Coolest 24 HR 2008

Waiting until the last minute seems to be my MO with the Coolest 24 HR MTB.  But, what the heck, I signed up anyway a week and a half before it was scheduled to take place.  Again this year as a really old guy solo 8 hour rider.  By definition at the Coolest, “really old guy” is defined as “masters 45+”.  45 years old, “masters,” heck, they are just kids!  No problem, bring ‘em on!  In reality, knowing I wouldn’t be in the running for a podium finish, I again opted for style points.  This year in lieu of a traditional jersey, I was adorned with a navy blue “ugly” (Hawaiian type) shirt with gold moon and sun faces batik printed on it – got lots of positive comments!  
Fellow Rancho Murieta rider and neighbor Tom and I caravanned to Cool arriving about 8:00 am Saturday morning to select and set up our pit site.  He’d never ridden an 8 hour endurance event so I was trying to help him out with some of the logistics.  The start/finish and pit areas have moved every year of the race, this being the third year and for the first time located behind the Cool fire station which is the typical starting and finishing point for riding the trails at Cool called the Olmstead Trail.  The tent city was pretty well laid out when we arrived.
To set the stage, the race was scheduled to start at noon on Saturday May 3 and continue for the 24 hour super endurance soloists and teams until finishing at noon Sunday, May 4.  Those of us in the 8 hour class were scheduled to start at noon Saturday with everyone else but finish at 8:00 pm – finished means fully completed laps before 8:00 pm.  Each lap was almost 12 ¾ miles. Event coordinator Jim Northey has done a stellar job in producing this event with all proceeds going to benefit cancer research.  Each of the three years it has grown.
As always, there is so much energy and electricity from the participants and the crews in the air it just creates an exciting dynamic before the event.  Everyone is keyed up, electrified and ready to ride.  You see riding buds like Single Speed Steve, the Hankster, John Armenta and others, swap stories, talk bikes, strategies for hydration, eating, attacking or succumbing to the climbs, developing excuse patterns – got to have your lies and alibis just so you have a fall back.  Things like, “dude, I shouldn’t have drank that six pack last night,” or “I’m not expecting to do too well since I haven’t been on a bike in 6 months,” yada yada yada!  You know what I mean, right?  My primary pit crew member and son Ben brought his bike along and did a pre-ride and give us all the dirt before the start.
Finally, noon rolls around and the riders were started in waves 15 seconds apart.  First the 24 hour soloists, then the 24 hour teams, then the 8 hour riders.  The riding started back on a section of paved road, turned onto the gravel parking area and funneled down to single or double file through the starting arch narrowing down to single track and the first decision point.  Go left and over a little bridge, or straight and be a crowd pleaser by trying to ride through a big water hole.  Being a conservative sort, I opted for the bridge.  Dust!  Lots of dust on the first lap with so many riders and so little rain lately!  The field sorted out well and filed along the usual single track Olmstead course over low rolling hills, down through the swamp that was very dry this year, past the school, site of the previous two years start/finish, and over to the first climb of the day.  

The first climb looks like nothing, just a couple of double tracks going across a meadow.  So deceiving!  It gets increasingly steeper before ramping up a bit more and exiting into brush and trees and single track before leveling off.  By this time I had passed at least three or four riders – okay, so what if they had mechanicals or flats or something, I was still ahead of them!
After wandering around on some fire roads that were mostly downhill you come to a bit of sweet, pretty much slightly downhill single track through the trees, fast and fun – a bit nerve wracking though since I could hear faster riders behind me and the trail is much too narrow for passing.  Down through a small creek wash, a wide spot and several riders go by me – what’s the rush all about, you got hours to go – back on to some more single track and on to a section of the trail new to the race this year.  Actually, I liked it much better.  It replaced a double track climb with a nice wandering and gradually climbing piece of single track, one that I had helped build many years ago with FATRAC.

Then the dreaded climb out of Knickerbocker Creek!  After gearing down and grunting my way about 30 or 40 yards up the hill I gave it up and did a bit of hike and bike, pushing the big wheeled 29er up the rest of the grade.  This became my routine for each successive lap – I know I can ride it, but, just can’t spare the energy to do so.  I was in good company as well over half of the riders were pushing.  Fortunately, the hill is relatively short.  At the summit you came to another new section added on this year.  Instead of turning up on to the pavement and climbing to the feedzone/aid station like years past, you dove out across a meadow, meandered through some nice single track emerging onto the pavement about a mile farther down the road, then after a quarter mile or so on the pavement, you got back on single track and climbed over a little knoll, down an old fire road kissing the outbound course, back on the pavement.  Who is here but fellow RM rider Tom fixing a flat!  Climbing up on the pavement you finally come to the feedzone/aid station.  The real teaser was the blaring music you could hear off and on for at least 2 miles before actually getting there. . . and you thought you were so close!

Salt Creek was the next milestone.  You crossed it knowing you were well around the course.  You also knew the real pain and suffering was set to begin!  The climbing starts and continues for a mile or two, alternating between steep and steeper, with at least five false summits.  Just when you think in your lactic acid clouded mind that you’ve done it the grade ramps up again.  The heat and lack of breeze were making a strong and negative impact on performance!  On lap two John Armenta and I were playing cat and mouse around here.  What felt like hours later, you crest a rise and see the hard right hand turn starting the final push to the finish.  Flying down some double track, occasionally touching the brakes because I know I am going way too fast for conditions, and there is always some dufus, “on your right” going hecka faster than me!  How do they do that?  Whatever!
Don’t forget, there is still one short but steep little hill to go, then a fast downhill with a nice foot high drop mid way down and on to the edge of Highway 49, a right hander up and over some tree roots, paralleling the highway and back to the start/finish and the pits.  Ahhhh, one down, how many more to go?
Refueled with a fresh bottle of Cytomax, popped a couple more E-Caps, replaced the spent Hammer Gel flask and off again.  Got huge doses of help, mechanical and moral support from son Ben, my wife Susan, mega ultra runner/rider Dana, daughter Sara and boyfriend Brent.  The route was changed for the second lap with a bit of nice single track that traversed around the hills and paralleled a creek bed for the first mile or two.  Nice change especially since it wasn’t nearly as dusty as the first lap route.

On my third lap I could feel the leg cramps just hovering below the surface on the hike out of Knickerbocker, then on the Salt Creek climb, they reared their ugly heads – in both legs!  To minimize them, I dismounted and walked the steeper sections, ate a couple bites of a warm, gooey Payday, slugged down more Cytomax and water and eventually made it back to the pits for a rest.  

It was now about 4:30 pm.  I tried to eat some, forced down a few bites of pasta, then a tiny bit of peanut butter and jelly sandwich, more E-Caps, more chocolate milk.  While sitting I could feel my quads just begging to cramp.  I was bummed!  Now it is just before 5:00 pm, okay, got to get going, pushing myself to go back out for another lap.  Just take it slow, gear down and spin as much as I can, I’ve got lots of time.
Things went surprisingly well.  Knickerbocker – well, it is still Knickerbocker, then the Salt Creek climbs; took it slow and easy, walking the steeper sections making it around for one more lap.  I arrived at the start/finish about 6:35 pm, really no way I could complete another lap before 8:00 pm so I shut it down, peeling off after crossing the start/ finish into the 24 hour pit zone.  There was the Mad Cats compound; Single Speed Steve, looking a bit weary – and he being a 24 hour soloist had hours left to go.  There too were newly weds John and Michelle, Rohit, and others, nice to see everyone and receive their congratulations.
I sat for a few minutes talking with SSS then saw Brent walking by, obviously looking for me, so I hollered at him.  My primary supporter of all things, Susie, came by too so we headed back over to our pit zone. Sitting, reliving the ride, drinking a REAL Coke – ahhh, nothing better!  Soon fellow RM rider Tom came in after putting in a stellar first time endurance ride of 5 laps, most excellent performance!  Hey, he is MUCH younger than me!
To wrap it up, I rode 51 miles and climbed over 6,200 feet in roughly 6 hours and 39 minutes.  I thought the course was better this year, though longer.  I liked the added single track and actually think it smoothed out some of the climbs and added more interest to the route.  The timing and scoring were much improved as well.  For me, I had a goal of 5 laps which I didn’t make.  Despite all of the efforts made to improve my hydration and electrolyte replacement I still suffered with cramps which was very frustrating.  So, it has to be conditioning.  To be able to ride for 8 hours, you need to be training at least 5 to 6 hours!  Not rocket science for sure.
There were times when I was wondering what the heck I was doing out there, pushing my bike up a hill, walking like a goose so I don’t let the cramps grab me, knowing that I PAID to do this, I can only say the amount of personal satisfaction gained when all is said and done is just huge!  The amount of help, support and encouragement received from family and friends is just too overwhelming.  Thanks to all who help and support me when doing these stew-peed events!  There are a couple of constants though.  I love riding the trails and feel so fortunate to be able to do so, that doesn’t change no matter how tired or fatigued I am and it feels good knowing the event helps fund cancer that may help save a loved one.

Enjoy the journey!

Bob. 
