cyclists.  The safety in numbers theory.  

As we crossed the long bridge between New York and Vermont, Eddy and I were faced with a dilemma.  Our group had one or two riders that were riding faster than we really wanted to ride.  Eddy and I slid to the back of the pack to discuss this development.  We concluded that it would be in our best interest to try to stay with the group.  The safety in numbers theory, once again, combined with not wanting to look at our cue sheets in the dark.

Just after we entered Vermont, without warning, the heavens opened and Hurricane Charley gave us a major dose of its fury.  The deluge that followed made for an absolutely surreal night on the bike.

It proceeded to rain, consistently, for the next twelve hours.  The rain and wind were absolutely relentless.  Temperatures were now in the lower fifties.  As we traveled south on Route 2, there was nothing illuminating the road, except for our rain-muted headlights.  And, because we were on an island, the land around us narrowed and Lake Champlain was ubiquitous.  The winds gusted and swirled, which when combined with the heavy downpour and spotty lighting, created an eerie “Cape Fear” effect.  To add insult to injury, my nose started to bleed.  

As we rode along into the night, we proceeded to pick up a few riders. Two here, one there.  At one point on Grand Isle, we came to a drawbridge, which connected Knight Point and Sandy Point.  Realizing that the wet, metal bridge was extremely slippery, we decided to stop, dismount and walk our bikes across the metal-grating rather than risk an event-ending fall.  

We pressed on toward South Hero where, twelve hours earlier, we had spotted the first rider.  During this leg, my nose continued to bleed, which sometimes happens when my immune system gets weak.  At this point, we were so incredibly wet that when we saw a few riders taking refuge under the overhang of a closed gas station, we decided to join them.  Our French friend, Joel Gaborit, must have been distracted by our sudden stop and rolled past the entrance to the gas station.  But, unfortunately for Joel, he inadvertently rode into a street sign and subsequently crashed onto the hard, wet pavement.  He was not hurt badly and, after straightening out a few things, joined us under the overhang.

During our break from the pounding rain, some riders put on additional clothing, while others just stood and shivered.  John Sutton sat down and put on a pair of neoprene socks.  I took this opportunity to drink a creamy milk chocolate Slim Fast and dispose of my water-logged U.S. Postal Service Cycling Team socks.  Fortunately, while I was off my bike, I was also able to finally stop my nose from bleeding.

Back on the road, we crossed the Sandbar Bridge and reunited with mainland Vermont.  Just after our wheels touched terra firma, the terrain rose up gradually toward Burlington.  The riders particularly enjoyed this stretch because the climbing required more work and slowed everyone down, raising each cyclist’s core temperature.  After turning right on Route 7, we continued south until finally spotting a 24-hour convenience store.  At this point, half of the group continued on toward Middlebury, while Eddy, four other riders and I decided to pull into the dry store to get out of the cold rain, warm-up and take in some much-needed calories.  

Temperatures outside were now in the upper forties.  To our amazement, the temperature inside the convenience store did not feel much warmer because the air conditioner was on full blast and we were soaking wet.  After a quick break and some much needed nourishment, we continued south toward Williston.  Along the route, we passed through Essex Junction, before Eddy and I pulled off and slipped into the room that Karl had reserved for us, ironically, at the Fairfield Inn.  It was now 4:00 a.m. on Day 2.

We were now 48 hours into a 90-hour event and, after two consecutive 240-mile days on the bike, I wanted to do nothing more than eat, shower and go to bed.  But, Eddy was dead-set on doing a load of laundry.  He thought it was important for us to start the morning off with dry clothes.  So, we searched high and low for quarters and Eddy ran off to do a load of laundry.  Our heads finally hit our respective pillows at 5:00 a.m.

Three hours later, we awoke and peered out the hotel window.  Hurricane Charley was still at work, pounding BMBers with rain as they traveled along the stretch of Route 116 in front of the hotel.  We ate a few items from the complementary continental breakfast and left the hotel promptly at 9:00 a.m.  Thanks to Hurricane Charley, within five minutes, Eddy and I were completely rain-soaked.  

We followed Route 116 south out of Williston, under Interstate 91, and on toward Middlebury.  As we rode, we noticed that sections of Route 116 were undulating with deep ruts.  These indentations were probably caused by years of heavy truck traffic.  As if were we not wet enough already, passing vehicles repeatedly splashed us as they drove through these rain-filled tire channels.  After about 40 minutes of riding, Eddy flatted.  While we were fixing his flat, we noticed that Eddy’s front tire had picked up a needle from a dead porcupine that was lying along the edge of the road.  


Back on the road and miserably wet, Eddy and I rode past an old boarded-up house which was for sale.  I turned to Eddy and said, “Now there is a house for you!”  Eddy replied, “I’ve got three words for you:  Ker-o-sene!”  We laughed and continued on our wet, merry way toward Middlebury.  

Eventually, we came across the same convenience store where we had stopped on Day 2.  So, naturally, we did not want to miss out on another opportunity to eat.  As we pulled into the parking lot, it was still raining so profusely that customers would drive up to the store, sit in their cars, and wait for the rain to subside.  While we parked our bikes, I glanced around and caught a few people shaking their heads at us in disbelief.

After chasing a lukewarm plate of scrambled eggs down with a low-fat chocolate milk, we wandered back out into the deluge.  Eddy walked out of the store sporting a white plastic grocery bag on his head.  Although a proven heat-retaining device, in the interest of preserving some semblance of cycling couture, I decided to pass on this noisy accoutrement.  

As we approached the town of Starksboro, we noticed that all of the traffic in the southbound lane was stopped and the road was temporarily closed in both directions.  Eddy and I tentatively proceeded up the middle of the road and were ultimately stopped by a fireman.  He informed us that a multi-car accident had just occurred on the rained-slickened roadway.  Fortunately for us, the firemen directing traffic kindly let us meander through the debris and on toward Middlebury without much delay.

The rain finally subsided just as Eddy and I rolled into the Middlebury control at 12:45 p.m.  Once again, Karl and David were at the checkpoint patiently waiting for us.  David changed my saddle and Karl taped my handlebars.  At this point, Serge was already at the control and, when we saw him, he expressed an interest in riding with us once again.  

After a quick lunch break, we changed out of our wet clothes and the three of us headed off toward the infamous Middlebury Gap.  As I rode up the more gradual side of the gap, my focus was on tempo and tunes.  My iPod was cranking and I was in my own world climbing the serene and picturesque Gap.  Along the way, the road had a few steep sections and periodically paralleled a mountain stream.  When we reached the top, we took a brief respite next to some fellow BMBers and decided to bundle-up for the upcoming decent.  

While at the summit, Eddy lost a cleat bolt from the bottom of his shoe in the gravel parking area.  Naturally, Eddy wanted to try and find the missing bolt.  Under the “needle in a haystack” theory, we convinced Eddy that trying to find the bolt was probably not worth the time or the energy.  Eddy appeared to be a little perturbed as he sat down and over-tightened his remaining cleat bolt.  Serge and I subsequently followed Eddy as he reluctantly led the charge down the mountain pass toward Hancock.

About halfway down the decent, a support car for one of the riders came barreling down the road and almost knocked Eddy off his bike.  The driver, as it turned out, had been at the summit earlier when Eddy lost his cleat bolt.  Shortly after we had departed from the top of Middlebury Gap, he continued looking for and eventually found Eddy’s cleat bolt.  Once he found the bolt, he drove frantically down the pass in a quest to return it to its rightful owner.  He handed the bolt to Eddy and disappeared back up the mountain.  Eddy was quite appreciative of Mr. Crazy Driver Bolt Finder’s efforts.  


As we wound down from our invigorating descent, we coasted into the one horse town of Hancock, Vermont.  At the intersection of Route 125 and Route 100, we spotted a restaurant.  As we approached the old white farmhouse in which the restaurant was located, I turned to Eddy and said, “Can anyone say Bacon Cheeseburger?!”  

Whenever Eddy and I go on long distance rides we always try to find good restaurants and eat real food.  So, Eddy, Serge and I took about an hour off the bike to relax, joke around and eat bacon cheeseburgers and fries.

Fully replete from our delicious meal, we passed through Rochester, Vermont on Route 100.  The stretch of road from Rochester to the base of the climb up to Killington was mesmerizing.  The White River flowed majestically alongside the roadway and then periodically switched back beneath it.  This setting was “quintessential Vermont” with a flowing stream, rolling farmland and big red barns sprinkled throughout the countryside.

We continued south and experienced a gradual elevation shift as we climbed.  This stretch of roadway ultimately delivered us, rather uneventfully, to the top of the Killington climb.  During our climb, we rolled past the Grey Bonnet Inn, a hotel where John D’Elia and I had planned to spend the night on Day 2.  Again, another sunk BMB cost.

In Killington, where Route 100 merges into Route 4, the three of us took a quick break at another country store that had closed for the evening.  It was remarkable how many closed stores we were able to find!  The outdoor thermometer read 51 degrees.  

While we sat shoulder-to-shoulder on the front stoop, Eddy called David Mandlebaum and placed an order with him for Chinese food.  I was craving General Tso’s Chicken in a major way.  After completing the call, we bundled up and shot down from the top of the Killington climb.   We managed to hit 50 miles per hour on the chilly descent!  After turning right off Route 4 and onto Route 100, we started to put the hammer down.  It was getting dark and we wanted to take advantage of the rolling terrain.  We ultimately reached the Ludlow control at 8:51 p.m. on Day 3.

When we arrived at the Trojan Horse Guest House, Karl and David had already picked up the Chinese Food that we had ordered.  I ate some of my General Tso’s Chicken and decided to take a hot shower.  After changing into clean cycling clothes, I returned to my cushy chair in front of the television and finished my meal.  The volunteers at the Ludlow control were unbelievably helpful.  When I asked if they had any milk a volunteer said, “We are all out of milk, but I will get you some and be back in five minutes,” and ran off to the Grand Union to buy me a quart.  Talk about service!  

While we were milling around at the checkpoint, we bumped into John Sutton.  John asked if he could ride with us again.  Eddy and I thought that was a great idea.  The more the merrier.

After about an hour at the control, we decided that it was time to tackle the leg from Ludlow to Brattleboro.  Just before we left, Karl predicted that we would cover the upcoming 56-mile leg in about four and a half hours.  We did not know it at the time, but, unbeknownst to Karl, he could not have been more wrong.

What transpired over the next eight hours left an indelible mark on my life.  This was the defining moment of this year’s Boston-Montréal-Boston and, for that matter, my randonneuring career.

Just to give you some perspective, in my opinion, long distance cycling is more about nutrition than ability and more about comfort than miles per hour.  So, when John, Serge, Eddy and I set out for Brattleboro, we had no idea that this leg was going to be so difficult.

It was now 9:53 p.m.  As soon as we left the Trojan Horse, we started the climb up Terrible Mountain.  Along the way, we passed a few BMBers who appeared to be taking their time on the ascent.  Since a front wheel driven generator hub powered most of our lighting systems, the slow pace made for poor lighting.  In fact, most riders could muster up nothing more than a dim flicker.  But, we were optimistic.  We figured a couple of climbs and 50 or so miles of riding.  No big deal, right?  Wrong!

As we continued up Terrible Mountain, I recalled a snowy winter afternoon while I was driving home from a day of skiing.  One section along Route 100 was so steep that I got stuck while trying to climb up it in my rear-wheel drive Volvo.  After a slow, methodical climb, we summited, pulled into a closed gas station and put on some additional clothing.  I checked my watch and noticed that we had covered roughly 15 miles in just under two hours.  

Just as we entered Weston, we turned left off Route 100 and climbed the shorter, steeper side of Andover Pass.  At the top, we stopped once again, and bundled up for the decent.  As we started our decent, the strangest thing started to happen.  The entire time I was riding behind Eddy, I found myself squeezing both brake levers.  My hands were starting to cramp up and I was getting frustrated with our slow progress.  So, after a short while, I pulled out and passed Eddy.  As soon as I made this move, I realized why he and John were descending so slowly.  The air temperature was so cold; it was probably in the lower forties, that as you gained speed on the descent, the wind-chill made it impossible to go more than 10 or 11 miles per hour.  In fact, it was so cold that my body started to shake uncontrollably.  

Eventually, we made our way down into the charming village of Grafton, Vermont.  As we crossed over an old stone bridge, I hit the night light feature on my wristwatch, which revealed that it was 2:00 in the morning.  Wow!  It was hard to believe that we were only half-way to the next checkpoint.  

Realizing it was going to be long and difficult night, I asked Eddy to follow me.  As he did so, John and Serge yelled out that we were going the wrong way.  Their voices echoed in the still night.  At this point, I thought it was critical for the four of us to regroup and replenish.

We dismounted from our bikes gingerly and sat on the cold steps of the Grafton Country Village Store, which, of course, was now closed.  If you recall, John D’Elia and I enjoyed a refreshing drink on these same steps back on Day 1.  Each rider searched his saddlebags and jersey pockets for any and all remaining food, which we proceeded to commingle in a small pile on the top stoop.  Like children on Halloween, we divvied up all of our Cliff Bars, Power Bars and GU packets equally.  The group understood that we were in for a long cold night of riding in the Vermont hill country, so we agreed not to leave until everything was eaten.

Over the next 25 miles, we would encounter some very trying riding conditions.  Just north of Saxtons River, the road crossed over the river, after which the town was named, at multiple points along our route.  Our lighting systems were adequate enough to see only a few feet in front of us, but certainly not powerful enough to light up the entire road.  

I was the lead rider as we pushed on toward Saxtons River.  We approached a small bridge but, because it was so dark, I could barely see the bridge’s first expansion joint.  The steel expansion joint cut across the road at a slight angle and appeared as though it was barely higher than the road surface.  As I rode over the bridge, my front wheel clanged against the expansion joint.  My tire went flat immediately and I felt my alloy rim hit the steel expansion joint.  A split second later, my rear wheel hit the same protruding expansion joint.  Once again, my tire went completely flat on contact and I felt alloy on steel.  Bam!  Bam!  I cautioned my fellow riders about the destructive expansion joint as I abruptly stopped my bicycle.  I confirmed that I had two flat tires by squeezing each tire systematically with my thumb and middle finger.  

At this point in the ride, it was 2:30 a.m. and we were all pretty numb to what was going on around us.  Our senses were dulled from spending 18½ exhausting hours en route from Williston.  However, after experiencing this rare double puncture, I was in a total daze.  After all, I had never had this happen to me before.  During this chaotic moment, Eddy was great.  He stepped right up and took the lead on changing both inner tubes for me without hesitation.

Back on the road, we marched on, like Napoleon into Russia.  If you remember, Napoleon failed to conquer Russia in 1812 for several reasons: faulty logistics, poor discipline, disease, and not the least, the weather.  It felt like the four of us were doing a reenactment.  And, speaking of faulty logistics. 

Throughout the ride, Eddy and Serge had made it clear that they were more interested in riding than looking at cue sheets.  So, John and I were responsible for keeping the group on course.  

At one point along a dark section of roadway, John thought we had missed a turn and wanted to look at our cue sheets more closely.  I pulled over with John to provide more light and another perspective.  As I stopped, I flipped my bike around to shine my handlebar light onto John’s cue sheet.  Just as I repositioned my bike, Eddy rolled up to us.  But, for whatever reason, Eddy broke late and overshot his landing.  Boom!  Hssss!  Another flat tire!  This time, however, it was much worse.  Eddy had managed to put his large chainring all the way through my front tire.  The torn sidewall rendered the tire and the inner tube completely useless.  All I can say is thank goodness I taped a spare tire to my frame on the morning of Day 2.  Otherwise, I would have been DNF material, right then and there.

At this point, the group became concerned that if we continued to flat at this rate along the rest of this leg, we could potentially run out of spare tubes.  So, after taking a quick inner tube count and changing both a new tire and a tube we pushed on sheepishly.  There was no disputing the fact that all of the riders were tired, cold and hungry.

Further down the road, we encountered the major bridge construction project that had caused two riders in our group to flat on Day 1.  Realizing this fact, our group discussed the situation and concluded that another flat tire would severely impede our progress.  We decided to not risk another flat and take the safer, conservative tack by walking our bikes over three 150-yard expanses of gravel.  Once we reached the other side of the construction zone, we checked the pressure in our tires and carefully remounted our cold steel bicycles.  

As we continued on, we passed a quaint little bed and breakfast in Westminster West, Vermont.  A few of the riders half-jokingly suggested that we knock on the front door and rest for a few hours.  It was pretty tempting, but my Boston-Montréal-Boston was slightly different than the other riders’ BMB.  My Boston-Montréal-Boston was set up as a 1000 km ride with a 200 km finishing leg versus a straight 1200 km ride.  In order to complete the 1000 km portion of BMB, I had to be at the Brattleboro Control by 7:00 a.m.  As we passed the B&B, I hit the glow feature on my watch.  It was now 4:00 a.m.  

The cue sheet pointed out a critical turn that should not be missed.  Although the key sections of the route are fairly well marked with white BMB arrows, we decided to stop at a fork in the road to deliberate over whether we were going the right way.  After not being able to determine where we were on the cue sheet, the group tentatively descended down a moderate hill, which was flanked by tall pine trees.  As we did so, John was convinced that we had missed a turn.  Not realizing that this was transpiring, Serge took off down the road and was now nowhere in sight.  Eddy stopped with John, while I coasted down the hill in search of Serge.  As the road flattened out, I stopped in front of a red barn that I remembered seeing on Day 1.  Hanging from the top of the barn was a rainbow flag with the letters P-A-C-E.  Seeing this flag gave me some comfort that we were not completely lost.  

After about ten minutes, Serge finally backtracked to the spot in the road where I was standing.  Upon his return, we discussed the situation briefly.  I then asked Serge to ride up the road and get Eddy and John.  Serge obediently headed back up the road to find Eddy and John.  Serge returned, after about ten minutes, to inform me that John had gone back up the road to retrace his steps.  So, Serge and I rode back to wait with Eddy.  After about 15 or 20 minutes, John rejoined us and promptly announced that he was not certain whether or not we were going the right way.  Realizing our predicament, I lobbied rather fervently that we were, in fact, going the right way and that my proof was the barn with the rainbow flag that I had seen on Day 1.

In hindsight, if I had been wrong, this would have probably ended everyone’s Boston-Montréal-Boston.  The decent that followed was incredibly long and the group’s psyche was so fragile that it may have done us in or at least caused us to miss the checkpoint cutoff in Brattleboro.  As luck would have it, my instincts were right and we were still on course.  

As we continued south, daylight was starting to seep through the tall, dark green, pine trees around Putney, Vermont.  While we were stopped at a main intersection, we flagged down a local farmer in a grey Ford pick-up truck and asked him if we were close to Brattleboro.  He nodded and pointed straight down Route 5.  It was now 5:15 a.m.

State Route 5, the busiest road on this leg, parallels interstate I-91.  Typically, when two major roadways intersect, a gas station is not far away.  Fortunately for the four us, this happened to be the case just north of Brattleboro.  Please realize that, at this point, we had not seen an open store since we left Ludlow at 10:00 p.m.  That was seven and a half hours ago!


As we rolled up to the store, we were feeling the effects of our all-night ride.  We were cold, famished and exhausted.  Eddy dismounted and quickly fell asleep on the cold, hard, concrete pad next to the coin-operated air pump.  Serge, John and I made our way into the store, chugged a cup of hot chocolate and visited with some of the local farmers who were just starting their day.  

“How far are ya ridin’?” they asked.  As we explained where we had been and where were going, they looked at each other in amazement.  Dumfounded expressions appeared on their weathered faces.  Even after we walked out of the store, you could see that they were still trying to comprehend the distance we had covered over the past three days.  To tell you the truth, so were we.

We continued south on Route 5.  As we rolled past a city limits sign for the southern Vermont city of Brattleboro, we turned off the light switch on our generator hubs.  It was 6:00 a.m. by the time we finally arrived at the checkpoint.  A mere 60 minutes before the control closed!

While we were getting our brevet cards signed, a jealous feeling came over me.  A handful of riders, who had been sleeping in the Motel 6, were in the process of checking out.   They looked well rested and, for whatever reason, I wanted to be in their shoes.  I think I was disappointed that the previous leg had taken so long to complete.

Back in Ludlow, Karl and David made hotel reservations for us thinking that we were going to get into Brattleboro by around 2:30 a.m.  After checking in, Eddy and I finally got to sleep by 6:15 a.m.  At this point, we had logged 631 miles in three days.

Sixty brief minutes later, Karl burst into our hotel room.  Using his trademark loud and authoritative delivery, Karl barked out, “Good morning!  Here’s your breakfast.  You guys need to be on the road by 8:00 a.m.”  Then, Karl promptly stormed out of the room, leaving the front door wide open.  

The cold, dry, 50-degree air quickly filled our hotel room.  I have to give Karl credit, this childish maneuver was not exactly smooth, but it certainly was effective.  Eddy and I were now completely awake thanks to Karl’s antics, but we were also extremely groggy and really cold.  I took a 15-minute shower, but was unable to raise my body temperature.  It was rather evident that my body was more interested in crawling back under the covers than riding the remaining 200 kilometers from Brattleboro, Vermont to Boston, Massachusetts.

Eddy and I dressed quickly and hustled over to the checkpoint.  It was now 8:15 a.m.  As we were checking out of the control, we met up with Serge.  However, John Sutton was nowhere to be found.  We were not certain whether John had been successful in finding a hotel room, whether he had continued on to Boston or whether he had just plain overslept.  As the three of us pulled out of the control, I took one last look back for John.  There he was, frantically riding down Route 5 toward the control, in an effort to join us.  It turned out that John was so exhausted that he slept through his wake-up call.  

As the group reunited, it was rather evident that we were feeling the effects of three long days on the bike.  It was now Sunday, August 22, 2004.  It was also Day 4 of Boston-Montréal-Boston.  And, we were greeted with clear skies and bright sunshine on this brisk, beautiful Vermont morning.

On our way out of Brattleboro, we crossed over another construction zone, as well as a bridge over the Connecticut River and entered New Hampshire.  As we started up a hilly section of Route 9, each rider climbed at his own pace.  During the climb, it was rather obvious that one of the group members was full of nervous energy.  Unfortunately for this individual, the three other riders were in no mood to expend any of their own precious energy to deal with this unforeseen development.  Thankfully, as we warmed up our heavy legs, the morale of the group steadily improved.

After a few miles, we were riding on roads with which I had become familiar while riding the Boston Brevet Series.  I recalled that there was a neighborhood shopping center a few miles up the road, in Winchester, New Hampshire, and shared this “course knowledge” with the group.  At 10:00 a.m., we defied Karl’s order to “(do) not stop, for any reason whatsoever, until you reach Bullard Farm” and took a sharp left-hand turn into the shopping center parking lot in quest of a brief respite and another meal.

While in the supermarket, Eddy bought a dozen donuts and I picked up three cold chicken wings and some macaroni salad.  Once again, my body was really craving protein.  We assembled on a grassy area out by the main road.  As we ate, the bright sun warmed our faces and our spirits.  The sun also made us sleepy.  So, the group decided to take a ten minute nap on the damp, dewy grass.  Promptly, at 10:30 a.m., my wristwatch alarm went off.  Break-time was officially over.

Back in the saddle, we all felt energized.  It is amazing what a little food and a quick nap can do for you.  Riding two abreast and enjoying the rural roads of Southern New Hampshire, we were having a great time now that we had worked through the rough start to our day.  

We crossed into Massachusetts and continued south through Warwick and Orange.  The route eventually took us back over Route 2 and past a dozen or so fishermen and their cars, which were parked alongside Lake Mattawa in North New Salem, Massachusetts.  At 11:53 a.m., we pulled into Bullard Farm, which was just 37 minutes before the control officially closed!

The checkpoint was abuzz with organizers, volunteers, crewmembers and riders.  Bullard Farm was the last control on BMB and the event was clearly winding down.  Volunteers were busy cleaning up the checkpoint, while a handful of riders gorged themselves on pork-fried rice and Ramen noodles.  

Eddy and I ate quickly and decided to sleep for an hour upstairs on a couple of unoccupied cots.  After taking an extended break, we finally rolled out of the abandoned checkpoint at 2:30 p.m., two hours after it had closed!  

The following photo was taken by Karl Dittebrandt just as we were getting ready to leave Bullard Farm.  
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John Sutton, Eddy Mantaring, Serge Martel, David Mandelbaum and Greg Schild

The good news was that we were only 78 miles from the finish line.  Once again, we were the last riders on the course.  If you have followed along, this is not a big surprise.  Nonetheless, we pressed on with renewed energy knowing that the end was in sight.  We also felt confident that we had enough of a time cushion to finish well within the 90-hour time limit.

Just after leaving Bullard Farm, we encountered a few challenging climbs, but for the most part, the terrain along the remainder of this leg was much kinder to us.  The route took us past Harvard Forest and through Petersham, Massachusetts.  At one point just outside of Barre, John Sutton almost hit a wild turkey that had wandered too far into the road.  Eventually, we descended swiftly into the town of Barre.

Barre, Massachusetts, is located almost exactly in the center of the commonwealth.  It is a small rural town with old colonial homes, white picket fences and one of the most charming town commons in all of New England.  While in Barre, the four of us refused to pass up an opportunity to eat another meal, so we stopped at a local pizza shop.  Eddy and Serge ordered chicken parmesan wedges, while I followed up with a double order of chicken wings.  

With food in hand, we decided to picnic on the soft grass in the middle of the town commons.  During lunch, John Sutton was so exhausted that he actually fell asleep while eating his food.  After we finished our lunch, we woke John up and left this tranquil setting to resume our journey toward Boston.

The road out of Barre included a dramatic initial descent.  We quickly hit speeds of over 40 miles per hour as we flew down Route 62.  Later on, we learned that a female BMBer had crashed on the rough pavement.  She reportedly broke her collarbone and smashed her face on the hard asphalt.  I know this description is a bit disturbing, but if you saw the condition of the road, you would understand how this could happen.

Eddy and I descended rhythmically along this fast downhill section of the route.  To maximize our speed, we ducked down below our handlebars and stuck our hindquarters off the back of our Brooks saddles.  Eddy and I have logged so many miles together that we are extremely confident with each other on the road.  We leapfrogged back and forth, while enjoying many miles of fast and invigorating descending.

Shortly after Serge and John caught up with us, we rode past a reservoir in Clinton, Massachusetts.  At this point, the traffic volume started to increase substantially and the drivers were much more aggressive.  It was rather evident that were back in the Boston suburbs.  

The four of us pressed on toward Boston, riding as hard as we could before darkness set in.  An unusual thing happened to us while we were riding down Route 27 in Sudbury.  The group decided to ride two abreast to maximize our visibility and safety.   While were riding in this formation, a telephone pole suddenly appeared, out of nowhere, along the right side of our lane.  As it turned out, the local utility company had installed one of their telephone poles literally in the road.  I was startled by the site of this obstruction and quickly yelled out “pole” to alert the other rides.  Eddy and I shifted toward the center of the road while Serge and John followed suit.

With nightfall, the mood of the group shifted from confident and carefree to cautious and subdued.  The four of us spaced out to increase our margin for error and reaction time along this last stretch to the finish line.  The end was near and we could taste it.  We meandered through the streets of Weston until we ultimately met up with the road that led us over I-95 and up to the Holiday Inn.  

As I approached the finish, a wave of emotion game over me.  Not the teary-eyed, uncontrollable shaking, “This the proudest moment of my life” reaction, but more of a true sense of accomplishment.  The long, rainy, bloody, windy, cold, dark ride from Rouse’s Point to Williston came to mind as did the forty-degree, mentally-fatiguing all-night ride from Ludlow to Brattleboro.  

The four of us rolled up to front of the Holiday Inn and followed the driveway down to the back parking lot, where we were greeted by 40 or so participants and supporters.  Coincidentally, the closing ceremony and dinner were taking place just as we arrived.  Without hesitation, finishers, volunteers, organizers and supporters all got up from their tables and gathered around the finish line.  The resounding cheers and clapping were totally unexpected.  The support was really amazing!

Eddy, John, Serge and I all shook hands as John D’Elia, Russ Loomis, Jim Solanick and some other BMBers came over to congratulate us.  Karl and David had big smiles on their faces and offered us congratulatory hugs.  This rather impressive display of unconditional support is what, in my opinion, differentiates randonneuring from other types of competitive cycling.  The race is not against each other.  The race is really against the clock.  Speaking of clocks…we finished at 8:36 p.m. on Day 4, which was 1 hour 24 minutes before the 90-hour deadline of 10:00 p.m.  
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Finish line photo taken by Bruce Ingle 

Ultimately, twenty percent of the riders who started BMB did not finish.  Overall, I thought the weather made this year’s Boston-Montréal-Boston event much more difficult than the 2003 Paris-Brest-Paris race, during which I covered the same 1200 km distance.  

Race Director Jennifer Wise and all of her volunteers did a great job of helping the competitors work toward their goals.  All of the riders appreciated their emotional, mechanical and nutritional support.  

Karl Dittebrandt and David Mandelbaum did a magnificent job crewing for Eddy and me.  The dynamic duo from Audax New York City really lifted our spirits with their positive attitudes and had the foresight to ensure that we reached each checkpoint in a timely manner.  They also made our experience much more comfortable and enjoyable by attending to our various needs at the checkpoints.  Without their assistance, this ride would have much more difficult to complete.

Finally, I want to thank my lovely and supportive wife, Kim, who put up with my demanding training schedule during the season as well as my neurotic event preparation rituals.  Kim is also incredibly patient and understanding.  And, as a former top-ranked Division I tennis player, she is intimately familiar with dedication and commitment.

As I reflect back on this year’s Boston-Montréal-Boston, it was an event that ended rather comfortably, despite two very difficult nights, after a rather fast and furious start.  It, ultimately, was a true test of hard work, dedication and perseverance.  A truly epic randonnée!

 Ridden and Written by:  Gregory Walter Schild

January 9, 2005
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