
Ru cks a ckers  a re d ra wn  to ch a llen ges  in volvin g extrem e exercis e.
Des p ite th e view of s om e Ru cks a ckers  th a t  cyclin g is  n ot  with in  th e
rem it  of th e Clu b , th ere is  a  growin g in teres t  in  cla s s ic, lon g d is ta n ce
cyclin g ch a llen ges  wh ich  tes t  s ta m in a , s t ren gth , deter m in a t ion  (a n d
s om etim es  rou te fin d in g ca pa b ilit ies  a s  well). Of cou rs e th is  is  n ot
n ew - th e p receden t  wa s  s et  by jou r n eys  s u ch  a s  cyclin g from  h u t  to
h u t : Beu dy to Cra iga lla n , a n d  on  th e wa y clim bin g th e h igh es t
s u m m its  in  ea ch  cou n try.

A jou r n ey on  two wh eels  ca n  lea ve lon g-la s t in g im pres s ion s , ju s t
like jou r n eys  on  foot . As  Diem bu rger  s a id : ‘He w ho cheerfu lly  s ur-
m oun ts  ha irpin  a fter ha irpin  of a  pas s  und er h is  ow n  s team , y et
en joy s  a  grea t d ea l of pleas ure in  s o d oing, is  tota lly  involved  w ith  tha t
‘m oun ta in ’; its  s um m it is  an  a im  w h ich  he has  s et h im s elf, and  w hen
a t la s t he gets  there, grea t is  h is  joy . It goes  w ithou t s ay ing tha t rid ing
d ow n  the other s id e, free as  a  bird  and  m otorles s , is  s heer d eligh t. Bu t
tha t is  not a ll of it. The cy clis t has  h is  ‘w hy  and  w herefor’ ju s t a s  the
m oun ta ineer; though  neither of them  cou ld  expla in  it.’

Here a re s om e im pres s ion s  of Pa r is -Bres t -Pa r is  (1250k  – 781
m iles , in  u n der  90  h ou rs ) a n d , a s  every jou r n ey n eeds  a  s tory, th e
ta le of Les  Den ts  de Bell. PBP is  th e cyclin g equ iva len t  of th e Bob
Gra h a m  rou n d , excep t  th a t  th ere is  a  m a s s  s ta r t  a n d  a  ca s t  of th ou -
s a n ds .

Prepa ra t ion  for  a n y u lt ra -d is ta n ce even t  is  pa r t  of th e fu n  (or
pa in ). Th is  on e in volved  lon g da y a n d  n igh t  r ides , r equ ired  to qu a lify
for  th e even t  a n d  u s efu l for  tes t in g both  equ ipm en t  a n d  body a s  well
a s  fin d in g ou t  h ow on e rea cted  to s leep  depr iva t ion .

It ’s  crowded  a t  th e PBP s ta r t , bu t  wh a t  a  grea t  a tm os ph ere!
Pictu re a  flood lit  s ta d iu m  fu ll of th ou s a n ds  of ea ger  cyclis ts , s t r eets
lin ed  with  ch eer in g crowds  (th e Fren ch  love th eir  cyclin g even ts ). We
a re off a t  10  pm . Th e ca s t  of th ou s a n ds  b rea ks  u p  in to m a n y la rge
bu n ch es , or  in  cyclin g pa r la n ce – peleton s , a  few k ilom eters  from  th e
s ta r t . Fa s t  des cen ts  on  th e h illy cou n try roa ds  ju s t  ou ts ide Pa r is
requ ire con cen tra t ion  wh en  in  a  la rge peleton . Su dden ly I fin d  m ys elf
a lon e, a m a zin g con s ider in g th e n u m ber  of pa r t icipa n ts , a n d  I r em in d
m ys elf to ch eck  th e rou te - ea s y to get  los t  in  th es e cou n try la n es .
La ter  I join  va r iou s  s m a ll grou ps , m a ke con vers a t ion  to h elp  keep
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a wa ke, a n d  m eet  peop le of a ll n a t ion a lit ies , on  s olo cycles , r ecu m -
ben ts , ta n dem s .

A lovely da wn  u p lifts  th e s p ir its , s pecta tors  in  villa ges  h a n d  u s
wa ter  or  ju ice a n d  ch ild ren  ch eer  u s  on  ou r  wa y. Bu t  la ter, s u n s troke
is  a  p rob lem  – I feel qu ite ill bu t  m u s t  ca r ry on , a n d  d r in k , d r in k .
Geoff Bell ca tch es  m e u p  a n d  la ter  len ds  a  h a t , s oa ked  in  wa ter  to
keep  m e cool. Arr ivin g a t  a  con trol poin t  in  th e even in g, Geoff ea ts  a
m ea l, bu t  th e s u n s troke h a s  m a de m e feel s ick  a n d  I n eed  a  few
h ou rs  k ip  fir s t .

On  th e s econ d  da y, Br it ta n y is  very s cen ic bu t  h illy a n d  h a rd
work . At  Bres t  th e ps ych ologica l effect  of rea ch in g th e h a lfwa y poin t  is
like get t in g to th e top  of a  b ig m ou n ta in  bu t  kn owin g th e des cen t  is
s t ill to be m a de. Th e s en s e of a ch ievem en t  is  tem pered  with  ca u t ion .
Will I s u rvive th e retu r n  jou r n ey?

Lea vin g Bres t , we m eet  s ix m en  from  a  Nice cyclin g clu b , r et ir ees
like th e Ru cks a ck  Wedn es da y clu b , a ls o lon g d is ta n ce s pecia lis ts . To
th e well-d res s ed  Fren ch  cyclis t , Geoff’s  s a n da ls  a n d  s u n  h a t  a re th e
ep itom y of th e eccen tr ic En glis h m a n . We ta ke a dva n ta ge of th e
oppor tu n ity to p ra ct is e ou r  Fren ch  con vers a t ion , it ’s  a m a zin g wh a t
Geoff rem em bers  from  h is  s ch oolda ys  (I th in k  h e h a d  been  s ecret ly
p ra ct is in g). Th en  th ey n ot ice th a t  Geoff h a s  n o teeth . Grea t  h ila r ity
en s u es  a n d  a lm os t  res u lts  in  fa llin g off th e b ikes . Ma n y s u gges t ion s
a re m a de a s  to wh ere a n d  h ow th e teeth  h a d  been  los t  (s om e ra th er
ru de) a n d  n obody kn ows  th e t ru th  to th is  da y.

Da ys  m erge in to n igh ts , we s top  for  a  few h ou rs ’ s leep  in  a  s ch ool
gym n a s iu m  or  s t retch  ou t  by th e roa ds ide, it ’s  s u rp r is in g h ow m u ch
bet ter  on e feels  a fter  20  m in u tes  k ip . We rem em ber  to ea t  a s  well.

A few h ou rs  from  th e fin is h  a n d  a  Fren ch m a n  (n ot  on e of ou r  Nice
tea m ) is  on  h is  m ob ile ph on e, p roba b ly to h is  wife, s a yin g ‘m y bu m
is  s o s ore I’m  pa ck in g in …’. Not  fa r  to go n ow a n d  we kn ow we’ll m a ke
it . We m eet  th e Nice cyclis ts  a ga in , h a vin g res ted  a t  d ifferen t  poin ts
in  th e n igh t , a n d  we decide to fin is h  togeth er. A few of u s  even  fin d
s u fficien t  en ergy a n d  a d ren a lin , kn owin g th e fin is h  is  a ch ieva b le, to
ra ce ea ch  oth er  u p  th e s h or t  h ills  of th e cou n trys ide s u rrou n d in g
Pa r is . Ba ck  a t  th e s ta d iu m , we celeb ra te: 1250  k ilom etres  (781  m iles )
in  88  h ou rs .

Look in g ba ck  on  th e exper ien ce, wh a t  do I r em em ber? As  with  th e
Bob  Gra h a m , lon g wa lks  a n d  exped it ion s , th e h a rd  s log, th e pa in
a n d  th e s leep  depr iva t ion  a re n ot  tota lly forgot ten , bu t  th e m em ory
of th es e fa des  a s  t im e pa s s es . It  is  th e lovely s cen ery, excellen t  s u p -
por t  a n d  com pa n ion s h ip , th e ‘bu zz’, th a t  rem a in  u pper m os t  in  th e
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m em ory, a n d  I s u ppos e th is  is  wh y we ca r ry on  doin g th es e lon g
even ts , th ou gh  we s a y a t  th e t im e ‘n ever  a ga in ’. Ou r  Fren ch  fr ien ds
repor ted  s im ila r  im pres s ion s  in  th eir  clu b  jou r n a l, a n d  th ey a ls o
wrote a bou t  ‘les  den ts  de Bell’. Th e s et  of teeth  wa s  n ever  recovered .

LES  DENTS  DE BELL

23


