Thoughts on the Pan-Mass Challenge, 2005

August 7, 2005

It is the day after the 2005 Pan-Mass Challenge and I’m headed back to Syracuse. Like my ruminations from last year, these comments are a series of largely disorganized and only very loosely-related thoughts on the activity of the Pan-Mass Challenge and biking in particular and about life in general.

As always, I begin with a big THANK YOU to all the individuals who contributed to my fund-raising efforts both this year and last.  While the Pan-Mass Challenge is a bike ride, its primary purpose is to raise money for cancer research.  The money donated to support my ride goes from the Pan-Mass Challenge to the Jimmy Fund and ultimately to the Dana-Farber Cancer Institute.  And while it may seem like it passes through a lot of hands, an amazing 97% of every dollar raised actually ends up funding cancer research.  My fund-raising commitment this year was $2000, up from $1750 last year, and I exceeded it both years.  Thank you to all of you who helped me to achieve these goals.  Prior to participating in the Pan-Mass Challenge, my fund-raising was largely limited to girl-scout cookies.  While the bike ride was a challenge, the real work was raising the money.  I am proud of completing that.
The rest of this document contains my ramblings that will not be of interest to most of you.  Parts may be of interest to a very few.  Probably only my mother will read it all (thanks, mom!).  (I’m kidding of course.  Thanks to all of you who read any or all of this.)

This year’s ride was very different from last year’s.  I knew I could complete a near-century and so I wasn’t particularly worried and slept well the night before.  While I probably hadn’t trained as many days as last year, I think I trained harder and more often (shorter but more intense rides). (I completed an on-line log at the PMC website last year but somehow deleted it so I didn’t bother this year – I know I trained about 500 miles last summer and I’m guessing my total mileage was about that but a little lower this year.)   I had completed a 55 mile ride with Stuart – my friend from college who got me involved with this – two weeks before and another 55-mile ride around Oneida Lake with Cliff – my Syracuse riding partner – the week after.  That gave me a week to taper down before the ride.  Everything seemed to fall into place the way the training guides recommended.
The weather was unusually hot this summer and most of the week the temperatures were in the 90s with high humidity.  We were grateful to see the weather break in Syracuse Friday morning, knowing that the same cool air would reach Boston that night.  We started the ride Saturday with temperatures in the 70s and low humidity.  By the end of the day, it was warm, in the mid-80s but it was a lot better than being in the 90s.  It still wasn’t as perfect as the year before when it was in the 60s at the start and in the 70s at the end but no one was complaining.  The weather was the topic of discussion during a lot of the day.

Stuart and I made a commitment to ride together this year.  Last year was started out together but managed to lose each other a few times and ended up riding without each other at least as much as we rode together.  This year we did a rigorous training ride together as we did the year before but this year we tried to draft and pull each other.  The result was that we did a better job of actually riding together during the PMC.
The following paragraphs are nothing new to serious bikers and parts of it may even be wrong.  I learned how to draft in last year’s PMC and discovered that drafting does in fact work.  Since Stuart and I wanted to ride the PMC together, we practiced drafting on our training ride.  We drafted, with moderate success during the PMC itself.  When Stuart was leading, I often found myself either spinning or not pedaling at all so as not to clip his back tire.  This gave me an opportunity to rest.  When there was a head wind, drafting clearly had an even more noticeable benefit and if we were riding at speeds in the mid-20s instead of the mid-teens, the effect might have been even more noticeable.  I typically average between 15-16 piles per hour when I ride alone.  Stuart and I average between 16-17 miles per hour when we ride together.  It may not sound like a lot to motorists but those are pretty significant differences when you’re on a bike.  At least some of that difference was due to drafting.
Nonetheless, I think that drafting is more psychological than physical.  If I’m drafting another cyclist and the lead cyclist starts pulling away, I have to keep up, first, to continue to benefit from the drafting and secondly, to stay with the lead rider.  The further the lead rider pulls away, the harder, both physically and psychologically, it is to make the effort to catch up.  I enjoyed drafting Stuart because not only did it help me rest but it was also something I could realistically do.  I could not draft a much stronger rider for long.
When I was leading, there is no benefit to me.  However, I felt stronger.  I would find my speed increasing slightly.  Since there is no law of physics to explain this, I can only assume that it is a sense of obligation to pull.  There are probably some good social psychological principles at work here.  They probably have something to do with social influence.

This year we had two mishaps.  The PMC is nicely divided into 5 segments ranging from about 12 to 20 miles long: there is a morning water stop, a lunch stop and two afternoon water stops.  Just before the first water stop, Stuart’s left crank came off the axel.  The nut holding it in came loose and he was left with a pedal attached to his shoe.  We recovered all of the parts but lost about an hour getting it repaired – free, as is the case with almost everything related to the PMC – and left the water stop after almost everyone else.  We agreed that we would not try to make up the lost time by riding so hard that it would jeopardize our ability to complete the ride.  Nonetheless, we were eager to catch up to the other riders and we rode faster than we probably should have.  As we began to catch up to the slowest riders and pass them, we got excited and continued to rider faster than we should have.  Nonetheless, having ridden a faster 20-mile segment than we had ever done before, we probably averaged only in the high 17 miles per hour.  We made up some of the lost time by spending less time at the lunch stop.  Still, we left close to the end of the pack.
Our second mishap occurred near the third stop.  Last year I wrote about the spectators who lined the streets on which we rode.  Throughout the ride, they cheered us on (well, they cheered the fact that we had each raised a significant amount of money) and many offered water.  Some offered cups, some bottles, some offered to spray us with garden hoses.  During this year’s ride, I took one cup of water and one bottle and gladly invited anyone I saw early enough who had a hose to spray me.  It was warm enough that a lot of the water that I carried ended up on my head.  Being offered water showed me how hard it is to do an exchange with someone who is stationary when I am moving 15 miles per hour and have to keep the other hand on my bike.  This is even more amazing when professional riders go through feed areas at twice that speed.  Sometimes, there are kids who just want to slap five w/riders.  I am glad to oblige.
As we approached the third stop, I reached out to give a kid five and underestimated how much faster I was going than a woman in front of me and I crashed into her.  While I knocked her off her seat, I went down off my bike.  Neither bike was seriously damaged but I was thrown off the bike and landed on my right side.  I got some pretty good road rash.  It gave me something to think about besides the usual aches and pains.  Stuart had a nice view of the entire incident.
We arrived at about 3:30.  Our elapsed time was 30 minutes longer than the previous year but that was in part because was lost about an hour with Stuart’s mechanical problem.  Our riding time was 3 hours and 2 minutes, almost exactly the same time as last year.  (We remember the ride last year as being 3 hours flat but the margin of error plus a new computer on Stuart’s bike plus our failing memories suggest that the time was, for all intents and purposes, the same.)  Our average speed was 16.7, a little below last year’s.

I continue to be surprised at what my body can endure.  The ride is physically taxing.  There are few things that I have done that are as physically demanding.  But while I am sore in a number of spots after a ride like this, my knees are not the most sore spots (unlike after basketball) nor my hamstrings or achilles tendons.  Instead, I am sore all over (the bottoms of my feet especially appreciated the Jacuzzi jets that night) and I am amazed at riders’ ability to get on their bikes the next day.  Yes, of course it has something to do with being over 50.  I am thankful for having an activity I can do at a level of competence and competitiveness that satisfies me that I hope my body will allow me to do for a number more years.
Unfortunately, every year the annual meeting for the American Sociological Association is the weekend right after the PMC.  That means I do not have much time to relax after the ride nor work on perfecting this document.  Besides, I’ve bored you enough for now.  :)
-jeff
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