2008 Otter Wrap

2008 dawned a new year and a highlight is always the Sea Otter Classic, a biking extravaganza in April.  Typically it is right around the time for a conference related to my real job so I was in Florida from Sunday to Wednesday of the Otter week.  No problem, I returned in time for the Boy (aka Ben) and I to head down to Monterey first thing Thursday morning April 17 – no jet lag here!  We arrived about noon, picnicked under a bush in the Wolf Hill parking area, P-B-n-J sandwiches then set off to do a pre-ride of the course.  But first, we had to line up with some other riders if possible.  We were able to hook up with the Hanster and fellow Mad Cat, Yvette and we headed out.  Those Mad Cats are everywhere!!!
We set off on the course, really the same route as last year, only the conditions were a bit different.  At the top of the first climb after we left the track area there are sheep all over the place.  The wooly buggers were everywhere!  They were a bit freaked by us and got out of the way.  The first few sections pretty much guaranteed a high level of carnage during the competitive events just due to their sketchiness.  I made a mental note of them!  Of course when the number exceeded 3, I would need to write it down since that is the extent of my memory.  Consequently, all bets were off for remembering all of the potential calamity zones for the race.  While out in no mans land we came across Rohit, Dee and Co., they were cruising the course.  I was looking all around trying to find a CalTrans bridge that Rohit was allegedly inspecting, didn’t see any out there, but, must be since he was “working.”

It was one of those rare warm days in Otterland and we all ran out of water before we were finished with the ride, not a good start!  Anyway, Yvette peeled off after about 10 miles, she was hammering on a one speed and didn’t want to overdo, then the Hankster rode on (he is quite a bit quicker than yours truly, no doubt because he is MUCH younger than me, at least  a couple months) trying to meet other commitments so the boy and I continued on.  The course definitely seemed more difficult this year – not a good feeling pre-race!
Friday was spent cruising the Expo Zone where we picked up nephew Ty and came across SSS driving the twins in a canary yellow monster two place stroller.  We spent lots of time searching for the elusive have to have good deal and the best of the swag.  I think I may have made a meal on bars, blocks, drinks, and all things nutrition and hydration while in the Zone.  Did score some deals for needed (?) items and came away feeling as if I had seen more this year than ever before.  This time, for the first half of the day we left our bikes behind, much easier to check out more of the booths.  The most cool techno gadget I came across was the Slumphf, or something like that, two speed crankset.  It was very cool!  You kick a button right in the center of the crankset and depending on the model you either go up or down a gear – oh yeah!  Very handy for the faux “single” speeders!
Saturday morning it was very cold and very windy!  We arrived at the track just before 7:00 am and parked again on Wolf Hill.  Man o man it was freezing!  The Boy suited up and took off since the one speed sportsters had a 7:25 am start.  I readied my gear and headed down to cheer him on at the start and to see if I could find a warm or at least protected place to hang for an hour until the start of my event.  The one speeders headed out, I found and said hey to Jim McD and Ty before their events, rode up the track behind the start finish trying to warm up only to turn around and ride down the hill right into the freezing wind – finally gave up and joined my older that dirt age group in the starting cue where I found the Hankster.  Can we really be in the same group?  Did I mention, it was FREEZING there???
Finally, my time to start the race arrived, I was shivering big time!  It was good to get going, though the legs felt pretty stiff from the cold.  For the first half mile or so you are riding on the car racing track the opposite direction the cars go.  You climb a slight rise, go down the car start/finish straight then up towards the infamous Laguna Seca corkscrew.  Just before the bottom of the corkscrew the route exited the track and ventured off onto the dirt.  For another half mile or so you climb on fire roads up to the top of a ridge overlooking Salinas then start some fast downhill with an occasional climb thrown in for good measure for another mile or so.  By this time I had pretty much lost sight of the majority of my group – sandbaggers!!!!

Off the downhill fire road onto the single track.  The first of many potential conflagration zones!  The first right hand turn is hugely off camber and had been “repaired” with sand and gravel, talk about a recipe for disaster.  That one I did remember, but, still almost blew it, but was able to force the bike back onto the proper part of the trail.  Then continuing on the sandy single track; narrow hard pack shelf on the right, then a couple inch drop and soft sand on the left side of the trail.  Fortunately, the really old farts and others who started after me hadn’t caught up to me yet and I wasn’t pressured from behind.  As it was I still had several dabs where I almost ate it.

Then after some nice single track climbing and a bit of fire road came the big sandy downhill.  Steep downhill about 6 to 10 feet wide, Manzanita or equivalent bushes on each side and soft sand clear across.  I’m hanging off the back of the saddle feeling like I am on a surf board with minimal control.  The bike is all over.  A guy behind me yells “on your left” a couple times just about the time my surfing was carrying me to the left.  He never did pass me, he may have augered in.  Who knows, I have no idea who it was anyway.  I dabbed all over the place but managed to stay upright.
After this you ride on a short section of pavement then start a brutal single track climb.  Low gear all the way for me, no doubt pegging the heart rate, it just seems endless, but, finally, you see the crest of the hill and know it is almost over – well that section anyway.  Not too much further on, after some more downhill, you come to the feed zone, this was about the 8.5 mile mark.  My plan was to have downed the Cyto by this point, as it was, I hadn’t quite made it so chugged it, downed a Hammer Gel, and a couple more E-Caps all while continuing to roll.  More climbing, more nice single track, and finally, the paved road climb!  At that point, you know you are nearing the home stretch.

Not that things get any easier, you just know you are starting the long climb out.  The paved climb ramps up steeper as you go and seems endless on tired legs.  I passed a couple pushing their tandem up the hill.  That made me feel good!  Off onto more single track traversing the hills for another mile or so, then onto more fire road for the final grunt back to the track.  There are a few short steep lifts that about wipe you out near the start of the climb, then you get the freezing 20 plus mile per hour wind directly in the face while continuing to climb ever upward and you know this isn’t going to be easy.  Not only that you can pretty much see all the way to the top – you’d think you were riding in the Alps, its way up there!  .  
As I came to one of the trail junctions, there were a bunch of the tour riders.  These are just average or beginner riders out on a guided “real” mountain bike ride, not part of the competitive events.  Anyway, I’m riding slowly up the hill, trying to keep a reasonable pace and not blow out and some girl in total Fred attire rides on by me.  She is decked out in tennis shoes, long pants, not tights mind you but regular pants like Dockers or something, and a fleece jacket.  That hurt!  All the time I was just hoping the person passing me wasn’t one of my gray haired cronies – even though I wasn’t sure if any were actually behind me.

As last the climb ended, down a short dirt chute, across the bridge and onto the sketchy, rough single track down the infield hill, then traverse to the finish line.  Some dufus was slowing me down on this last section so I poured it on in an attempt to pass him just before the finish.  No dice, he started moving left and cut me off.  Loser!  I don’t think he was in my group anyway, he was MUCH younger, probably in the 45 to 50 set.  Always somewhat emotional just to finish and I felt like I finished pretty strong – not well placement wise mind you – just feeling good for having completed the race, non stop, without any mechanical or physical issues other than plain old fatigue from working hard.
I found the Boy and the nephew at the finish, we laughed, congratulated each other, guessed at our race times and basked in the glory of finishing another Otter.  Then we realized we were all freezing in the continuing cold wind, said our good bys and headed to the car for the ride home.

All in all, another great experience.  Lots of fun, lots to see and a very challenging ride.

Bob.
