2010 Sea Otter Classic

2010 Sea Otter Classic, survived another year!  All three days we were there were just beautiful!  Probably the warmest and nicest weather I've ever experienced there - a real plus compared to some years in the past.  We're talking short sleeve jersey and shorts here!
My age group and category, 60+ Category 2 (meaning sport riders, better than beginners - but maybe not faster?) of 20 riders.  I line up along with good friend Hank Mini, aka The Hankster, and wish him well.  He has been riding very strongly of late and has a good shot at winning the category.  My primary goals are to have a good ride without problems and to not be last - really high reaching, right?  Have to be realistic!  

At about 8:25 am our group is sent off the starting line.  The first part of the race rides clockwise on the Laguna Seca car racing track around and up past the car start/finish line then up to the bottom of the famed corkscrew turns.  This is a pretty good climb in itself and not being one with any speed or power out of the box, I'm sucking wind big time and losing site of much of my group.  Finally I'm off the track on to the dirt.  More climbing on fire roads up to the very high point of the course for a long fire road downhill with a few short steep climbs interspersed just to keep you honest.  Here I let it run as fast as I had the guts for, reaching speeds in the high 20's.

Soon the course veers off to the left onto single track with a fairly brutal off camber right hand turn that just about sucks you off the course, followed by fun, narrow, flowing, hard packed sand single track, mostly down hill, where you can carry good speed, but watch out you don't have too much!  About this time I can hear the hoofs of the first of the Clydesdales who started in the group behind me coming up from behind.  Geeze!  This is narrow single track, these guys are the first of the group and flying, I make room for them as I can so they can pass by.  Ahhh, the trials and tribulations of being a trail plug!  Next up, the course crosses a road and heads up on more single track climbing up to Sand Hill.  At the top of the climb is fire road that had been recently graded and covered with packed gravel for smooth easy riding. 

Sand Hill!  This downhill section is an absolute hoot.  About 50 yards long, fairly steep downhill, bumpy, manzanita lined and just lose sand.  Finding the right line is a challenge and keeping the bike in it and upright, more of a challenge.  I actually did fairly well this year, possibly because of the recent rains and the slightly harder sand.  May have dabbed (put a foot down) a couple times, don't remember.  Through that and on to the most difficult climb of the course, single track switchbacks seemingly going on forever, climbing up and over a hill.  For me, a low gear grunt, sweating, talking to and berating myself for my general whimpiness and wondering aloud why is it I do this, as I grind slowly upward finally emerging out of the trees and on to the top of a manzanita lined ridge.  Breathe deep and hard as the trail levels out and you come to a section of downhill fire road that has also been graveled since last year.  What is up with that anyway?  
On to a paved road for a fast descent hitting speeds in the low 30's to a gravel road that leads on a slight climb past the feed zone.  By this time I've been riding about 50 minutes and covered over 8.5 miles.  I pick off a Clif shot from one of the volunteers, rip off the top with my teeth, extrude the goop into my mouth by scraping my teeth down the outsides of the wrapper and wash it all down with a few hits electrolyte enhanced water from the hydration pack I'm carrying.  
From here the course climbs on a gravel road up to more single track.  The route then drops down a ridge on a deeply rutted switch backs, across a saddle and up a steep section of fire road.  Us mere mortals just can't really ride it.  I got about a third of the way up and bailed, electing for a bit of hike a bike.  The next few miles are a mix of mostly single track, some a bit technical, nothing too steep either up or down, just nice riding where you can make pretty good time.  Nearing the end of this section is a mud bog.  Having pre-ridden the course I knew of it and picked a strategic line off to the side.  There were a couple of riders wallowing in the center of the mud.  Pretty funny!  Hey one of the guys in the mud is in my group - sweet, picked up a place!
I'm noticing some definite looseness in my saddle, it is turning as I move around.  Oh crap, and I've still got five or six miles to go!  Some technical downhill, across a road and on to the last section of steep single track.  This area looks like primeval forest, darkly shaded, ferns, lush undergrowth - a lot of poison oak too.  The rider in front of me, practically stops on the first steep section forcing me to stop.  I figure that I better address the saddle now, afraid I may lose it altogether.  So there I am, fumbling through my pack for the multi-tool, then trying to figure out which size Allen it takes and I can't see the head of the bolt since it is countersunk up under the seat post and I don't have my reading glasses.  Sheesh!  Finally, I stand the bike on end so I can sort of see the bolt and get the  right Allen and get it tight.  Must have cost me at least 4 or 5 minutes and two places I know of.

Going again, grunting up the climb, hopping up and over the famed root between two closely spaced trees and finally up over the ridge into the sunshine again, on to maybe a half mile climb on paved road to the start of the single track traversing the hills and heading back toward the finish.   Soon you cross a low ridge and you can see all the way up, and I do mean up, to the top of the hill overlooking the race track about 3 miles away, try not to think about it!  By this time I've been riding about an hour and 50 minutes.  The leaders in my group are just about at the finish line, something else I try not to think about.  After a mile or so of single track, the course goes on to fire road for the start of the final, long climb.  
Early on there are a couple of short, very steep rises in the road that just about suck any remaining energy out of you - here I'm really starting to talk to myself!  Tough it out, quit my whining, I'm feeling pretty good, no sign of cramps in the legs, just keep the pedals turning over!  About half way up the hill I start meeting the tourists, those non-racing riders just out for a tour of the area.  They are riding along talking and carrying on, not even breaking as sweat as I'm grunting along about their same speed with a waterfall of sweat pouring off of me.  Bit of an ego buster - but, hey I've been riding 2 hours by now and about 18 miles essentially non-stop.  Finally the top!  A short downhill, across the bridge over the race track and what's this?  The course marshal directing me to the left?  But, the course goes right, at least it did two days before when we did our pre-ride.  Oh, man they've change the course!

Oh no, it goes down, but, I see the course coming back up, oh, this was not counted on!  Some kind of cruel and unusual punishment!  I roll down along side the race track, then hook around to the right traversing the hill, take the switch backs up the hill, some so steep they force a dismount and more hike a bike.  But, wait, I see a guy who passed me when I was tightening my saddle (and is again wobbling around!)  I feel a surge of energy and crank up past him while he is pushing his bike up the hill.  YES!  
As best I can I keep the heat on, pedaling hard, finally toping the hill and starting the rough sections leading down and across the hill to the finish.  Soon I see another rider in my group, the guy who was in the mud bog and got past me while I tightened the saddle.  Now I'm pumped, I can see the finish, a rider in my group is in my sights and I think I can take him.  I come up fast from behind, he takes the inside line around the switch back turn, I go inside to outside and put the hammer down and blow past him without hesitation or let up and just keep pouring it on with all I have left down a couple more straights, around a couple more turns, up and through the finish gate.
Whew, I'm exhausted!  But feel good!  And I met my primary goals of not being last, 15th out of 20, and having a good ride, I really did.  I'll take it!  All 2 hours 29 minutes, 20.39 miles and 3,200 feet of climbing.
And The Hankster - he WON it!  Truly a stellar accomplishment!  Congratulations!!
