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Unlike the week before, Friday, July 14th, was hot and humid.  The Drury Inn parking lot and surrounding motels were full of cars and trucks with mounted bicycle racks and people chatting about the upcoming Ride Across INdiana (RAIN) scheduled to begin at 0700 hours the following morning.  The registration room in the Drury Inn was bustling and the processing was efficient.  It did not take me long to pick up my RAIN identification number, 165; exchange an XXL red 2006 RAIN t-shirt for an XL size; and collect the bag with the route guide instructions that told me how to be safe and how to find my way from Terre Haute to Richmond, Indiana.  Despite the crowds, I had time to peruse the available cycling jerseys with the helpful assistance of Bloomington Bicycle Club volunteers. 


I wondered about the weather for the next day’s ride.  The cycling jersey design in 2004 was a ‘lightning’ design that I purchased principally because it was misprinted announcing the Ride Across INdiana was 185 miles instead of the intended 158 miles that year.  The design was an omen because we definitely experienced a lightning storm of frightening magnitude.  Last year the theme and shirt design was raindrops, and the riders were wet before they finished.  In 2006 the design and theme was the black asphalt of U.S. highway 40.  Was this an omen of a torridly hot day?  We now know it was.  Perhaps in 2007 the theme and jersey design will be: “160 miles west to east -  riding on a cool breeze”, we can only hope.


Saturday morning, July 15, 2006, the starting line was solid with bicycles and riders when I arrived at 0645 hours to begin the ride.  Like so many others I cycled to the starting line and found a position among the crowd of cyclists on the Indiana - Illinois state line road.  When the start was announced at 0700 hours, we blended into the stream of cyclists who were beginning behind the official starting line on old U.S. highway 40.  Ray, a friend of mine who was at the top of the first hill we ascended after the start, wondered at the density of the cyclists riding toward West Terre Haute.  Ray was concerned that one cyclist falling would cause the fall of a dozen others.  I told him that falls like that did happen nearly every year in the Tour de France, but the competition in the RAIN ride was not as intense and people exercised more care.


Cycling through Terre Haute with the cheering crowds at Ohio and 3rd street, and later in smaller clusters of people en route to and through Brazil helped make the first 25 miles in the early morning warmth enjoyable.  Hearing Brian and his wife cheer me on from their vantage point on Ohio street was a surprised blessing.


Beginning with the long hill passing Rose Hulman Institute of Technology and continuing with the hills east of Brazil and around Putnamville, the groups of cyclists became scattered clumps and many cyclists simply fell in line to take advantage of the lead rider’s wind break, as followers began ‘drafting’ to conserve energy for the long ride ahead.  Despite the growing heat, the morning was bright and beautiful, and it felt great to be riding along on U.S. highway 40 with so many other cyclists.


En route to the first SAG rest stop at U.S. 40 and U.S. 231, I spoke with a 57-year-old high school teacher from South Bend’s Penn High School.  He had lost 40 pounds cycling and had decided to sign up for the Ride Across INdiana to test his cycling ability.  He was excited about riding with so many others and the adventure of actually cycling across the state.  He had not read any of the excellent UltraCycling magazine articles linked to the www.rainride.org website, so he was not aware of the importance of sodium replacement and calorie intake on long distant rides.  He had heard of the motto, “eat before you are hungry and drink before you are thirsty”, so despite the fact he was a diabetic and concerned with balancing his insulin levels, he was optimistic he would be okay.  We cycled and chatted until my planned pace caused me to move on.


The first SAG rest stop 40 miles into the ride was a welcomed break.  I reloaded my bottles with Gatorade, used the facilities, and accepted the excellent variety of energy foods being offered.  The volunteers were friendly and helpful and the processing was efficient.  I found I as not able to easily digest the bagged mix of nuts and sugared fruit, so I relied upon real bananas and other rest stop food for the balance of the ride.  After a quick call home I was off again with a group of riders.  I noticed a few cyclists skipped the first rest stop and I wondered if they would regret the omission later.  The sun was already rising in the sky and it was clear the day would be a warm one.


Riding toward Plainfield I enjoyed the company of a Purdue University professor who was cycling a recumbent bike with a reflective triangle on the back and an “Adventure Cyclist” sticker affixed to the frame.  Mike was planning to complete the RAIN ride and then cycle back to West Lafayette to arrive around dawn.  He had cycled to Terre Haute the day before to be present at the RAIN start.  Having cycled across the United States four times, his plan to cycle approximately 310 miles in 24 hours was not totally unrealistic.  Mike had completed the same round trip in 2005, so he knew his route.  We enjoyed lively conversation for about 5 miles, and formulated solutions for several of the world’s major problems before his pace exceeded my comfort level, and he moved ahead to find a faster pedaling conversationalist.  I enjoyed Mike’s company, and the experience reminded me the miles pass more quickly and effortlessly with companionship.


By the time I achieved the second SAG rest stop, the sun was high enough in the sky to confirm the day would be long and hot.  The restroom facility at Guilford Community Center was delightfully cool.  I confess I tarried longer than I should have and made a second visit inside before acknowledging the finish line was not any closer for my delays.  Before departing, I soaked my Terre Haute Cycling Club jersey in cold water and donned it to create a personal and portable water-bath air conditioner to keep me cool over the miles ahead.  Since I did not suffer a heart attack from the sudden impact experienced when a hot body and a cold soaking jersey collide, I repeated the process about every 20 miles for the duration of the day.  I do believe this small act of kindness for my body helped me complete the ride and successfully beat the clock.  I shared my secret with several other riders and chuckled when I heard the loud and uncontrollable gasp the cold jersey elicited from the suddenly refreshed rider.


Shortly after departing the second SAG rest stop I encountered three men from Arkansas, whom I had met earlier, and I cycled behind them through several of the neighborhoods circumventing Indianapolis.  The stronger rider was participating in the RAIN with his future brother-in-law, and future father-in-law.  Needless to say, he was taking care to watch over them and keep them together.  It was everyone’s first RAIN and since it was the young man’s idea, he wanted to ensure it was the most pleasant experience he could provide.  He appeared to be doing a good job.


As the heat intensified, the miles dragged on.  The journey around Indianapolis was the most difficult part of the day for me.  About 5 miles from the lunch stop I was again cycling alone when I recognized two women sitting next to a personal SAG vehicle and under the first shade tree I had seen in awhile.  Throughout the day I had seen them strategically positioned along the route in support of a couple of riders who had been behind me.  This sighting was about the third time I had seen them, and they were occupying the most perfect place to take a break.  Becka and Rachel allowed me to share their shade and I gratefully accepted the ice-cold bottle of water Becka offered.  We chatted for a while when the inevitable question, “Where are you from?” was asked.  Becka said they were from Fort Wayne ... but not really.  No one was likely to have heard of her small town of Leo - except me.  My heat soaked brain had failed to see the faded purple and white Leo High School t-shirt Becka was wearing, and her comment about graduating from Purdue University certainly did not provide any clues.  As it turned out, one of the cyclists they were supporting was their father, a former high school compatriot of mine I had not seen in 39 years.  Tom had been a sophomore when I was a senior and we had known each other on student council, even though we were in different classes.  He was still living in the Leo area and I had not been back for anything more than a short visit since I graduated in 1967.  Further conversation and the exchange of stories after Tom arrived made the remote roadside homecoming event quite enjoyable.  Again, I had to depart to stay on my timetable.  Mentally refreshed, I bid them farewell.  


At the lunch stop I renewed my shirt soaking ritual, refilled my bottles once again with Gatorade, and consumed some food to help sustain me for the 70 miles between me and Richmond.  The Bloomington Bicycle Club SAG volunteers were breaking down the lunch tables when I departed in my quest to reach Richmond, so I knew I needed to hurry.  


Somehow, I had gained a second wind, and a few miles down the road I passed two cyclists - a man and woman.  The woman was being followed closely by a minivan whose engine was roaring in a valiant attempt to sustain an air conditioner that was no doubt set on ‘high cool’.  The woman was struggling, and later I learned she was a nurse who had participated in the 2005 RAIN until an errant motorist ran her off the road and prematurely ended her quest to complete the RAIN distance.  She was attempting to gain RAIN success to silence the foolish berating of an insensitive brother-in-law.  With a heat index over 100 degree F, it was not surprising she had vomited before lunch, undoubtedly from the heat exhaustion that caused many to stop the ride at the lunch break.  She had already proven she was tough, and through willpower alone she was still cycling.  In my mind she was a hero possessing ‘the right stuff’, as she pushed past reasonable limits fueled by shear determination.  I was relieved when she passed us a few miles down the road in the safety of her father’s minivan - Thanks Dad for caring.


The nurse’s gift to me was a new cycling partner.  Steve had been riding with her for 20 miles or more, and now we agreed to continue together.  Steve was a veteran RAIN finisher from Indianapolis.  During the next 55 miles we cycled and kept each other on pace and distracted.  Steve was a good cycling companion for me because his lively conversation kept me entertained and amused and made the miles pass without worried thoughts about the effort or the heat.  


Just south of Greenfield, we stopped and enjoyed a cool-down through the mercy of ice-cold water from a friendly farmer’s garden hose.  A fellow RAIN rider had been sidelined with leg cramps and he was waiting for his wife to pick him up.  Another RAIN participant, Don, caught up with us at the farmer's home.  After a refreshing cold-water break, Don departed with Steve and me as we collectively cycled toward Greenfield.  Don was cycling the RAIN along with several other men from the Davenport, Iowa Sheriff’s Department as part of a fundraiser to help a deputy who had been stricken by cancer and forced into early retirement.  Don accompanied us to Greenfield where we parted company so he could contact his SAG support and communicate with his fellow Iowa cyclists.  Steve and I continued onward, stopping only long enough to again soak our shirts at a friendly hardware store Steve had visited in years past.  After joyous gasps of cold wet jerseys contacting sizzling bodies, we headed east once again on U.S. 40 toward Richmond and the Promised Land of Earlham College.


The east side of Indianapolis was unknown territory for me, as the 2004 electrical storm had ended my ride prematurely.  Steve had successfully finished in the bottom ten riders on several RAIN rides so I was relying upon his knowledge to ensure we would complete the ride within time limits.  He was well aware of the distance ahead and the required speed, and he was continually recalculating where we were relative to the finish line and the 2100-hour finishing time.  My plan had been to maintain an average cycling speed of 15 mph with the only variable being how much time I spent off the bike.  I was cycling at my planned average speed, but I had taken more rest breaks than anticipated.  Steve assured me, however, that we were maintaining a speed that would allow us to arrive within regulation time.  


While stopping at a convenience store in Knightstown for an unscheduled rest stop and shirt soaking, we talked with a couple of fellow RAIN riders. One cyclist exited the store shortly after we arrived and his sun-dazed confusion was evident.  As he stared at me I could tell he was wondering why I was standing next to a bicycle he thought was his.  I pointed to where his bicycle was parked on the opposite side of the store entrance, and he relaxed and sat down.  We were 35 miles from the finish line and he was considering whether to stop or continue.  “Why expend the effort and suffer in the heat only to fall short of completion or outside the qualifying time?”  The same rider later collapsed in a chair at the Dunreith Fire Department 30 miles from Richmond, and again asked the same question.  I must admit the shared joy when I saw him cycling into the parking lot and smiling at Earlham College as I was preparing to stow my bike.  He did not surrender and he made it after all!


One of the riders at the Knightstown convenience store had been an infrequent companion during the ride.  We had joked at the second rest stop when I asked him the question “Are we having fun yet?”   The question was asked again in Knightstown and the answer was, “I’ll let you know when I arrive in Richmond!”   I do not know if he finished.


The final rest stop at the fire station in Dunreith felt like a summer trip I had made across Texas many years ago.  There could have been a sign posted that said “Last Gas for Next 300 Miles” because the last 30 miles of this trip held the same sense of foreboding.   The sun was still high enough in the sky that the sprinkling hose tied eight feet up on the telephone poll offered a welcoming pre-finish shower.  I am sure a woman volunteer resting in a comfortable chair in the shade of an erected awning must have thought I was nuts, as I all but sang in the cool shower on that street corner.  The volunteer firemen and their wives were making plans to visit Applebee’s and wondering how many riders were yet to pass their way.  Steve and I did not stay long because time was running out.  He filled his camel-bag with ice and water and I refilled my bottles with Gatorade and we were on our way.


Steve’s son, and other family members packed in a new four-door pick-up truck, caught up with us in Cambridge City.  We were 15 miles from Richmond and the sun was starting to cast long shadows in the town.  The reunion was a revitalizing one for Steve.  His 7-year old son was excited and proud that his father had cycled 145 miles and the family all offered encouragement for the remaining few miles.  


For miles it seemed we had been cycling alone and suddenly in Cambridge City RAIN-tagged cyclists seemed to be everywhere.   With growing frequency we were seeing cyclists who had traveled nearly 90% of the way to Richmond on the side of the road consulting with their SAG support.  I asked Steve if there was a contest to see if they could be among the last contingent of arrivals.  He said he thought they had simply reached their limit and were stopping.  Among those I saw loading his bicycle on the back of a truck was my high school friend.  The day had been too hot and too long.


With less than 10 miles to go a friendly voice hailed me from behind with the words “Is that a Terre Haute guy in front of me?”   The woman hailing me was someone I recognized as a friend of my wife.  I had captured Boo’s photo in a local church sponsored 70-mile training ride the weekend before.  She was pedaling strong and in the company of a friend.  Cycling together with us they asked if we were on schedule to complete the RAIN within regulation time and we answered “yes”.  With that news they moved ahead about a quarter of a mile, determined to insure they arrived early.  A couple of miles down the road I shared their disappointment when a loud ‘bang’ signaled a rear tire blowout.  We saw them move to the side of the road and they declined assistance as we passed.  The tire was quickly changed and all worked out well, because I later learned Boo finished RAIN with minutes to spare,


The last 8 miles, and some before that, were mentally and physically primarily in the company of my shadow.  Steve and I cycled together until about the 155-mile mark when he joined another rider who was moving at a slighter faster pace than me.  This close to the finish line, time was the challenger and we had come too far to fall short.  I wished him well and thanked him for his companionship and friendship.


For much of the last 10 miles I kept my head down watching the shadow of my bent torso and moving legs.  My aero bars provided some comfort by reducing the wind resistance created by my continual motion.  On the long hill west of Richmond watching the asphalt gray figure cycling below me allowed me to pedal to the peak without the emotional stress of wondering how far and how long I would have to resist gravity on what seemed to be a never-ending incline.  Throughout the ride when I was alone, it was my shadowed silhouette that had kept me company and focused. The setting sun made sure my fuzzy, mimicking companion did not abandon me during those last few miles of the ride.


The descent into the Richmond suburb was a wonderful surprise, as I had been told the last three miles were all up hill. I welcomed the encouragement from a small group of riders who moved pass me with a couple of miles to go.  Surprisingly, I felt strong as I cycled up to last ascent and into Earlham College.  I passed a fellow rider at the base of the hill and, despite my speed, was passed in turn by two women before I reached the college entrance.  The sweet words “you made it with 10 minutes to spare” were as welcomed as my souvenir RAIN 2006 key chain.  The Ride Across Indiana was completed for me.  I do not know whether I will participate in this adventure again, but the 57th birthday present I gave myself will be savored for a long time.
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