What an amazing adventure over the 4 days of the Shenandoah 1200k!   I successfully completed a 770-mile bike ride that turned out to be possibly the hardest one in America.  Out of 56 bike riders that started, 30 completed the ride successfully. 

But my story actually begins with the August 2007 Paris-Brest-Paris 1200k ride.  I trained for months and then dragged my husband, Steve (aka Bones) Matney to France.  Although I got sick with pnoeumonia and the rain was horrible, I was having a great time and my plan was to finish!  At the half way turn-around point in Brest, I got really sick.  I pushed myself another 150 miles although my body was rejecting food and drink.  And so, I Did Not Finish (DNF).  Disappointment.  

So here I was with a DNF and a 1200k planned only 40 miles from my home.  I must to do this ride and get my 1200k! But there were concerns.  My first started with the DC Randonneurs and our RBA, Matt Settle, parting ways starting over this very ride.  Should I drop out?  I really wanted to do it, but it two dear people kept me in; my husband, Bones, who became a ride organzier with Matt Settle and my riding partner, Greg Conderacci.

The ride was madness, but I knew that in advance so was prepared unlike out-of-towners.  With the excessive heat and mountainous terrain, our time was about 6 hours later than expected.  We had record-breaking heat each day with 95+ degrees.  I decided that the terrain was way too hilly for a 1200k!  Advanced estimates were 30 thousand feet of climbing, but it was more like 50 thousand feet of climbing overall (~8K' for every 200k).  Let's put this into perspective, Mount Everest is less than 30 thousand feet.  

On the night before the ride started, we stayed at the hotel in Leesburg.  When I was  ready to sleep, I got into the bed but it had a totally soaking wet mattress!  Can you say YUCK!?!  I was all ready to go to sleep before the big ride and the mattress was wet.  Steve took care of it and got us another room quickly.  The new one was actually a suite with a large whirlpool bathtub.  Steve convinced the hotel that I should have this type of suite again on Sunday night so I could have a whirlpool bath!  Love that guy!

Although planning for 15 hours of sleep, we got about 12 instead.  This is much more than 99 percent of the other riders I talked to about it.  Greg and I took it easy and paced ourselves because of the extreme heat and hills.  This really paid off; no sickness and great memories!  Often times when doing endurance rides, I would get dazed with dehydration and exhaustion.  This  lead me to getting sick and not remembering the event clearly.  Not this time!  :)  I felt great the entire time in those respects so our strategy really worked well.

With help from Bones, I attribute the fantastic strategy of energy management and pacing to Greg.  We turned out to be a really great team and looked out for one another from beginning to end.  Greg did much more for me than I would have ever asked.  One of my favorite moments was rolling through the Civil War battlefields in Gettysburg, PA with him telling stories.  It was an outstanding way to learn details about the battles as we were flying along the road together.  Battles can be a good analogy for longer rides.  

Every ride has some type of battle to overcome. There were three for me.  Shortly after leaving the battlefields of Gettysburg, I had my first personal one.  At mile 75 my right peddle unscrewed and came off with no warning.  With nothing to  push against, my weight went down on that side and I came flying off the bike.  Unfortunately, I had another rider (sorry, forgot his name) behind me and he came down too.  It could have been really ugly, but his bike landed on top of me while he went to the side.  Neither of us were too damaged.  After a survey, he seemed to have nothing wrong with body or bike.  I had minor bruises, scrape's and cuts on a thumb, knee, shin, elbow and shoulder.  I had cracked my helmet so it was not safe anymore.  Now extremely angry, I was cussing and apologizing at the same time. After seeing we were both okay and that our bikes had survived, we were fine to continue riding.   Greg and I  stopped up the street a few miles later where we were planning to get food.  I washed up the cuts and we put antibacterial gel and bandages on where possible.  I was still mad about it and Greg had to work to help me feel okay.  I called Bones, said I was fine but needed a new helmet.  My wonderful husband met me at the next control in Sharpstown, PA with a brand new helmet.  Love that guy!  It was great to see him a second time when we reached the Harrisonburg Control for a sleep break about 125 miles later; mile 226.

The next hurdle was by far the easiest to fix.  As we rolled into Deerfield at 6:30 Friday morning, around mile 270, my lights went flying off into the road.  The Space Saver light mount attached to my handle bars had a bolt  come out and the entire thing, with my lights, went flying off.  It hit the road into dozen pieces.  After a car went by, we retrieved all the parts except for the missing bolt and one battery.  I stuck it in my Camelback for fixing later a mile later.  At the Deerfield control, I was again in luck because Pat Horchoff (the RBA from New Orleans) was there with help in the form of humor and ideas.  Pat, Greg and I stuck it the mount back on with a zip tie, twistys, lots of black electrician's tape and more humor.  Amazingly, my lights continued to work and the mount was stuck on better than before.

My last battle started that day too.  The long climbs between Clifton Forge and Christiansburg were torture!  We did a seriously big, steep climb and came down a significant portion of a mountain road called, Rich Patch.  Then we made a left turn and started climbing again up and up and up.  This was Jamison Mountain Rd and the toughest on the entire route.  It got really steep and most riders were snaking back and forth to keep enough momentum -- some were even walking.  They had a much better strategy because I ended up killing my knees.  I kept a straight line and just grinded up the monster by alternating standing and sitting.  I'd never had significant knee problems during a ride before so didn't realize the hurtin' I was putting on them.  As we climbed, I was saying to myself that this was a M#$%-F@#! and yelled out that the road was now dubbed M-F road.  When we got to the top, my left knee was really unhappy and my right was complaining too.  Greg's knees were also hurting and was concerned that this would be a problem for the rest of his ride.  At the next Mom & Pop convenience shop, we stopped to ice our knees and put on a topical anti-inflammatory (Emugel purchased in France).  The knees would continued to hurt every now and then, but we were able to keep a good pace up and down the mountains.   The company of our fellows riders really helped to keep up our spirits. 

As the heat and hills continued relentlessly, everything s-l-o-w-e-d down including my decision-making skills on which potato chips to purchase.  When we rolled into Christiansburg, I was on the edge of a bonk without a real food in my belly.  I was not happy about M-F Hill Road and let Matt know my feelings.  Oops, I apologized later much to Matt's amusement.  After eating and some much needed air conditioning, we continued onto our next control in Hillsville.  

All day I had been dreading the climbs of Pleasant Valley, but they were easy compared to what we'd seen earlier.  I loved this idyllic valley with a streams, rocks, rolling fields and mountains.  I could see retiring there.  Night fell as the two of us continued down the valley.  I hoped we would make the Dugspur Deli before it closed.  When the sun disappeared around 9:15 pm, it felt great to be in cooler temps. but it was really dark.  We were flying down hills at one point without any pavement lines to guide the way.  On this stretch, we saw the first two lead riders on their way back from the turn-around point in Fancy Gap.  It was a bizarre apparition at first to see two the lights of these fast riders.  We all whoppeed  at each other in encouragement as we passed without seeing faces in the dark.   I was thrilled when we made the Deli in time although just minutes before their closing at 10pm.  The Deli was a marking point for me as I'd stopped there over Memorial Day weekend to let them know we were coming through.  As we were getting ready to leave, three other riders arrived but they were too late for the Deli so we rolled out together.  Some where on the hills, we separated in the dark and did not see them again until Hillsville.

Hillsville Control was a very welcome sleep break where we had both gotten rooms for the night.  Despite getting there later than planned, we decided on getting up at the agreed time and took a four hour sleep break before heading up to Fancy Gap.  We headed up to the Blue Ridge for the next control and then went straight back down again.  It was glorious sunrise on the ridge top!  Feeling victorious in the cool morning mist, we stopped and took our photos with the incredibly beautiful mountain backdrop.  We headed back to Hillsville with the company of several other riders.  It took 2 1/2 hours to get that 26 miles in, so we decided on another one hour sleep break in Hillsville now that control time was on our side.

On the third day, as we were coming into Harrisonburg again, the bars were letting out and that was scary.  We jumped onto the sidewalk for a while a few minutes until one of the bar's parking lots had emptied.  We reached the Control around mile 650 at 2:30 am, we had to take a sleep break here although had originally thought it could possibly be skipped.  We'd been awake for over 22 hours and needed sleep badly.  The plan was to sleep five hours, but my knees hurt so much that they woke me up in tears an hour early.  It was now the fourth and last day, with only 115 miles to go, and I was terrified that I wouldn't be able to finish.  I hobbled into the main control room to see my wonderful husband, Bones, to get some ice, and stretch.  With pep talks, advice, and a great breakfast from Jeff Magnuson, Bob Sheldon, Matt Settle, Bones and Greg, my knees started feeling better and well enough to start out again.  Greg and Steve worked on raising my bike saddle slightly to see if that would help and it did.  We rolled out again around 8:00 am where most riders had left hours before us (them with little or no sleep).

When we arrived in Middletown, VA, around mile 710, my knees were screaming in pain and were swollen.  The worst part was my attitude.  I was hot, hurting and wondering if my knees would require surgery to heal.  At this point I'm thinking that a bike ride is not worth knowingly doing permanent damage. It was a huge boost to see my friends Crista Boras, Chuck Wood, Bill Beck and Jeff Magnuson at the Middletown Control. After replenishing the body and spirit there, Greg made up stories to help change my disposition and take my mind off of the suffering.  Thank goodness he is such a great story-teller!  He also raised my saddle again slightly more and than helped too.  His constant support was key to the success of this ride.  

We still had many more climbs to do in those last 60 miles, but overall we lost elevation.  We took it easy with several more stops to massage, ice and put more Emugel on my knees.  It was painful, but we continued on with assurances from Greg that I would be okay in the long run.  We stopped at Jimmy's Market for a nice lunch (on Matt's advice).   Then continued on to the end of Frogtown road.  At this point, I wanted a quick break before attempting route 7.  I knew it would be ugly with fast traffic and basically no shoulder.  And indeed I almost got clipped by a motorcyclist who didn't see me.  

We stopped one last time, about 25 miles from the end, for our regular routine; eat, drink and ice the knees.  We hooked up with Paul Rozelle who convinced me to get a bottled “Mexican” Coke Cola. With plenty of sugar, caffeine and Paul's terrific energy, I ignored my knees and we zoomed along the road back home.  At 87 hours and 15 minutes  we were finally finished at 7:15 pm on Sunday and back in Leesburg, VA (after starting there on Thursday at 4am).  Thank you Maile Neel, Carol Bell, Clare Zecher, and Mary Gersema (my Best Bud) for being there to cheer us in!

I got my hotel room in Leesburg that Sunday night with the whirlpool and got to take a luxurious bath.  I then iced my knees a second time, went back down to hang out with the other riders and finally went to bed around 11:30 pm.  

The next day I was doing great!  I took that Monday off to just relax and eat.  My knees did pretty good considering how unhappy they felt.  They were cranky and swollen, but got better by the moment.  After grocery shopping, they needed to be iced again though.  Laying around with iced knees and eating pizza and ice cream helped.  I highly recommend it!

The accomplishment still hasn't totally sunk in yet, but seeing that 1200k medal Sunday was emotional when I realized that I am now 1200K completer!  And on top of that glory was another award waiting for me at home.  I got my R12 medal for doing an endurance ride every month for 12 straight months.  The very cool (Olympic-looking) medal came with my name and the year  engraved on the back.  

Three days later, I was pleased with how my body felt overall.  Just a few things leftover which included numbness in my right toe "this piggy had none."  I also started riding my bike into work that day and this felt better on my knees than walking.  Two days later I declared myself fully recovered after riding 58 miles without pain.   

Big hugs of gratitude to all that helped make this ride possible, and yes, even enjoyable!

Matt Settle, RBA for ROMA and the author and organizer of the S1200K, Leesburg Control, Deerfield Control and Christiansburg Control staff.

Steve “Bones” Matney, my wonderful husband, Harrisonburg Control Leader, and in my opinion, the brains that made this ride possible.

Greg Conderacci, My Favorite Riding Partner

John Ellis, as the RUSA representative and gave lots of advice during monthly telecons with Matt and Bones.

Bill Beck, Carl and his wife Missy for running the Gettysburg Control.

Josie and Maggie Smith for volunteering at the Harrisonburg Control on Thursday-Friday. I know Kelly really appreciated your being there!

Matt McHale from Half Moon cycles volunteering as bike mechanic at Harrisonburg.

Pat Horschcamp for staffing both the Deerfield Control and Christiansburg Control and yelling out the window at us as you drove by along the route.   

And wonderful volunteers, Ruby Lee and Doc, at Deerfield who cooked us an awesome breakfast.  

Clare Zecher and Jim Levitt for running the Hillsville Control.

Mike Dayton for many hours of coordination and for his volunteers from North Carolina staffing the Fancy Gap Control.  I don't have the volunteers names, but your appreciated!

Crista Borras and Chuck Wood for running the Middletown Control on Sunday.  And for providing lots of century training rides that got us into shape!

And of course, Fred, for running the final Leesburg Control on Sunday.

Thank you all for an incredible journey!

