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My plans to take it easy in 2009 just kind of went out the window this month.  Telling family, friends, and numerous riding companions “I’m only riding the Fleche and keeping my string of 200km permanents going this year.”  “Taking it easy.”  “This is an off year for me.”  What a bunch of malarkey!   By March the idea had started working it’s way into my stream of thought and by May—I simply couldn’t see the group rolling out of Leesburg without me.
Matt responded well to my begging and pleading  “I rode well on the Fleche except for getting dehydrated and almost having to quit after 150km”  “I’ve kept my R12 streak going since December.” Etc. etc.  I rationalized to myself that the ride is really a bunch of 200k’s strung together with a bit’ o’ numb hands and burning seat and a tiredness that truly can be described as a deep and weary kind of tired.

Not exactly true at all but this was my thought process as the start drew closer.  Plus I’m riding home!  I grew up in SW VA—BTW. (not the same as S WVA)  Not too far from Floyd—can you imagine?  With family rooted in both moonshine and coal mines of Appalachia,  I’ll stop and see some of the relatives!  I’ve been so recalcitrant in visiting and sending holiday cards---Perfect!    
I do sales as a profession. ( the two words do belong in the same sentence)   This came in quite handy in getting my amigo Justin to wake up a 2am to drive me to the start.  “I’m really sorry Justin tell your wife I didn’t mean for my call work her up!”   Arriving at the start thirty minutes prior I signed in and lined up.  The quiet nervousness of everyone at the start caused me to really wonder whether I’d made a mistake.  After paying my respects to the WGR, Paul Donaldson, and getting his short but sagely advice “Conserve energy.” It was lights on and clippin’ in.
When you’ve been bikin’ a long time you know when you’ve got good legs and you know when you’re going to have a harder day.  Life, kids, etc. had kept me off the bike the previous week so I was rested.  Breaking my rule of trying something new on a brevet, I had purchased a new chamois cream to hopefully keep me more comfortable on the ride and wondered to myself “Tea tree oil, all natural, made down under—will it work better?”   My leg’s were absolutely firing with plenty of snap and crispness and knew that today would be pretty good.   Rolling up Clark’s Gap at the very front I thought I might be going out a bit too fast and looking down at my HRM and seeing some really high numbers confirmed that I better slow it down.   Red lining early on a 1200—big mistake!  I rolled with the group through Waterford thankful that we didn’t have the downed tree/cyclocross experience of 2008 and tackled the rollers up to Lovettsville.   
I recently switched my gearing to a compact double 46x30 (back 13x29) and really like this set up!  The 46 covers most terrain getting up most rollers without too much of a cross gear.  The 30x29 can spin me up nearly anything even with a fully loaded steel, fender clad bike.   Potomac River looked beautiful in the lightening sky as we crossed into Brunswick and up Rt. 17.  This group was flying through this first miles and I finally decided to slow it down a bit especially with the approaching climb up Spruce Run.  Making my way to the Gettysburg control I was joined by Lexington Kentucky based randonneur David Rudy.  David was tackling his first 1200 and seemed more that up to the task riding and climbing strongly.  We reached the battlefield then completely missed the control before realizing our mistake and backtracking.  The first of a few bonus miles for the ride.

Scott did a nice job supporting us at the control as always and we stocked up on the goodies, etc. and headed out to tackle the next stretch.  The Coactions welcomed us with very cool, misty conditions and I donned my Showers Pass for the long decent into Thurmont.   My thoughts continued to fix on the trend of afternoon thunderstorms and I knew I didn’t have the speed to beat them to Harrisonburg.   My morale also sagged a bit through this stretch with the usual thoughts of “why am I doing this?” , meaning of life, etc. “wouldn’t it have been better to sleep in at home?”  Eating and drinking consistently (esp. drinking) were the major components of my strategy.  I was using 6scoop/3hr bottles of Perpetuem for fuel.  The new Café Latte flavor rocks!!  Tastes like chocolate milk and rides like an IV of Starbucks stuck right in your arm! (25mg caffeine per serving).  I supplemented with Endurolytes (2/hr) and plain water.  I figured I’d roll with this until I got sick of the flavor or the heat made the drink mix unappetizing.
I suffered one flat prior to Winchester but made it to the control in decent time and shape.  Compared to last year where the heat already had a lot of us on the ropes and we were literally camping out in the 7Eleven’s freezer to cool off.  I controlled quickly at Winchester and headed out on the next leg.   I caught up with two Canadian riders who were just loving this heat and humidity and decided to take a break.  Our concerns about afternoon thunderstorms provide to be justified as the western sky blackened as we made our way down Back Road towards Columbia Furnace and a welcomed break at a Randonneur’s favorite Larkin’s Store.  I met up with a resting Glenn Himstedt from Bristol VA and had a nice chat about his beautiful steel randonneuring steed that was recently featured in American Randonneur.  I really like the look of those Paul Racer center pull breaks and the classic color and workmanship of the Franklin frame.  
After grabbing a snack and placing a nice big bag of ice on my quads, I started back out after taking my longest break so far of a half hour.  After grinding up the first few steep rollers on Shendo I could see that it was indeed raining and saw the first of many flashes of lightening.  Better to be lucky…but I seemed to time my ascent of the hills with the movement of the storm and didn’t get the brunt of any of it.  Didn’t even put on my rain gear….but I did gear up with the night stuff and switched to clear lenses in my glasses.  The ride into Harrisonburg seemed to take forever and I was finally joined by Dave Rudy and the famous randonneuring Olsen brothers, Bill and Mark.
We rolled into the EMU control together and devoured the food that was ready for us.  I ate quickly and my ambition to ride to Deerfield on the first day evaporated as the thought of a shower and sleep smacked that down real fast.  I got some of the deepest most restful sleep ever as my roommate David Rudy said I was asleep within seconds of hitting the pillow.  I awoke after three hours and decided to just get on with the ride to Deerfield.  Heading out alone at 3am, I hit one of the lower points physically and just tried to make forward progress.  My pre sleep meal was still doing its thing and I was hopeful my legs would return.  I’m now a firm believer in the “just ride slow and keep making progress until you feel better” camp on these long randonnees.  I was joined by Andy, Stephen, and David and I struggled to stay in contact with this well oiled group.  On Jennings Gap, my legs rebounded and I contributed with some strong pulls up the mountain.  I rolled in few minutes behind this group and ordered up a fantastic omelet and ate two bowls of Raisin Bran cereal and milk.

After 45mins I rolled out alone to try and reach the Buchanan control in good time.  Riding through Goshen, for the only time on the ride I felt the sleepiness that makes these long multiday rides so tough.  I battled this feeling for about 30 minutes before pulling over on the decent of Maury River Road to take a randonneurs nap on a picnic table next to the river.   In the sun and hearing the sound of the river, I awoke to my watch alarm after 25mins.  How refreshing and it totally worked to clear my head and cure the sleepys.  I made some nav errors on the next section which added 15 miles or so to my journey to Buchanan but these were my only serious nav mistakes of the trip.  I’m a cue sheet only guy and I should have been riding with someone.   The day was really starting to heat up and after reaching Buchanan and devouring a chicken sandwich and fries I started off for Floyd. 

I *completely* underestimated how hard and how much climbing this next stretch would have.  The heat plus hills of the next leg really did me in.  The climb up to the Parkway started with a little 18% kicker that set the tone for the next 5 hours.  We climbed, and we climbed, and then we climb some more before finally reaching the road that would take us to Floyd.   Every muscle fiber in my legs felt completely spent when I hit the control.  I met up with the Olsen’s and David Rudy who talked me in to immediately leaving to make slow but steady progress to Mt. Airy, the terminus of our route.  We started by stopping at Burger King where I enjoyed a double something with fries to get me most of the way to the control.  Thanks guys!
We donned our night gear with lights and tackled the endless rollers to hit the top of the mountain on the Virginia-North Carolina border.   This section is quite interesting at night and with the tree canopy feels like you’re riding in a tunnel for hours.  Dropping off Willis Gap and thwarting the countless dog-missiles firing at us from the side of the road, and dodging some nasty gravel sections and potholes, we completed a harrowing high speed decent for a final approach to Mt. Airy.  I must have given up a quarter inch of brake pad on this one!

The guys from the NC Randonneurs at Mt. Airy were amazing!!  A big shout out and thank you for all of your help!  A model of enthusiasm, quality support, and team spirit.  After eating a great burger, a huge helping of baked beans and potato salad, I was ready to get some sleep.  After a 3 hour sleep we woke and prepared to start.  The Olsens, David, and I headed out and after 5 miles or so Mark informed us that he had forgotten his brevet card and had to head back to the control!!  We knew though that this guy would catch back as he was riding phenomenally with great strength on the hills.  I had some of my best climbing legs of the entire ride and really got some wings up Willis Gap.  It was nice climbing this beast in the cool morning rather than the brutal heat which would come later in the day.   No problem with the dogs—they were sleeping off a long night of bike chasing!
Regrouping on the road to Floyd we met up with Gator, Mary, and Tom who had left Mt. Airy a bit before us.  We were all in good spirits with the guys stopping at Burger King and me deciding to take a longer rest at the actual control.  I was disappointed to learn that Glenn had abandoned but really appreciated his help in changing a tube and truing my rear wheel.  Thanks Glenn!!  The WGR was already at the Floyd control eating and resting for the next push.

The road to Buchanan was fairly uneventful. Pushing towards Roanoke and the amazing panorama view of the valley as we started a really long fun twisty decent that felt like at least 5 miles long.  Bill Olson took off like a bullet and I pushed the edge of my descending ability to keep him in sight.  I had a Starbucks noted on my cue sheet and we all regrouped at a combo Kroger/Starbucks complex where I enjoyed a great meal of sushi and espresso.  I actually rode pretty well on that combo.  At this point with the heat, I had ditched my Perpetuem fuel and was riding with three bottles of plain water, solid food snacks, and Endurolytes.  We all made it to Buchanan in good shape.  I was feeling the heat and was getting some stiffness in my knees.  Nothing like an 8lb bag of ice to get the legs back in shape.  It was at the return trip to Buchanan that I noticed that I had not even thought about any kind of discomfort in my seat area for the entire ride!  What is this stuff I’m using?  It’s working like a charm!  David Rudy was even using it on his feet and remarked about it.  
We were all feeling it on the long stretch back to Harrisonburg broken by a short stop at the famous “Foamhenge”.  You gotta see it!   Tired and hungry we stopped at a truck stop outside of Lexington for some food with me eating a bowel of vegetable soup, ham sandwich, and baked potato.   We got to meet up with the strong Canadian riders, Richard and Cary, and enjoyed some talk over our brief meal.   We really had to dig deep at this point to push through the fatigue, misty fog, and very poor visibility to finally reach the Harrisonburg control at about 4am.  
After eating a turkey sub and a couple of cans of V8.  I washed up and hit the sack for two hours of sleep.  I woke at 6am and wondered down to the riders area for some food and to see what was going on.  After eating a bite, I was glad to see Matt Settle come rolling in looking fatigued and at his limits.  We got him some food and V8 to give him a start on his recovery for the next leg.  Patsy and the other volunteers were doing there best to help everyone get ready to head out to the next control.  David Rudy and I decided to head out at 7am figuring others would meet up with us on the road.  We caught up with Matt who quickly slipped out just before us and chatted with him for a few before we rode up the road.  The section from Harrisonburg to Front Royal was some of the most spectacular weather of my riding days.  Cool, crisp, and sunny conditions all the way to the base of Edinburg Gap for the final long climb of this years ride.   Along the way we met up with WGR who was now riding with Mary Florian (on her first 1200)   Mary’s husband, Tom, had abandoned during the night due to sleepiness and fatigue and was sleeping in a hotel somewhere between Lexington and Harrisonburg—she didn’t know exactly where!
On this next stretch, we met up with two very strong and enthusiastic riders from Texas, Vicky Tyler and Sharon Stevens, as well as the amazing Gator from Augusta Georgia.   Speaking of Gator…I met up him just prior to departing Harrisonburg and heard this story about his extreme seat area pain and discomfort.  I gave him a huge portion of my amazing magical Randonneur’s balm and said you might try this stuff.  When I met him on the road he thanked me and said I’d saved his ride.    We all tackled the climb and descent at our own pace then we regrouped on Fort Valley Road for the push to Front Royal.  A short stop at another valley for some liquids then back off.  Temps really starting to climb but manageable.  Fantastic, smooth and fun riding along Passage Creek—some of the best of the entire ride.  We climb the small bump up and over the ridge and down to Front Royal.  
Post 7 Eleven controlling, our group of Gator, Vicky, Sharon, David, and I set out for the final miles back to Leesburg.  We were trying to push as much as we comfortably could to get to the end.  Some of the final leg highlights were seeing the baby black bear on Dismal Hollow Road and FINALLY reaching Purcellville after all those rollers through horse country.  Sharon suffered a little bonk and we all stopped to get her going again with orange slices, candy, and water.  The last bit was a blur but we made it back to Leesburg and the finish at the Comfort Suites to cheers.  Our Shenandoah odyssey was finally over!  Thanks to the family of Randonneurs and volunteers who made this event possible.  Great fellowship and adventure…give it a go yourself next time! 

