Tales from a novice, old guy 8 hour endurance rider
What is up with this?  Last year I had never ridden an 8 hour mountain bike race, and now this year I have completed two!  What am I trying to be, some super jock?  No, far from it!  I’m a 57 year old with a full time job who builds bicycle frames part time and is a recreational mountain biker who just loves to ride.  Though I have no expectation of being competitive, entering competitive events force me to train some and it promotes my bikes a little.  Last year, my son and I rode in the inaugural Coolest 24 Hour MTB Race Against Cancer in Cool, California as a two person team.  We had the whole family there as the support crew which was total fun.  However, this year the team wasn’t coming together and I had pretty much resigned myself to not riding. 
Then things changed.  Rider bud Singlespeed Steve let me know that there was some shuffling going on with his 24 hour single speed team, Quattro Gatos Uno Vitesse, due to an injury to one of the team riders.  They recruited the Hankster, who had already signed up as a solo 8 hour rider leaving a position open for an 8 hour soloist 45+.  Not wanting to leave the organizers of the race with an open slot, or the Hankster out some bucks, especially for such a good cause as the Auburn Community Cancer Endowment Fund, I said “I’m in,” and was swept into the opening a mere two weeks before the event. 

The start/finish and main crew and camping area was again located at the Cool Elementary School, but this year it was moved behind the school to a grassy field.  Jim Northey, chief organizer and long time event promoter, dug in a little spur trail that cut right through the center of this area.  All incoming riders came flying down a short chute past the hordes of screaming and cheering fans.  An excellent idea, great setup!
The race started at noon with a lap up through the school yard and around the school on the bikes – fortunately for me no running start – I may be a slow bike rider, but, I am no runner, nada, zip, nothing!  As the riders strung out and passed under the start/finish bridge on to the trail, the crowd was there cheering everyone on.  Finally, all the anxiety and nerves are left behind and you are just out riding along on a beautiful California spring day.  Knowing, I had 8 hours of riding ahead, I maintained a casual pace, keeping to the lower gears, spinning and managing energy expenditure.  A couple miles out, a new section of sweet single track was added, mostly downhill and total fun!  This wound around through the green grass and oak trees to a moderate climb that preceded the steep drop into Knickerbocker Creek.  Ahead of me is a guy riding along with a kid’s bike seat on the back of his bike.  Later I found out he had lost a child to cancer and this was his tribute to her, very touching.
Cresting the top of the climb and then bombing down to the creek crossing; hey what happened to the bridge that was there last year, yeow, that water is cold, out of the water and immediately into the killer climb!  Too steep and too long for these old legs, resorted to cross training and did a bit of hike and bike along with about 80% of the field.  Up the climb and onto an old, no longer used section of  paved road heading north over the crest of the hill was the only aid station.  Continuing past the station downhill about a half mile and then off on to another new section of single track, turning and climbing back to the crest and then jamming down fire road and around to the second creek crossing.  This one not so deep or wide.  After this begins a long, long, did I say long, climb with at least three false summits.  At each you think you have made it over the top only to be struck down with the reality of more climbing ahead.
Then you round the eastern end of the 11 mile loop, you start seeing familiar looking terrain, knowing you are nearing Highway 49, then, there it is!  The climbing is behind you, time to put the pedals down hard and try to make up some lost time, past the fire station, past a couple of houses, through the swamp and back to the roar of the crowd as you enter the start/finish straight.  Made it!  Okay, now, get going again and do more laps!

On lap two, another solo 8 hour rider bud and I hooked up for a while, we were keeping similar paces.  However, he was on a single speed . . . ANIMAL!  On lap three, Singlespeed Steve passed me like I was riding the wrong direction.  Well, yeah, he was on his first lap, at least that's what I told myself.  On the climb out of the first creek, I started feeling the first signs of leg cramps, but, nothing serious.
Refueled between laps 3 and 4 and headed out feeling pretty good.  Lap 4, although now having the effects of the cramping just below the threshold, but still I was able to ride through them.  About 6:00 pm I finished lap 4 and could feel the cramping when I got off the bike.  Knowing I still had 2 hours left to finish a lap and make my goal of 5, I fueled up and had to get going.  All was in control, doing the hike and bike out of Knickerbocker Creek with baby steps to prevent leg lockup, I was doing well.  Then at the long climb out of the second creek, I really had no power left.  My 29er just didn’t have gears low enough.  Of course, any lower and slower and I wouldn’t be able to stay balanced and upright.
Two thirds of the way up the climb, total, full on cramp lock up in the right leg!  Jump off the bike, can’t straighten the leg, can’t bend it without cramping, I’m in trouble!  I fall on to the bank beside the trail massaging the quads, sucking down more Cyto, water, gel, munching some energy bar and ponder my fate.  It is dusk.  Very quiet out here, no other riders in site.  Hmmm, this is mountain lion country, wonder if there are any around looking for an easy meal.  I scan the forest around me.  Will there be a sag person coming along, how will I ever get back to the start finish?  What time is it, for sure I will miss the 8:00 pm deadline. . . . . ?  I’m bummed!
Hey, wait, the cramping has eased up, the legs seem okay!  Alright, get back on the bike and pedal, ride through it, you can do it!  Yes, it works, I’m moving, finally I crest the last short steep rise, I’m paralleling Highway 49, there’s the fire station, the houses, the swamp, the start/finish, my crew cheering me on!  YES!!!!  I’m in!  I’m in and it is 7:44, time to spare!!!  Off the bike in the dismount check in area and total leg lock up again! Jewel is there helping me, holding my bike, I’m now outside of the finish area, can’t make it to the massage table 100 feet away so I just plop onto the ground.   
My crew comes up and my wife seeing me on the ground asks with a look of concern on her face and anxiety in her voice, “is this the big one?”  
“No,” I say! “No, I’m not stroking out, just leg cramps,” we all laugh!  A few minutes pass, and I’m back on my feet.  Though I have no vision of being competitive, I was very pleased to have made my personal goal of 5 laps.  Plus, I am still holding out hope for a significant time bonus for style points for riding the race in a classic Hawaiian shirt instead of a traditional jersey.  That was a real hit with the ladies, they really liked the shirt!
For the next couple days, the legs gave me constant reminders of the event of that Saturday.  A very small price to pay for the satisfaction of meeting a goal and for helping to raise funds for such an excellent cause.  I feel so fortunate to be healthy, to be able to contribute and to participate.  And, many thanks to my family and friends who helped me and encouraged me on, I couldn’t have done it without you!
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