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Team Carnivore at the finish.  From left to right: Keith, Rudi, Chris, Chuck, Crista, and Tom
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Redefining “Hard Core”





This story, for me, starts at the end of last year’s Fleche Atlantique.  Although our 5-man team, “Fat and Out of Shape,” finished together within the time limit, we were disqualified (the details of that are a story for another time).  The only way to expunge that DQ is to do the ride, all over again.  As fortune would have it, an opportunity presented itself when Crista graciously offered me a slot on “Team Carnivore” when another rider had to withdraw due to an injury.  Our team consisted of Chuck and Crista on a tandem, Rudy Hewitt, Chris Mento, and team captain, Keith Krombel, all from the DC area, along with myself, Tom Rosenbauer from Easton, Pennsylvania.





Being a “team” event, I generally thought that this would involve us riding together, at least within sight of one another.  I was a bit apprehensive on this point.   Bad weather, work, and family obligations had conspired to limit my total training to around 350 miles this year – my longest ride only being 75 miles.   I knew my team mates had many more base miles and were much better prepared.  However, team captain Keith one-upped me on getting behind the eight ball; he arrived at the start of our event running a fever with a flu bug.  Crista tried to reason with Keith and convince him not to ride.   Despite her best efforts, she could not break Keith’s resolve to clip in and ride.  Perhaps we should have tossed his bike in the Potomac River.  But looking back now, I’m not sure if that would’ve  been enough to stop Keith.





So promptly at 6:30 AM on a dank and chilly Saturday morning, the six of us set out on a route that Crista had planned for us. We started just outside Washington, DC (lower right corner on the map below) and worked our way clockwise to the finish in Glen Echo.  We traveled in 4 states (Virginia, West Virginia, Maryland, Pennsylvania) plus the District of Columbia.  





Our ride began on the wonderful network of bike trails in the DC area.  We got on the Custis Trail (named after George Washington’s wife) right at our starting point in front of the Key Bridge Marriott.  This joined up with the W&OD Trail for the 45-mile leg to our first controle in Purcellville.  





From the very first mile, it was apparent that this was going to be a difficult day for Keith.  Despite a couple of attempts to regroup, we split up: Chuck, Crista, Rudy, and me at the front with Chris keeping Keith company as he tried to get his sick body going.  We decided to push on like this to the first controle and then reassess the situation.





We reached the first controle in Purcellville and sat down for breakfast at a McDonald’s.  Much to our amazement, we eventually saw Keith arrive ahead of Chris (who arrived a bit later, having missed a turn and logging in 8 bonus miles).  This would not be the last time we would be surprised by Keith.  Again, Crista again mentioned that 4-letter “Q” word to Keith.  But still, she could not break his resolve to continue on.  I’m not sure what’s going through Keith’s mind here, as he faces another 20 hours of riding ahead of him.





The next controle was a short hop over the Appalachians by way of Snickers Gap.  The controle was at a quaint little country store, just past the Shenandoah River.  Besides getting your brevet card stamped, you can get, among other things, beer, wine, live bait, night crawlers, and hot food served in back.





Our next controle was at the Harper’s Ferry Flea Market.  On the way, we passed by the famous Charlie Brown’s store – a “head shop” for all sorts of drug paraphernalia out in the middle of nowhere.  And also along the way, the  ride for Keith became much, much harder:  he had some how, lost his brevet card!   The picture below shows Keith searching his pockets for the all-important card at Harper’s Ferry.





If you’re in Keith’s situation at this point, the obvious thing to do here is pack it in: you are sick, running a temperature; the weather is cold and damp with a forecast of rain; and you’ve lost your brevet card which could be anywhere in the last 20 miles; and even if you had your card, it’s been a real struggle to keep pace, anyway.  Despite all this, Keith stoically announces his intention of backtracking to find his card and then rejoin us later on.   We didn’t say a word but we all knew this was certainly a hopeless situation for Keith, as he retraced the route, alone.





As our remaining team headed to the lunch controle in Shepherdstown, Crista remarked that Keith was as “hard core” as they come.  She also mentioned that she felt bad that I was meeting Keith not at his best.  On the contrary, I replied:  describing Keith as “hard core” is an understatement.  What he was attempting truly demonstrates the “never-say-die” spirit of randonneuring.  Chuck added that Keith actually relishes this sort of challenge and that he isn’t satisfied unless he is suffering some extreme hardship.  The conversation drifted to the absurd speculation that, perhaps, losing his brevet card was all part of an elaborate plan that Keith had hatched back at the McDonalds in Purcellville.  At this point, I need to digress a bit about riding style.





Keith is the sort of rider who typically completes a ride from start to end without taking any extended breaks.  By “losing” his card, and adding all the extra miles by backtracking, he would get to do this ride his way, without having to wait for us as we lingered at the various controles.  This way, he would now have to ride straight through, stopping just long enough to get his card stamped, and catch up to us just before the finish.  Brilliant!





So we continued on to our lunch stop at the Blue Moon Café while Keith pedaled in the opposite direction in search of his brevet card.  The Blue Moon is one of Chuck and Crista’s favorite destinations on the weekend century rides they lead.  It has great food, wonderful ambiance, and today we had a table near a stove to get warmed up next to.  Riding in chilly weather makes you burn a lot more calories, so we heartily replenished ourselves.  During our meal, Crista got a phone call from Keith.  Amazingly, after backtracking 10 miles, Keith had found his brevet card.  It had been run over and blown over into a field on the opposite side of the road.  But somehow, he did find it and now he was back on track and would try to catch up to us.  At this point, while Keith was moving backward 10 miles, we had moved forward 10 miles.  Given the slower pace that Keith was riding on this day, that 20 mile gap was a big hole to dig out of.





Speaking of holes, I noticed that if we lingered much longer to enjoy the fine hospitality of the Blue Moon, we would get behind the minimum pace we needed to maintain in order to finish on time.  We certainly weren’t in danger of setting any speed records on this ride.





So we pressed on, heading north into Maryland and eventually into my native Pennsylvania.  We passed near by Antietam, the site of one of the bloodiest battlefields of the civil war.  The route Crista had made for us was just dripping with civil war history.  When checking out the route, I noticed that we would be passing right by Little Round Top outside of Gettysburg.  This of course, is where the pivotal battle of the civil war was fought.  But first, we had to get back over the Appalachians.  





The temperatures all day had been a steady 40-42 degrees.  But as we moved to the higher elevations, the temperatures dropped into the high 30’s.  Each time we stopped, I quickly got chilled.  Even though I had a jersey on that should’ve wicked the moisture away, I generally felt very damp and cold all day.  It would take several miles of riding to get my core temperature up again after each stop.  Night descended upon us as we worked our way up the back side of the Appalachians.  After cresting the top of this climb, it would be all downhill to our planned controle for dinner in Gettysburg.  The topic of conversation during the long, steady climb, was what we were looking forward to at the next stop.  For me, the thing I wanted most was to get into the dry clothes that I had brought along.





As we rolled into Gettysburg, we again passed by several historic sites and battlefields.  Chuck mentioned that on the anniversary of the Battle of Antietam each year, a luminary for each fallen soldier is lit and placed in the field.  I can imagine the ghostly effect that thousands of candles would have.  And speaking of ghosts, Chris apparently had a close encounter with one in Gettysburg on a previous event.  He regaled me at dinner with his chilling tale.





Dinner, by-the-way, was at a diner.  Crista had offered the team a choice of either a diner or an Italian pizzeria.   Nobody had much of a preference either way so I suggested that maybe the diner might offer a bit more variety.  At this point, I would like to digress a bit on how these ultra events are a learning experience for each us.  For Crista, I’m sure she now knows to never, ever order Italian food at a diner and expect it to be edible.  Just about anything else on the menu is generally good, but diners seem to have a special recipe for Italian dishes that is just plain foul.  Having lived in Long Island for a short while, I was aware of this life’s lesson.  And now, I hope Crista has learned this as well.





We were hoping to meet up with Keith and team MattAndLiz while in Gettysburg.  As we pushed on without any sign of them, it was a bit worrisome that they were in danger of not meeting the time limit.  As we headed into Fredrick, we again got split up: I was with Chuck and Crista while Chris and Rudy seemed to have vanished into thin air.  After waiting what seemed like a very long time, they finally showed up, having been delayed by a flat tire.  I think I must have logged an extra 5 miles here as I pedaled around in circles, trying to keep warm!





We rolled into a Waffle House, which actually was one of my favorite controles.  We were met there by Bill, a friend of Chuck and Crista’s.  The Belgian waffles, eggs, toast and hot tea really hit the spot and we had a really nice waitress.  She was absolutely amazed to hear that we had traveled all the way from our last control in Thurmont by bike.  This 16-mile stretch was way more than she would ever consider doing by bike.  We got a good laugh out of this, since this was one of the shorter segments on our 228 mile trip.  We really floored her when we told her about how long the entire trip really was and that we would be on the road for 24 hours.





As we departed from the Waffle House, our spirits were lifted tremendously when we saw team MattAndLiz roll by and then our long, lost captain, Keith showed up.  Of course, he stopped only long enough to get his card stamped.  As he started to head off, Crista asked him if he had eaten anything, all day. Just Gu, was the reply.  At this point, Keith actually went ahead of us, as we waited for Rudy to fix 2 successive flats.





On the way to the all-important 22-hour controle, we caught up to Keith and I think we actually rode together as a complete team for about 1 minute.  But, again we got separated as Keith fell off the pace.  We eventually arrived at an intersection that Crista and I had discussed before the ride.  We were looking for Watkins Mill Road. In checking out the route, I thought that the turn would actually be at Germantown Rd which eventually becomes Watkins Mill.  As it turns out, the turn was indeed at Germantown Rd.  We waited as long as we could for Keith but pressed on ahead without him.  After all he had been through, he would have to figure out this miscue himself to avoid missing the 22-hour controle limit!  With hindsight, we could have left behind a water bottle on the road at the turn with a corrected cue sheet.  But it’s difficult to think that clearly after riding 22 hours.





Our 22-hour controle was at a Denny’s, and to put it in Crista’s words, was a bit of a dump.  The night shift at a Denny’s has to be one of the worst jobs there is.  At 4AM in the morning, the place is overwhelmed with the “bar crowd.”  Crista made the only good choice on the menu: cold cereal, which she got immediately while the rest of us waited forever for hot oatmeal.  We were relieved to finally see Keith roll in, just as we were getting ready to leave.





Consistent with the rest of the day, our team was fragmented on the final 18-mile segment into the finish at Glen Echo.  Right according to the ‘script’ that Chuck and I had worked out, Keith met up with us about 15 minutes before the end of our 24-hour limit with just a mile to go.  We all rode together as a complete team for that final mile into the finish.   Completing this event will be a memorable experience that I will cherish for a long time.  It’s not that often that one gets the opportunity to ride with such elite company.  Besides redeeming my previous DQ, I also now have a new appreciation for what it means to be ‘hard core’.








