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Crashing is Mental

If you've ridden a bike long enough, chances an@w®had the odd crash
or two. Maybe they even happened within a shoetrval, one after the
other. You probably even know someone in your letab or group who
tends to be The Habitual Crasher, a person whossegkiss skin to asphalt
with surprising regularity. But then there’s alko$e who seem to remain
glued to the pavement or single track no mattertwiding hell bent for

leather year in and year out without a notewortitydent to report.

Well, that second guy used to be me. Until recefitiyridden years without
a crash not directly attributable to pure bad lstlch as a front tire flat on a
downhill fade-away curve. As is the nature of quors, there were many
close calls and near mishaps, but somehow | alweym/ered from them in
the nick of time or simply avoided them outrightitBhen came 2004, my . .

. shall we say, year of much. Too much.
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It's been “one of those years” for me. So far ld&en dominated by the
break-up of an eight-year relationship, new houssgvations, a chronic
injury and a litany of other small and large stogsghat have added up to a
time of profound distraction and reflection spenaivacuum of
directionless casting about for . . . damned k! But there comes a
time when you realize it's not what happens to ftat determines the
guality of your life and what you accomplish ir-itt’'s how you react to
what happens that defines the nature of your exastd’'m not religious, but
a quote that illustrates what I'm trying to say emfrom a former
professional football player whom | heard put istvay: “God’s gift to you
Is your life. Your gift to God is what you do wiith” Play the cards you're

dealt.

Training and competition are no different, partealyl in endurance events
where the preparation cycle is long and theret afltime for things to go
haywire during the event itself, especially in e¢dike lIronman, where
we’re forced to deal with potential injury or migha three sports over a

minimum of eight hours of competition. It's the na of our sport that
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everyone faces adversity and challenge on theaday) the winners. What
defines the champions on the day is not how lkttleersity they faced, but
how they responded to the setbacks they encountgcetthe meaning in our
sport is not so much about winning or the splitiroes we achieve: What's
meaningful is how we apply ourselves to the prooégseparing for the

event and how we deal with the setbacks encountefee and during it.

| had the opportunity to enjoy this lesson firstthémthe recent Etape du
Tour cycling race. For those not familiar with thpe, it is France’s most
famous amateur cycling race and is held every geax stage of the Tour de
France a day or two before the big race rolls thhoThis year the Etape
followed the 238km and 4200m of cumulative vertgain of Stage 10
between Limoges and St. Flour. To add another dsmarto the day, a
small group of friends and guests decided to makewn Tour out of it

and prefaced the race with a 450km jaunt from ttegof the palace of

Versailles to Limoges (you can check it outvatw.toursdefrance.com
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But with the shambles | suddenly found my life ®ib this spring, getting
ready for the trip was proving to be a challengaifing was sporadic at
best as other priorities required my attention @ehned if | just didn’t feel
like doing much for awhile. But finally | made tldecision to put the ass
back in the saddle and drew up a six-week traingggme to prepare for the
trip: Max out the weekend miles with back-to-baitil-day escapades in

the Alps, and let the strength of my desire deteentine weekday mileage!

This worked great and | was regaining skills atefs rapidly until one
evening in late June | headed out for a quick, gkl after work. Par for
the course lately, my head that evening was futhatiom thoughts and
distractions so when | tucked into my usual sharice wrong way down a
local one-way road, | thought nothing of skippihg tisual wide and slow
approach and bombed down it tight on the insideeuntil suddenly a
pedestrian popped out from between two cars, | gwide and — BAM!
Smack! Right into an oncoming car, head first, faxte the windshield. To
make a long story short, | found myself spendirggdliening on the curb in

a state of shock, staring at the smear on the Wwialik with two bruised and
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swollen ankles, a smarting cheekbone, a snappkdfa a crumpled front
wheel to sort out, not to mention the hours of leaasth the local
gendarmerigpolice municipalendpompiergfiremen and paramedics). |

was choked at the sudden exponential increaseaimsan my life, but even

more so at my plain old Stupidity with a capital S.

That crash was obviously no accident and was 10@%tlable, which is
exactly the point I'm trying to make. | was an asmt waiting to happen —
and it happened! The steady stream of distrachingghts, notions,
emotions and ideas lately had wedged themselvesbatme and my usual
focus on everything around and in front of me, @ifol’d habitually relied
on to appear of its own accord, one that has dmenn my career,
coaching and whatever else | put my mind to. Mogtartantly, that focus
kept me safe and injury free through years of agggve cycling on busy
roads, in heavy traffic and races and down moresxwf twisting and gnarly

alpine descents than I'd thought I'd ever ride ifetime.
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And so fast forward a few more weeks to the middIithe Etape du Tour.
I'd repaired my bike, nursed my wounds and got lmytegether. By the
time we left Versailles in the rain and arrivedsadé Limoges three days
later, our group had fought headwind, cool tempeest and rain the entire
way from Versailles to Limoges and this morningveel all started the race
eager for the culmination of our Tour. After fighgi off a head cold the
night before and with some daring riding earlyhe tmorning, there | was,
sitting in the front pack of about 200 about 100kio the race, chatting to
the guy beside me about this and that when suddeBKM! Smack! Ass to
asphalt yet again! Two riders ahead, wheels hasseband they went
down, me right up on top of them after a tryingttéel dodge left and a little
dodge right. “SHIT!” was my gut reaction, but myrmadiate reflex was to
jump up with arallez les mecqlet’s go guys!) and do a quick check:
Brakes ok, wheels straight — fine, let's go! Them®es no way | was going to
let things end like this, sitting on my butt on #hde of the road in the
middle of France with the race I'd waited for adlar now some 300 meters

up the road and pulling away, having made it tarsaigainst headwind, rain,
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circumstance — so a few seconds later there | evassing down the road at
48kph in hot pursuit and pulling back the gap. NagHike a good crash to

bring the senses back and get the head back mtmément, make you

good and focused again!

But preventable? You bet. Inside, | knew that ict fehadn’t got my shit
together, not at all. One crash may be an accidevd.could be bad luck.
But three? That's a pattern. “Wait a minute” | hgau saying, “Where’s the
third crash?” Well, | set my standards high: For, mace is a pattern — |

knew it inside.

So back to me at 48kph, chasing the front groud,haith 140km of racing
over all the major climbs of the day still aheadeaond pack a few minutes
back, a second pack of second-tier guys, the nagdra on. | didn’t want to
ride there. But circumstances had changed, sonwpthibe done except for
one thing, and that was to make the best of wheattbment had to offer. So

| spurred myself forward but inside | was pissedt thd let a lack of focus
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bring me down yet again. Definitely, something bhathe done — | was fast

becoming a regular chopper and | didn’t like it dute

But the big gut drop was still to come: 20 secdatks, when it came time
to drop into a bigger gear — nothing! The righfteiwas completely
jammed! Shit again. | was starting to get pissdcwod I'll admit | even
choked back a little wave of despair. But so wtias, was perfect, because
that is when the guts take over and solutions eafolnd. So | clawed my
way out of the big pity box I'd wrapped myself incafound the truth was |
had two gears left: Big and Little. Not ideal, espy with the 2.5km of 12
— 15% gradient of the Puy Mary’s summit some 10@kwn the road, but
so what, them’s the cards | was dealt and | wasgg@ play ‘em to the hilt.

Any more wasn'’t feasible, any less simply not ie foddamn cards.

Someone must have heard my little resolution bexaudfsw moments later
up waltzes the Mavic car. Nothing he could do xonfiy problem, but as
luck would have it, four guys who'd stopped to pisth their team leader,

eventual race winner Jean-Christophe Currit (ridorgMavic — lucky me!),
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were off the back of the car getting a draft bagkaithe pack. With the
little pause and a chat with a race marshal, tiok pad put serious time into
us and was now a good two minutes up the road,hwhigant a good five to
six km of tucking behind the Mavic car at 65 — flhko get back on. Space
was at a premium and nerves were on edge with tfreg sitting behind
the three guys tucked onto the bumper, workingasses off just to stay on
as they rolled along reasonably comfortable. Enomg$ enough, after a
few minutes at near max effort and having lost gy already | insinuated
my way onto the bumper with a few demands to stiereasy zone
amongst us and a couple of quick comeback comns&mtg out in French
in response to the sarcasm sent my way. Talk abbigh adrenalin focus,
edgy situation. This was what it was all about!!éWere bickering away
but damn if we didn’t all love it, love the factatha little twitch here or there
and we’'d all be going down hard, real hard. It masiéocus. Best of all,
sitting at the back of the car I'd managed to jggglvay at the shifter and
figured that shifting up was no problem, and thatould pry over the

brake lever with my middle finger | could pull tdewnshift lever over with
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my ring finger to get the indexer to shift, theack down and pluck the rear
derailleur cable to get the chain to drop down@ &vetty soon | had the
nuances of my shifter figured out and was backiidfdinctionality with

seven of the nine rear cogs back on the prograner&here’s a will,

there’s a way.

Well, the race went on. The big break happenedegdte de Chalvignac,
the climb coming up from the dam and a group 06860 went off the
front. Another group of around 40 of us formed gsvhack and watched
the front pack slowly pull away up the steeps;ratftat it was the usual
game of attrition in the hills. The shifter waspesding well enough, a little
twitchy but it worked and that was all | asked feach successive climb
would drop a few more riders from our group anadtback a couple of
stragglers from the front group, until finally wé the fearsome Puy Mary
and it’s final mile and a half of gradients rangingm 12 to 17%. Where |
thought the pack | was in would drop me, it turoad four us dropped them
and bolted up the wall and damn if | wasn't feelbedter and better the

harder it got. “Bring it on!” | was thinking as leaved across the road and
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scattered a little pocket of spectators. Fuel wagsing a bit low as this day
was turning into the most intense ride of my lifghaheart rate readings I'd
never thought | could sustain for this long buidtjkept feeling better and
better (in my mind!). Sure, the body got a litiled but that was true of
everyone by this point, 200km into the race. Eatt @mnk right and you can
turn most of that around on any given day, inclgdat there cresting the
green ridges of the volcanoes of the Cantal redgsonl. turned my mind to
shucking back a few gels and downing some drinklanehyself relax a bit

letting the magnificent scenery soak in.

Well, all good things must end and so on the faliahb of the day | said
goodbye to the last little group of four I'd riddaiith the past twenty
minutes. A rider from the Oktos team wearing ragsber 20 came up on
us so | latched on until he dropped me near thelopthis guy had beaten
Dekker and Leipheimer in a race earlier in the year was feeling flattered
to have hung on for that long. In any case, thd ark was done and from
here on in it was all tailwind and a long, gentlypsng false flat descent into

St. Flour. We were high, you could tell from themensity of the sky and
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the scattered, low clouds so it felt like flyingat final stretch, skimming
through the brown wheat fields towards St. Floot,ancare in the world and
glad the finish was there. By the time | crossedlitine I'd worked myself
up to twentieth overall and damn if | didn’t finighinking “that’s it, | don’t
ever need to race again.” That twentieth placetiva®est finish | ever had
In any race, bar none. Doing your best, churnimgiitand making the most
of all you got when things go wrong — that tasteds than winning when

everything goes right.

So what about those Habitual Crashers? Well, takéhar look at them.
Often these folks are the live wires in the burmtthe scatter-brained ones.
Not just in times of duress, but always. You knbwe types | mean, great
people but man, watch out when it comes to getinggnized. If you're one
of them, ask yourself how in the moment you reatly out there, in training
and in racing. Similarly with the habitual DNF’'emwhen the going gets
tough, these guys are always folding their cartis; Rith what you got!

Confront your commitment! Make it count.
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Moral of the story: You can’t separate focus froomg your best. Longterm
or short term, a strong focus is indelibly wovetoiwhat it means to face

and conquer adversity, to overcome setbacks. Aoaps you find solutions

when solutions need to be found.

There are no perfect races. The closest you cais getfect attitude.
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Forecast: Torrential Pockets of Adversity

Strong Gusts of Setbacks



