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Eyes Right

Williams, AZ –  It hurts to even talk about it.  Ouch!!! Major pain!  Just plain BAD!!  Imagine the worst pain you have ever had.  RAAM is worse, much worse.
How much worse?  Well, try this 2930 mile bicycle race coast-to-coast with no time-outs for sleep, food, anything.  Try 300 to 500 miles EACH day on a bicycle over U.S. highways and interstates with virtually no sleep.  RAAM riders typically sleep as little as 2 hour or less every day for over a week, while burning between 8000-10,000 calories daily on an all-liquid diet.

RAAM (Race Across America) is the longest bicycle race in the world.  It is arguably the world’s most challenging sporting event.  This year’s race began with 32 men and 5 women cyclists in Irvine, California on July 27 and ended in Savannah, Georgia with perhaps half that number, sometime around August 7.  Not just anyone can compete in this Super Bowl of masochism.  Entrants have to successfully qualify in designated races throughout the U.S. and Europe.
In the ten years since its inception, RAAM has had a total of only 133 different individuals compete. Of that number, only 48 riders have been able to officially finish the race within the allotted cut-off time.  For their effort, the cyclists earn no official prize money, but do receive an expensive ring with inscription showing name, date, and time of finish.  RAAM official finishers may well belong to the world’s most exclusive club.  Even the U.S. Senate is easier to crash.

I caught up with some of the RAAM cyclists on a nasty upgrade on U.S. 80 between Prescott and I-40 here in northern Arizona.  They were “only” 430 miles and 30 hours into the race.  Above all, this is a lonely sport.  The riders are, for the most part, out of view of each other for the majority of the race, with only their support vehicle 20 or so yards behind.  As I passed one rider, he was battling not only the steep upgrade, but also a mountain squall with a 30 mph crosswind.
Later in the evening here in Williams, as the riders passed through the 5th of 50 checkpoints, most immediately continued on into the darkness of the night, pushed on only by a few cheers of onlookers to sustain them as they headed east for the Colorado mountains, the south Texas heat, and then the unrelenting humidity of the Southeast in August.

I asked John Marino, RAAM’s founder and this year’s race director, why the cyclists do this to themselves [some take nearly six months to recover!].  John, himself a transcontinental world ultra-marathon cycling record holder, simply flashed that “you wouldn’t understand” smile.  He was correct about that.
I thought you might like to know.
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