Riding PBP began well before the start at 5:00 am, august 19, 2003 outside the stadium in Guyancourt. It began as a thought, a wonder, a worry—can I do it? Do I want to do it? How much will it hurt? I fenced with it all though the brevet series—even though I had my air tickets early, I still kept postponing the final day of decision, until I was too far along to back out (although, to tell the truth, I kept fabricating plausible last minute reasons not to go until I was actually on the plane, and then, when my bags didn’t arrive with me, I was kind of hoping they wouldn’t, so I could avoid it!)

It turned out, of course, that all the worry was absolutely groundless. I had an absolutely wonderful time—the ride itself was well within my abilities, good planning and training stood me in good stead, and even the hard parts were fun thanks to my capable riding partner Karen, our support driver Jerry, the other folks we rode with along the way and the general attitude of the organizers and the French public.

Doing PBP was like riding my bike through a cycling museum.  There is so much history associated with this ride, and the history is present in the very stones of the road and in the attitudes of the French public along the side of the road.  People would be at the foot of their driveways, sitting in lawn chairs, watching the parade go by, or gathered in the central square of a small town at 1:00 am, applauding the riders, or seated around a card table laden with water or coffee or other snacks, just waiting to help us out.
Before coming to France, I had told myself that I wasn’t “going to France,” but I was going on a bike ride, and that all other activities would be subsumed to that intent. However, I got freed from that burden on my arrival in Paris, 7:30 Saturday morning, when my bags didn’t show up! Instead of rushing out to St Quentin en Yvelines, putting my bike together and trying to make the 10:00 Davis club ride, I got to be in Paris for the day—to take the train into town, come up at the Place St. Michel, wander through the streets of the Left Bank, then spend the afternoon at the Musee D’Orsay before heading out to St. Quentin, where my bike and bag had already been delivered. A shower and early dinner preceded 12 hours of sleeping. Sunday morning I assembled my bike, then headed over to check-in where my reflective gear, lighting systems and extra batteries were checked and I received my brevet card and a few other materials. Check-in itself, although very well organized, was a circus, with hundreds of riders and their friends and family milling around, saying hello, bikes spread all over the field. The historic feeling was reinforced by the international flavor of the group. Steve Rex, always Johnny-on-the-spot, immediately began trying to trade for a jersey with one of the many other riders present.
After returning to the hotel, a few of us took a short ride over to Versailles, where we hung around the grounds briefly before heading back to St Quentin and having lunch at the bar in the Hotel Mercure. A short nap, and then Karen, Jerry and I had dinner and planned our support needs for the ride. A full night’s sleep led, after breakfast the next morning, to a little shopping at the Carrefour for groceries for Jerry to work with over the next few days. As Monday night came upon us, all of the last minute preparations were checked and rechecked, another meal eaten at Pizza Pino and we headed over to Guyancourt to watch the 80 hour start, at 8:00 PM. In two groups of about 500 each, the riders rolled out to deafening cheers from a couple of thousand people gathered there, heading out behind their pace car toward the terrain that we would be traversing the next morning.  After that, the idea was to head back to the hotel and get a good night's sleep before getting up at 3:00 AM to prepare for our 5:00 start. The plan worked great . . . . except for the sleeping part. Although I got a lot of good ‘rest,’ if I slept for an hour I would have been surprised. Nonetheless, I was jolted into action by the alarm—got into the shower, then dressed and headed upstairs to Jerry & Karen’s room for breakfast and on-bike food preparation. At 4:00, pockets loaded up, we were on our bikes, heading over to check-in for the last time, ready to scan our magnetic cards, accept the stamp in our brevet booklet and disappear into the milling crowd of cyclists. As our group moved progressively toward the starting line, Karen and I tried to stay toward the front, and we departed to the blast of an air horn within about 50 places of the front.
As the pace car sped away, the legs responded briskly as I kept pace, Karen on my wheel. We were surrounded on all sides by all kinds of riders, old, young, French, foreign, some steady, some squirrelly, and some squeaky. At every turn, roundabout, traffic bump, cobblestone patch or narrowing of the road, a cacophony of voices would rise from the crowd – “Arrete!” Slowing,”or what soon became the accepted lingua franca, “Aii –Aii –Aii –Aii!” This is where being at the front of the group paid off, because we could not only see what was coming up more clearly but we suffered less of the emergency yo-yo braking effect as the stop flowed back though the crowd. Despite these anxious moments, and the tense concentration it required, it was a real rush to be in the big group. At one point we went around a switchback and got a view back up the road at hundreds of headlights bobbing along in the early morning darkness behind us. The pace car left us in the Rambouillet forest, and we became part of a group of about 75, alternately in a paceline, a bunch, or scattered about as we climbed another hill.
There seem to be different national habits of cycling. We Americans are definitely cowboys, riding as fast as we comfortably can for the given conditions, but never hesitating to stop for the necessary picture (or pee), easily giving up those 50 places in the group, only to roll everyone up again when we went on. Hammer the downhills, spin the uphills. Some of the groups would ride their brakes all the way down a hill, shedding precious momentum, only to turn around at the bottom and grind up the next one in the big ring. As the sun began to rise, the beauty of the terrain became apparent as the road tunneled through the woods, gently rose up the side of a grassy hill, or coursed along the top of a plateau prepared for the next season of planting. The terrain would continue to slowly transform as we got closer to the coast, but the gentle ease of the changes was somehow very European, as cleanly managed as all the little farms and fields we would pass. In Europe, every inch of terrain is tamed, managed and intended for a particular purpose. You see farms with five cows, or a cornfield the size of your living room, whereas in the US everything is on a much larger scale. 

Karen and I settled into our comfortable pace, probably working too hard on the climbs, but sweeping past many riders on our brake-free descents, until a group of American hammerheads (including Peter & Ford, who we would ride with later) came by. We hopped on, but it soon became apparent I was having to work way too hard to stay with them. Just as I was trying to figure out how I was going to move up in the group to tell Karen I was dying, she pulled out and slipped to the back, and we cut back to a more sensible pace.
Approaching the first controle at Mortagne le Perche (km 141), I looked up to see Karen missing, something that would only happen once more on the entire ride. After a bit of waiting I headed into the controle, found Jerry, said hello and goodbye to Steve and Peg, and waited for her to come in a few minutes later. A visit to the restroom, reloading our on the bike food, and a little conversation and we were off on the road again. Each little village was turned out, decorated for our passage—bikes laden with flowers, flags hanging off of the telephone poles, hand-written signs cheering us on—you just couldn’t avoid taking a picture. So I pulled out my camera, focused in on a likely subject, and suddenly found myself off the road, which had narrowed just as I put the camera to my eye. I rolled in the gravel, gently slowing, until a ditch appeared and stopped my forward progress suddenly. Everything seemed OK as I got back on the road, until I tried to apply the front brake. There was a great squealing noise and a pulling to the right, and I stopped again to see that my fork was severely bent. It had taken all the force of my sudden stop in the ditch. I didn’t flat, the front wheel was still true, but the fork was bent so far back that the front tire literally was riding between the cables on the down tube, a scant eighth-inch from the tube itself.
I was very upset.  All this effort and preparation, only to screw myself with an idiot move 150 km into the ride! Karen and Dave Neff tried to calm me, but to no avail. Fortunately, the bike was still rideable, so I opened my front brake, twisted the handlebar just a bit and mounted up. I was full of black thoughts, and spent the next two hours riding hard and pissed off. Very creative cursing. Karen and David avoided me; wisely, I think. I kept reminding myself, “This is why you got a steel bike with a 1” threaded fork for these international adventures. You’ll get to Villaines, the fork will either be repaired or replaced, and no matter how long it takes you’ll still catch back up with Karen by Loudeac.” Somewhat mollified by this line of thinking, I began showing off my problem to each rider who passed by, and they each shared their “stupidest thing I ever did on a bicycle” story (notably Paul Guttenberg’s story about riding into the back of a parked car), and so I rolled into Villaines La Juhel (km 221) at 1:30 PM with a clear plan of action. 
I tried to explain my needs, in my halting French to the first official I saw (although one look at my fork and no further words were necessary). He took me by the arm and led me down the street to the bike shop. The proprietor took a look at the fork, whistled, and said, “Go eat. It will be ready for you after that.” Which it was. A big meal of pasta and chicken, a trip to the restroom, and the bike was good as new for ten Euros. When I met Karen & Jerry at the car, I was flying! A new lease on life! A brief contact with Steve confirmed the safety of the fix for the rest of the ride, and it was off to Fougeres!!

The terrain here moved into a series of little valleys and rises, with wooded, rocky streams at the bottom coming up to wide ridges, cruised easily in the big ring, that then led us down to the next stream. The rises were mostly quite gentle, easily scalable in a 42x19 or 21, and the afternoon wore on in a haze of measured effort, easy terrain, and the settling of the body into long distance consumption mode. This leg also had a lot more little towns, each one with it’s PBP décor, helpful, respectful citizens, kids holding out cups of water—I began to feel as if I were someone important! The largest town, Gorron, wins the award for the best decorated and the most streetside support. (There’s a story to tell about Gorron on the way back). About ten km before Fougeres we passed the official photographers, who took what turned out to be some nice pictures of us (which we claimed at the end). We pulled into Fougeres (km 311) at about 6:15, ready to eat, hook up with Jerry, prepare for nightfall and the head back out on the road—only a 55km leg this time to Tintineac.
Envisioning a US rest stop, even on the biggest rides, does not come close to describing the nature of the controles, each of which took up the equivalent of a high school campus. You would enter through a blocked off street, usually with the access route defined by crowd control fencing along which you could ride for as much as several hundred yards to reach the bike parking area, where hundreds of bikes would be leaned up in numbered rows. The facilities would encompass several buildings: one for the check-in process, often with a bar with drinks and sandwiches; another a dedicated cafeteria, in most cases offering a pretty wide selection of fairly decent food, prepared and served by the locals—Soup, pasta, rice chicken or other meat, salads & desserts, generally about 10 euros. The bar would be here if not in the check-in building. There would be another facility, generally a large gymnasium, filled with either cots or mattresses, and this would be manned by helpful volunteers who would record your location and wake you after your appointed sleeping time, whether 15 minutes or 4 hours. Each controle also offered showers for about 3 or 4 euros. Everything at each controle was solely oriented to help the riders complete their mission.

On the road to Tintineac at around 7, we hooked up with an American tandem for a while, doing their third PBP after 5 PAC tours and a variety of other major efforts.  The terrain here returned to the rolling hills of earlier in the day, more rural, with long gentle upgrades or downgrades through wooded areas or open fields. We really enjoyed this stretch, cooling off from the heat of the day, long, late afternoon shadows, desultory conversation punctuated with continual snacking. After a brief stop to put on another layer and our reflective gear, we rode into Tintineac (km 366) about 9:30, just as darkness was falling. This controle had the worst food of the trip, in my opinion. Pork or ham only.  I did eat some, though. Jerry was not at this controle when we showed up, and we were just about ready to leave before he did get there, so we spent a little more time at the car, loading up, and finally left for Loudeac, our scheduled sleep stop, at about 10:45 or so. 
Although we rode this leg in the dark, it didn’t seem to be that different from any of the earlier ones. The people were still on the street in their villages, the terrain continued to be rolling, we hooked up with various groups of people, and always just kept on pedaling. An enduring image is coming through one of the towns at about 1:30 in the morning, climbing up, just after the left turn at the church (every town on the way out was a climb to the town center with a left turn at the church), and coming upon a group of about 30 townspeople applauding us as we rolled by. On this leg we also began to see bodies on the side of the road, resting, sleeping, but somehow having found a reason to stop. We were successfully able to avoid mid-leg stopping for another 24 hours or so. Although we didn’t stop, the night ride slowed us a little, and we rolled into Loudeac at 2:45 am, about 90 minutes past our hoped for schedule, but still in plenty of time for a shower, a 3 hour nap in our own hotel room, and a timely start in the morning.
Loudeac (km. 452) at 3 am was quite a scene. A couple of thousand bicycles, the American drop bag locale, and people everywhere, wrapped in their thermal emergency blankets. There was barely room to leave our bikes on the tarmac as we checked in. We bagged the line at the cafeteria for food in our room, as Jerry led us up the hill to Le Sympatique (which I think probably rents by the hour the rest of the year). Our room had one double bed, two small two-star bath towels and no soap. Nonetheless, the shower was hot, felt great and I had no trouble at all falling asleep atop two blankets laid out on the floor. I even had no trouble going back to sleep after Karen woke me up to stop my infernal snoring! We got up at 7 the next morning, looking at a 200 mile ride out to Brest and back. Again foregoing the pleasures of the controle, we ate our sandwiches, fruit and OJ in the room, and without coffee, headed out at 8:15.
Let’s see. Shouldn’t take more than 18 hours if I can do Terrible Two in 15, right? 200 miles, only 3 controls, we’ll be back to Loudeac by midnight or 1:00 at the latest. Maybe we’d even get 4 hours sleep! Not. I still don’t understand how it took 18 hours to do that stretch, but it did end up being 2:30 before we got back to Le Sympatique. The ride from Loudeac to Carhaix moved into coastal hills—we had longer climbs, longer rollers on the top of ridges, and more sustained descents as we moved on and off of a main road on smaller, pretty farm roads. It took me awhile to wake up this morning, but the longish climb leading to the secret controle at St. Martin des Pres did it.  Karen & I stretched our connection as we each rode at our own pace, but came back together when passed by a 14 member pace line about 20 K out from Carhaix. Catching back on to them, we hammered into Carhaix (km 529) for an 11:30 check-in, feeling pretty strong and confident about our schedule. A nice big meal shared with Susan Forsman, a 90 hour rider on her way back from Brest already, heading out to the car for a big dose of snacks (and Bag Balm), and we were ready for departure a little before 1:00. 
Or almost. I discovered I still had my brevet card around my neck, so I had to stop and put it away as Karen sped down the hill. Although I was shortly on my way after her, it turned out to be the last I saw of her until Brest. She had taken a wrong turn and ended up behind me. I, though, kept trying to catch her. I’d look ahead and see a patch of blue, catch up to it, it wouldn’t be her, and then I’d move forward after another patch of blue. By the time I figured out that she was behind me, the only course was to keep moving on and meet up at the controle. It did put a damper on my enjoyment—I really didn’t like being separated from her, and that feeling carried over into my cycling—I felt pretty blah, until I finally got onto the Roc Trevezel, which was reported to be the major sustained climb of the entire ride, again, a very gentle grade that I could spin up in (for me) a pretty big gear. The top of the climb yielded two gorgeous views, one back over the Norman plains, and one out toward the water. As I descended I got a big hello from Curt and Rebecca on their way back up the hill from Brest, and my mood dramatically improved as the turnaround approached. I slipped into singing hammer mode, serenading the passing hillsides with a hearty rendition of most of Guys and Dolls, peppered with a few other choice tunes. My strength back, I danced up the hills into Brest, which is situated on a beautiful harbor. We crossed the water on a small bridge next to a large cable stayed bridge that carried car traffic, then wound through city streets to the controle at km 615, where I pulled in at 4:15 pm. I had a beer, the best beer of my life, and a bowl of soup, then connected with Jerry as we both waited for Karen, who showed up about ten minutes later feeling pretty wasted. This resulted in a pretty long stop, as Karen ate about two meals. I ate one, but packed up another one in my pocket as I headed out to the car to get ready for the evening. Battery change, warm clothes in the bag, Bag Balm, and the installation of my giant, ½” thick gel saddle pad, Mr. Sofa. Mr. Sofa can provide relief for about 100-200km before the butt gets accustomed to that set-up. I know he will come off later, but at the moment it felt like a new start for the next 600K. As I waited for Karen to join me, I was treated to a cup of tea by a couple of British ladies parked next to us, waiting for their riders. By the time Karen came out and got ready for her evening, it was close to 6:00 when we left (which is how 200 miles can take 18 hours!). We started this leg with Michael, Mark and a couple of other riders who hooked on with us.
The ride out of Brest was pretty fun—a couple of miles through the city streets, then a long (for PBP) descent to the river, then up along the river for a while until we crossed it and started the long gentle climb back up toward Sizun and the Roc Trevezel. The climb was only 1100 ft over about 20 km, and we zoomed up it. Karen kept warning us about the increased steepness of the last 3K, but when we got there she was off to the races! We crested the hill and stopped for photos, along with many other riders who were putting on more clothes for the evening. The rest of this ride was long rollers on a main road, covered at a fairly good clip that got us into Carhaix (km. 696) at about 9:30, just as the sun was going down. Another good meal and the donning of warm clothes left us ready for departure at 10:50, this time with David, Peter and Ford (who, on this leg at least, became the clown princes of cycling).
I don’t know that I’ve ever had a ride that went through as many different states of being and of riding as this leg did. We began by exchanging gay banter, which quickly developed into a full fledged ‘guy’s night out’ environment, which Karen was involuntarily included in (It was very good spirited—we were all in absolute hysterics). The one-upsmanship of the conversation quickly translated into complete hammer mode on the bikes, as the three guys, one after another, kept leaping forward as we hung on the back. This worked fine for the first ten miles, or so, on the wide road, but when the pattern continued on the narrower roads leading up into the hills, the going got a lot weirder. Karen started feeling bad and slipping off the back. The guys, one after the other, would slingshot off the front, forcing everyone else to play catch-up, the as soon as we would get there, off someone else would go! This also played havoc with the other riders on the road. 
The Europeans, generally, were approaching night riding as a relatively staid adventure, slow and steady, behind one or two one watt bulbs. We would come up behind them with several thousand candlepower in reserve and, as soon as that all clicked on, the riders in the front would scatter as we Americans blew through. This worked great until someone had to pee, then we’d all stop, get passed by the steady one watt-ers, and then repeat the experience again! After a few miles of this ridiculousness, Karen and I said goodbye to the rabbits and settled into a steady pace. AS the road narrowed, however, the anxiety level went up considerably, not only as regards staying on the road, but also staying on the route. The signposts get more difficult to see (here is where we missed the more powerful lighting systems of the guys), and I ended up leading a fairly large group at a fairly slow pace through the next few K’s. We nearly missed one turn, then easily found the next, and finally rolled into St Martin des Pres at about 1 am, where a full blown sausage barbeque was going on, with a large tented dining room set up in the town square. Karen & I hemmed and hawed about stopping or going on—I really wanted to, but wanted to do it in a larger group with more light, as I knew there was a lot of descending coming up. As we left the guys showed up again (somehow we tortoises had passed them by again) and of course stopped for sausage. We took off behind a couple of solid looking English randonneurs in a group of about 15 people. These two gentlemen were chatting with each other constantly – I could occasionally chime in, but ended up paying attention to my riding instead of rapping. Dave joined us for a while, but took off again on his own. The combined light of my set and our leaders lit the descents fairly well as we hung behind them and chugged along toward Loudeac. The last ten K was up and down again, and finally rolled into the controle (km. 773) at 2:15. Even through the end of the ride had been more normal, when we got back to Le Sympatique it was clear we‘d been a part of something truly odd. I can only invite you to try it yourself in similar circumstances. 
Being well into Thursday morning, it was time for us to start paying attention to the closing times of the controls. It would be a shame to put in all this work and then be disqualified because we missed a time limit!  Looking at the closing time of Tintineac, we determined that we needed to leave by 7 to have a comfortable safety margin. And so, with Big Ben (Jerry & Karen’s noisy alarm clock) set for 6, we settled down again in the palatial comfort provided by our generous hosts for a solid 3 hours. I did not find the floor quite as comforting this night as I had the previous one, but slept nonetheless. I was awake a little before 6 and going through my perfunctory stretching routine as the alarm went off.  We dressed, ate more snacks, then loaded up the pockets, taking off at 7:20 with the promise of coffee looming somewhere down the road ahead. We also had a brief conversation with Susan Notorangelo that morning, who was not riding but supporting Lon. The fact that someone with her palmares would come to France to not ride shows how special PBP is.
The early morning cold produced a beautiful world to cycle in. The dew was settled on all the fields and trees, there was a low fog in the valleys, and as the sun slowly rose each dew point became a little shining jewel before it evaporated into the start of another day. The terrain was pretty wide open here, and I really didn’t remember much from Tuesday’s pitch black nighttime ride into Loudeac. It’s probably not surprising because I really could not wake up. My legs felt OK, I was riding along, my will was OK, but the world was thick, and I could not shake off this persistent feeling of tiredness. As a result I started to lag off the back, just a little bit slower on the hills than Karen, coming a little closer on the flats and descents, then slipping back a little. Actually, all I could think about was coffee. After about an hour or so, I was coming up the hill into Ménèac and noticed some riders in front of a store. As I slogged past in my half-asleep haze, I heard, “Mark!” Yes, Karen was there waiting for me to take me to that promised coffee, and I rode right past her! While there was not coffee at the store, a half-block walk to the town center brought us to an open bar, where, two grand café noirs later, I was a little more charged up. We got back on the bikes and headed out again. For me, the part that was asleep got dialed back to about 45% of perception instead of the 60% it had been at earlier; it was warming up, and I was able to comfortably ride along with Karen. I still felt pretty sleepy, though, and began to wonder about the next night. How could I possibly manage to stay awake for one more night? These worries vanished into the background, however, as we rolled into Tintineac (km. 859) for another (not so good) meal, meeting with Jerry, and time to rejuvenate for the ride to Fougeres. 
Both of the legs after our sleep stops were, for me, characterized by low energy. I think that what happened is that we would eat when we got to Loudeac, which would replace the energy used on the ride there, then sleep, and the meal we would eat when we got up replaced the energy used during sleeping, and then I’d get a little behind the 8 ball on the next ride, despite the food eaten on the bike. For me, on each leg on the bike I’d eat one or two sandwiches, either turkey or Nutella, a banana, a few hammer gel packs, and then some cookies, M & M’s, or other sugary snack. This would get me to the next stop where a full meal of soup, pasta, chicken and some kind of salad would eagerly be consumed. As the ride went on, one of the things we began to look forward to was not eating for two solid hours!

WE left Tintineac about 1 for the 55 km ride to Fougeres, the shortest leg of the trip. The terrain continues rolling, nothing really outstanding to speak of, except for Karen’s rest stop. We found a place that looked like it had some good bushes, only to see that there was fairly steep hill to go down. She decided to try it, and as I watched her disappear over the lip of the hill, I heard an oops and saw the top of a tree wiggling back and forth. I guess she had slipped and grabbed the tree for support. The movement of that little treetop became my guide to how she was doing. A few significant wiggles later and Karen re-emerged over the lip of the hill, relieved from what turned out to be a totally unnecessary stop as there was a secret control about 100 yards down the road! We at least got through that control in a reasonable amount of time, and the ride into Fougeres was uneventful. Toward the end I had perked up and was pacing along at a pretty healthy clip—we were joined by an older French gentleman who helped us into Fougeres (km. 914).
It was interesting to watch the Europeans react to Karen. Often, where she would take a pull, they would feel duty bound to leap to the front even if they would blow up in about 15 seconds. Often, they would gesture me to get on the front if she was there, or would sort of laugh at my being pulled by a woman. (Just for the record, I have absolutely no problem with it). Anyone who rode along with us for while, though, realized that Karen was very strong and simply another rider in our group.

In Fougeres, I was still sleepy, and decided to take a power nap. I laid under a tree for 15 minutes, eyes closed, and this somehow fooled my body into thinking that it had been asleep for some significant amount of time. When Jerry came to get me, I popped up, ate a big meal (Fougeres had some of the best food on the course) and headed out to the car to load up on my night gear (and dump Mr. Sofa, who had become more trouble than he was worth). I was ready to go long before Karen and Peter came out, but toned down my antsiness as I waited for them. Reviewing the results of my nap, I realized that I was riding the best during my normal waking hours in California (or between 3PM and 3AM in France). It was close to 5:00 PM when we left Fougeres for Villaines La Juhel. Although we had thought about perhaps sleeping there, it was clear that we were going to have to ride all the way through to Mortagne that night in order to comfortably make the 7:00am closing time for that control.
The condition of my legs by this point was very interesting. If the flow of riding was good, my legs, though tired and somewhat hurting, were OK. However, any sudden movements—picking up a rhythm at the bottom of a descent, slipping to a smaller gear while maintaining cadence at the bottom of a climb, or getting up to hammer a faster rhythm on a short climb—would produce absolute howls of protest from the quads. I had to adjust my style enough to think of all this in advance; to shift to a really big gear during a descent so I simply wouldn’t be tempted to spin up; to abandon some momentum for a more gentle, pain-free resumption of pedaling. It became pretty complicated. 

Riding from Fougeres to Villaines brought us through Gorron again. At the western entrance to the town there was a large (10’ or so) model of a rider. Stopping there for a photo quickly descended into a pretty hysterical moment as we recruited people to join the picture! I kept yelling, “Come join the peloton!” as people passed, and pretty soon we had 6 or 8 people in the ‘peloton’ with this large, ridiculous figure taking us to god knows where. This lighthearted feeling took us to the other end of Gorron, where we stopped again for crepes from the postcard man. He set up his roadside booth with the most wonderful crepes, for which the only charge was to take his address and send him a postcard! Peter had read about him in one of Donn King’s articles, and was prepared with 5 postcards to trade. Leaving Gorron saw Peter ride away from us. After an hour or so, Karen started to flag, and we stopped at the next family roadside stand for coffee and talk with the locals and a German rider who also stopped with us. When our host brought out a card for us to write down our email addresses on, who should it be from but Paul Guttenberg, who had stopped at the very same stand a few hours earlier. Small world indeed!  The final hour or so into Villaines was pretty fun, long ups and downs through these wooded valleys and the gradually darkening skies. Our stop in Loupfougeres to put on our reflective gear was also highlighted by the six seat cycle on display in the town square which was lit up as we stood there. 
Coming into Villaines (km. 1002) was a triumphal feeling. The whole town was turned out, lots of cheering as we pulled in. It was obvious, now, that, barring a disaster, we were going to finish, and there seemed to be lots of time to absorb the good wishes of the townsfolk. Although there was a long line for food, we were ushered to the front of the line (“Les cyclists avais le priorité, monsieur,” we were told), loaded up our trays and had them carried next door, down the ramp to the food tables, and carefully placed in front of us. Once again packing it away, this was an important part of the preparation for the all night ride ahead. We encountered Ford in the dining room, looking like shit, complaining loudly about his saddle sores. I was able to help with that, though, passing on a tab of Vicodin, a tube of Boil-Ease, and, yes, Mr. Sofa. By the time he had integrated all that, he was riding around the parking lot in circles, crowing and feeling like a million bucks.
We left Villaines at 11:30 with Ford, Mark and Michael, in pretty high spirits, facing an 88km leg to Mortagne. It started with a long, long descent that none of us remembered climbing, and created a little anxiety that we had missed a turn because the signs were also sparse along the route. However, with a “confirmed arrow sighting” reported by Ford, we were going along fine until, about 90 minutes into the ride, I began to feel quite weak and dizzy. I called a stop. I guess it was food, because after force-feeding myself another sandwich and three packs of hammer gel, I got back in the saddle (with the promise of a coffee stop just a few K away), and we took off again. I got into riding at my own pace, still trying to eat, which was very good because it turned out that the coffee stop was more like 25K. My pace was sort of erratic--Karen and Michael would stop for me periodically, which was nice of them, and we eventually rolled into what I think was the town of St.Remy du Val, where, a 2:00 AM, the open coffeehouse was doing gangbuster business serving drinks and providing a place to sleep. I hit the deck for about 15 minutes, and Ford went out for longer than that. We ended up spending about an hour there (much to Karen’s chagrin, I think, because she was fully together and ready to go again after about ten minutes) but I felt an awful lot better when we left. We faced another long gentle uphill. We were all riding in the front group, and then I dropped off to pee. When I remounted, I got into a really great rhythm and proceeded to ride all the way back up to the first group, leaving Karen and Michael behind, until I turned it off, rejoined them, and we rolled into Mortagnes (km. 1084) together at about 5:00. Only 141 km to go! 
Jerry was there, as always. I think he probably had the harder job. We only had to ride our bikes, but he had to find a route, find the controls once he got to the town, stock food, meet us with a cheery disposition, keep off the cycle route, and do all of this with as little sleep as we were getting! He did all of these things, especially the cheery disposition part. He also kept all of his problems from us (we heard about some of his adventures back in St Quentin).

At Mortagnes, there was a very expansive feeling of time—we had forever to finish the ride. We said hello and goodbye to Steve and Peg, who were just leaving, ate another big meal, then I took a 15 minute nap in the gymnasium while Karen went to the car where she fell asleep for a bit. By the time we all rested, stocked up our pockets and reloaded, it was 7:10 when we set out for Nogent le Roi. As we got rolling, Karen got to hear Ford’s story, which is quite dramatic, and which most California doubles riders have heard . . . . . . We got involved in waiting for each other, and when we got to Senoches took a break for a real petit déjuner in a small restaurant. We took another hour to mainline a few croissants, a few baguettes, a few pitchers of coffee. Michael had to leave to make the 90 hour cut-off in Nogent, so he did. We waited through a few cycles of the bathroom before we all got out. Ford was still not feeling very well. I was getting real impatient with the pace and kept going ahead—finally Karen came up to me, without Ford.  I looked at her and said, “C’mon. We’ve got a bike ride to finish.” And with that put the hammer down for a while before settling into a strong but manageable pace for the rest of the leg. One nice little zinger the organizers dealt us was about 20 K on a really rough road. This got over, though, and we entered Nogent le Roi (km. 1167) at about 11:15 with only 65K to go to the finish

Our butts hurt so much by this time that the rough road simply seemed like a logical added torture. A word about that--you find a place to sit on your saddle that is acceptable, sit there for as long as possible, then, when the pressure gets too intense, stand, knowing that you were going to suffer significant pain first, simply from the act of removing the pressure from your butt, then even more as your shorts slowly peeled away from your rear, seemingly pulling a little skin with it. It was not pretty. That, however, was nothing compared with the pain of first sitting in the saddle after leaving a control. Your rear would be screaming “No, NO!” yet, there was no alternative. After a few minutes you’d adjust again. But it got progressively more difficult as the time went on. 
Especially leaving Nogent le Roi, which was the strangest control of the trip. First, the food line was so long that we couldn’t deal with it, so we went to the car, which, it turned out, was not supposed to be in Nogent at all—Jerry had missed the fine print in the instructions. We had a tension filled but what turned out to be needless set-to with an official who (in French) was pointing this out to us—we kept pointing to the part of the contract (in English) that only specified Nogent as an additional control, not seeing the part where he wasn’t supposed to be there. A couple of months later, we did end up getting letters from the organizers proposing a 2 hour penalty for our infraction—but after each of us wrote fairly contrite letters, our penalty ended up being only 15 minutes. Anyway, as all this was going on Jerry was packing up and Karen & I were getting ready to leave. Which was fine with us, because we really wanted to get the heck out of there anyway. And we did, after about a half-hour.
The final bit really got us going well. We passed about 50 people, then stopped to wait for Michael, then got going and dropped him again on the next hill, but there was no waiting now. The places that had seemed so insignificant on the way out built to much greater importance as the last few miles rolled away under our wheels. The climb through the Rambouillet forest was the steepest sustained climb of the trip, but soon after we got there we entered Montfort l’Amaury with a welcome sign painted on the ground—only 20K to go! We kept our pace, passing people right and left -- the little towns went by and the roads got progressively wider. At the outskirts of Guyancourt we hooked up with a group of about 75 or so, and were then joined by an official car, which escorted us through the rest of the ride. Only a few of us could keep up with the car, among them Karen and me. All the pain vanished as we hammered hell-bent for home, easily hitting 25 mph as we ran through town, finally to the roundabout outside the stadium where the cheering crowds let us know . . We were done with the 15ème Paris-Brest-Paris!!
That last moment of getting off the bike was quite stupendous. We hugged each other, Jerry, and each other again, accepting congratulations from others who were around. We found a place to leave our bikes on the field and entered the gym for our final check-in with our arms around each other and a big smile that just wouldn’t quit. We saw Peter, who had finished about an hour before us. Ford came in about a half-hour later, as did Michael. After going to the picture booth and ordering our photos, we went over to have a beer where we saw David and his family. Everyone was feeling good. We might have to go back to work and family issues tomorrow, but for that moment all we were was “anciens du PBP.”

*************
***************
**************

Our time was 81 ½ hours. As near as I can figure it, we spent 30 hours off the bike and 511/2 hours on the bike, a 14.4 mph on bike average. In my pre-ride figuring I thought we’d have a 79 hour finish with 26 hours off the bike, so we got pretty close to that. I think we spent more time than needed at the controls because we had both a car and used the controls to eat—we’d have saved time by using just one of the other. However, it wasn’t a race! The extra rest, the ability to have a lot of food close at hand, to bounce of of Jerry emotionally and to not have to carry more stuff or dig through a drop bag at 3 am in Loudeac may very well have contributed to the overall sense of fun that carried us through the entire experience. 

Some statistics:

	
	Day
	Arrive (check-in)
	Estimated departure
	km
	On bike time
	Off bike time

	 St. Quentin
	Tues 
	
	5:00
	
	
	

	Mortagne
	
	10:15
	10:45
	141
	5:15
	0:30

	Villaines
	
	13:30
	14:30
	82
	2:45
	1:00

	Fougeres
	
	18:20
	19:30
	88
	3:50
	1:10

	Tintineac
	
	21:40
	22:50
	55
	2:10
	1:10

	Arr. Loudeac
	Weds
	2:45
	8:15
	86
	3:55
	5:30

	Carhaix
	
	11:35
	12:45
	77
	3:20
	1:10

	Brest
	
	16:20
	18:15
	86
	3:35
	1:55

	Carhaix
	
	21:30
	22:50
	81
	3:15
	1:20

	Arr. Loudeac
	Thurs
	2:15
	7:20
	77
	3:25
	5:05

	coffee stop
	
	
	
	
	
	0:45

	Tintineac
	
	11:45
	13:15
	86
	3:40
	1:30

	Fougeres
	
	15:30
	17:00
	55
	2:15
	1:30

	VIllaines
	
	21:50
	23:45
	88
	3:50
	1:55

	coffee stop
	Fri
	
	
	
	
	1:00

	Mortagnes
	
	5:00
	7:10
	82
	4:15
	2:10

	Senoches
	
	
	
	
	
	1:00

	Nogent le Roi
	
	11:15
	12:10
	83
	4:05
	0:55

	St. Quentin
	
	14:45
	
	58
	2:35
	


St. Quentin-Loudeac (280.25 miles): 21:45  total, 17:55 on the bike (15.6mph)

Loudeac – Loudeac (199 miles):
18:00 total, 13:45 on the bike (14.5 mph)

Loudeac – St. Quentin (280.25 mi):
31:30 total, 21:10 on the bike (13.2 mph)

First 600K



35:20 total, 24:10 on the bike

Second 600K



45:50 total,  28:20 on the bike


