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Always by my side no matter what I do,


without you who knows where I would be.
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My Father and sisters for their continual encouragement.
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Our sponsors and kind friends who donated raffle and auction prizes.


My L2P and three Cities buddies, you have been inspirational to me since the day I met you all, so many nice people doing so many good things.


My friends at work for listening to me rant on, day after day, especially Matt for his calming advice.


Casey, you pulled me round and kept me focused, thank you son.


The crew, what can I say, your hard work made it happen, you kept us going in difficult situations. Steve, thanks for letting me use some of the 700 photos in this book, they tell the story on their own.


My fellow riders, I don’t think we can ever truly explain to anyone what we went through in those seven days, but we made it in one piece.


Ross, what can I say? This really was the trip of a lifetime and I thank you for being my friend.


Bernice the work you and Sandra put into the ball and all our events was second to none.


Daniel Bradbury for all his work on the cover design.




Foreword


Route 66 Cycle Challenge, what’s that all about?


The trip was conceived some two years prior to the actual challenge starting, this is my story told from my perspective, of how the trip unravelled. Many riders joined and left, the financial burden just being too great, others just didn’t seem to gel with the team. The final eight of us who saw the fundraising through and eventually rode the route became like brothers. The thing with brothers is they often have different opinions of what should be happening; who should be doing what and when. I have trawled through emails and Facebook comments that have been sent and posted over the past two years to refresh my memory to keep this as honest as it can be.


To my fellow teammates, I love you all, I have written this book as I saw events unfold. I hope you enjoy reading it and it takes you back to all the good and not so good moments. To anyone reading this thinking of embarking on their own personnel challenge I say, if you really want it you can do it, just be prepared to work very hard for it. This was the hardest thing I have ever done in my life, at times terrifying and that was not just the toilet on the RV.


Many people have gone before us and completed much greater challenges, many have raised far greater amounts of money, to us this was our challenge of a lifetime, eight average Joe’s pushing themselves to physical and mental extremes.


Who would crack first? Who didn’t train enough? Who overdid it before the start? All these questions will be answered but most importantly did we take enough chamois and sudocrem? Ouch!!!!


I hope you enjoy reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it and honestly if someone like me can complete a challenge like this, the world really is your oyster.


Kevee
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Chapter 1


And So To Chicago


Andy and Mick had headed off a day earlier on a BA flight, the rest of the riders opted for the Virgin flight, as they let you take 23kg of sports equipment free of charge. The old bike bags were packed to the brim with anything we couldn’t fit in the suitcase. Ross’s bike bag was huge weighing more than his bike, it was going to be touch and go whether or not it would fit through the door of the plane.


Mark was meeting us at the airport whilst the rest of us met up in Welham Green, including Sandra, my wife and Bernice, Ross’s wife, who were intending to drive Route 66 Thelma and Louise style. My daughter Bex dropped us off and it was quite emotional as my son was riding with us and Sandra was shadowing us all the way. Bex had to work, so my family wasn’t going to be together which seemed very strange to me. Bex had written Casey and I a card each, which Sandra gave to us once we were on route I have to say I had a tear in my eye, she would be with us in spirit, of that we could be sure.


Ross and Bernice own a bus company and laid on a London Routemaster bus to transport us to the Airport. Within 10 minutes of starting the journey Bernice had the bottles of Prosecco opened and we all enjoyed a glass at 5am in the morning, a tad early for me and certainly for Sandra who seemed to evade the bottle very cleverly.


This was it, we were finally going to do it, or attempt to do it. I looked around at the others, was this fine bunch of fellows ready for the challenge ahead? I thought yes but took another swig of the bubbly stuff just to reassure myself.


Barry or Big Bazza or Rapha Bal as he likes to be called had a nice presentation pack ready to show to the Virgin check-in girls explaining what we were about, he tried to blag an upgrade and managed to get extra leg room seats. If you stand at about eight foot four, as he and Casey do, it certainly was a relief for those guys. Bernice had sorted herself and Ross out, they had some sort of reward points and were travelling upper class. Mark arrived and he was going premium economy, this left Bazza, Oh Danny Boy, Casey, Sandra and myself in economy. It was the builders section of the team having all worked in the trade at some time. Technically Casey had finished his degree, (not in building) but as he wasn’t looking for a job until after the challenge and was working for me, so he is classed as a builder, he has been working for me since he was about five.


The flight was great, we were all very excited, the crew were very interested in what we were doing and put out an announcement telling the rest of the passengers.


Ross had been dealing with Skyline, our logistics partners and there had been a few emails asking who was arriving on what day. It was my understanding from earlier meetings that the rooms were booked for one night only and any earlier arrivals were up to us to sort out. It had got a bit confusing and some of the team were expecting to be picked up at the airport. When we arrived a text came through from Mick explaining a major cock-up on taxis and accommodation.


It was one of those things really, in all the excitement leading up to departure, we hadn’t really looked at the detail. It wasn’t going to dampen our spirit, nothing could at this time, looking back it would have been nice to all travel out together, start as a team finish as a team.


The hotel was basic but clean, the staff on the front desk treated us like long lost friends, Mick and Andy having already told them what we were about to undertake. I think they thought we were mad cycling from Chicago to LA, which was some two and a half thousand miles away. They had never heard of people doing this before, unless it was in a car or on a motorbike. They were under the impression we were super fit cyclists, how wrong could they be? The hotel was way out of town, so we choose to stay nearby for our first night. We checked in and headed across to a local bar that also served food. It was a bit rough around the edges, loud rock music playing with bikers on one side of the bar and police enjoying a meal on the other side. Mick and Andy joined us along with two of the crew Greg, the tour leader, and Kenny, the tour granddad, as he would later be known. We sunk a few beers and ate well, the bill came to $20 each, either they can’t add up in Chicago or this was my sort of pub.


I headed back with Ross, Sandra, Bernice, Andy and Mick, leaving some of the others to carry on drinking, Mark and Casey who were rooming together staying out the latest only leaving when one of the clientele got tasered by the local police.


The next day we headed into town to do the tourist bit and to checkout the start. We left the crew to go pick up the RV’s and collect the rest of the crew from the airport. It was a bit of a trek in, I think about forty minutes on the train. We all posed beside the start sign for a photo, you could feel the atmosphere; it was mixed with excitement but also apprehension. We grabbed a coffee and I wandered back out to the start sign on my own. I sparked up a cigar, a bad habit of mine, and remember looking at the sign and thinking to myself shit this is real. Tomorrow there would be no turning back, Christ had I trained enough? Probably not. I had spoken with Casey on many occasions about this trip, it’s safe to say out of all the guys, we had cycled a lot less than anyone else, but we had put in a tremendous amount of gym work. Casey had been lecturing me for months on what classes I needed to attend and what I should and should not be eating. I thought I was the dad!


The only advice I had been giving him was, under no circumstance must we let the team down, we never give in no matter what happens. Maybe I draw on this from playing rugby; you rely on your teammates as much as they rely on you. If you are 60–nil down at half-time (which I have been on many occasions) you keep going, don’t let the bastards nil you, even if you are battered beyond belief you don’t show it: “Once a Vee (Verulamians Rugby Club) always a Vee.” I’ll take that spirit onto Route 66. Yes I was pumped up now; I started to head back to the others, no wait a mo maybe another cigar, that’s the spirit. We walked around Chicago for a few hours, it rained and we all got a bit wet, not great preparation but I don’t think anyone really cared.


We split up on the way back, Ross, Casey, Bernice, Sandra and I headed to pick up the car for Sandra and Bernice’s epic road trip. We had booked a car already but upgraded it to the biggest four by four they had, we knew the luggage space would come in handy and if we encountered any rough roads they could be sure this beast would get through. The space on the RV’s would be limited so we had decided to leave our bike bags and main suitcases with the girls. This proved to be a great plan, as when we reached Santa Monica we still had fresh smelling clothes for our onward journey.


Upon our return to the hotel, our homes for the next week had arrived. They looked like something out of a seventies TV series I’m sure the Brady Bunch would have loved them. You can’t judge a book by the cover, or so I’m told so I climbed on board, they were basic but roomy, not quite like the Sky Pro Cycling team bus I was hoping for but fit for purpose. We set about putting caution stickers and sponsor logos that Ross had made on the RV’s, it was all looking very professional.


We showered and headed back to the local for our last meal before the start tomorrow, vowing not to drink in preparation for the early start. The rest of the crew were starting to arrive and a very experienced team we had too. Will, Ian and James, I had encountered on previous trips and Steve seemed like a nice chap.


We ordered food plus a beer, well one might help me sleep I may have had another. We discussed Greg’s plan of 40 mile stints I was seriously worrying about this because I had trained for 30 mile or two hour stints whatever came first. They explained the 40 mile logic. Two riders would go in the front bus also known as the sleeper and travel 120 miles, Skyline marking the route with the famous orange arrows. Four riders would get in the back bus; two would start on the road and complete 40 miles. The next two riders would cycle from 40 to 80 then the next two from 80 to 120. When we reached the front bus the riders just completing would jump in and get their rest as the bus moved on another 120 miles. The riders who had been in the front bus would have jumped out to do the 120 to 160 stint.


I headed back to the hotel room with Sandra, I slept surprisingly well, it must have been the two beers. I woke early as I always do and wandered downstairs, I grabbed a coffee and sat on a bench outside, I smoked a couple of cigars. It was starting to really dawn on me that there was no turning back, this was it. I had trained well, but should I have done more? Fourteen guys together for a week, how would I handle that? I shouldn’t be worrying at this stage, it was time to embrace the challenge, the mother road was waiting and we would soon be upon her. Other people started to appear all looking a bit anxious but excited, so it wasn’t just me, we were all in the same boat from the riders to the crew to Sandra and Bernice, it was time, we loaded up and headed to the start.




Chapter 2


From The Beginning And London To Paris


People are always asking me how I got into cycling; I’m not that sure I am into it. I have always liked watching the Olympic track cycling and Sean Kelly in the tours from years gone by. I don’t cycle a lot really, I just seem to take on a challenge now and again.


I remember Sandra and I being away with Ross and Bernice about three and half years ago in Cyprus. We were all sitting around the pool when I pulled my Tour De France guidebook out to have a read, the ridicule I got from Ross and Bernice, they were laughing and couldn’t believe what I was reading. Sandra explained I loved watching it and would sit all day watching it if I could. They didn’t understand, how boring was that? Every time I got it out during the holiday the same abuse ensued.


A while after we got back we were talking about riding London to Paris. How that came about I’ll never know, we didn’t even have bikes, not proper road bikes and I wasn’t going to ride my mountain bike 300 miles.


Before I knew it we had signed up for London to Paris, May 2011.


I started to read up on bikes, I set myself a budget of £600, which seemed a lot of money to me, but if I was going to ride three hundred miles I wanted to be comfortable.


Ross got his bike first, an all-singing, all-dancing carbon road bike I’m thinking he’s got a head start, so I shopped around and purchased my Planet X, as it seemed to give you a lot of kit for your money. I must admit my £600 budget went straight out of the window, my bike arrived around Christmas but the weather was so bad I couldn’t get out on it. I then managed to fall from a ladder, only a couple of steps but my coccyx wasn’t very happy with the pole I landed on. So my training was going none too well. We attended a meet and information day in London for our forthcoming cycle to Paris, this is where we first met Mick and Andy whom we had been chatting to on the L2P May 2011 Facebook page. We got on really well from the off, Billy was also there, who would later join the Route 66 team, but subsequently withdraw. We also met Donna and Sue who would also end up great mates.


So my training prior to the trip was about 100 odd miles the longest being 40 miles, not great preparation.


The trip itself was fantastic, we set off riding alongside Billy and his mate Roy, I thought I was doing ok for the first hour or so. Knowing we were taking the ferry from Dover and our luggage was meeting us in France I had a great idea to take a pair of flip flops, so when we were on the ferry I could walk around easily rather than struggle in my cleats. As we cycled along someone shouted that I had dropped my flip-flops so I stopped to retrieve them, Ross carried on with Billy and Roy and no matter how hard I tried a couldn’t catch them. I settled into a rhythm, my mind was playing tricks on me, was this going to be a solo trip to Paris? I had to just get on with it. I was approaching the water stop, maybe they had waited for me. I was in luck Ross was there, he said he had been waiting for twenty minutes and wanted to get off, I needed a rest so told him to go if he wanted too. I didn’t want to hold him up, that first hour proved to be the only time we cycled together on the four day trip. Lucky for me Andy and Mick were at the water stop and had seen I was on my own. I teamed up with them and we had a slower ride stopping off at cafés and bars. I met so many people on this trip that have remained good friends, big Dan was a fantastic guy who was part of the original Route 66 team and Jacqui and Nathan who joined us on the three cities ride, but the whole 100 odd people were fantastic and I think that’s what gave me such a buzz. I would like to name you all but it would be a long list.


Sally was our tour leader on the trip, it was a Skyline event and I must say we were mighty impressed. The whole thing ran like clockwork from day one until completion, the only thing the riders had to worry about was riding, everything else was sorted. I could get used to this sort of trip the only thing that wasn’t right was my saddle or was it my backside? I’m not sure which but they didn’t seem to be getting on very well. As we cycled across the French countryside I got to know Mick and Andy and they became friends who I felt I had known for ages. Andy would love to sit on the front with Mick in behind him and I would take the rear. If the roads were quiet we would cycle three abreast and chat. Every now and then we would stop to help people out with punctures or just cycle along with other people. As the days went on I became stronger and the last day I was really into my riding and was pulling the others along. It was a joint effort the whole four days; the last day of stopping off for a beer here and there was a fitting end. We arrived last at the holding point outside Paris but it wasn’t a race.


I look back in great fondness on that trip it was the start of things to come. My life style would change over the next two and a half years, albeit for the better.


What do you do after that? I was looking into doing a coast-to-coast ride across America, It seemed to take over a month and it would be a long time off work, so it was a non-starter really. Ross then came up with Route 66 in a week. He contacted us, Mick was straight in as was Billy and Roy. I thought about it for a while, I didn’t want to miss out but could I afford it, could it be done? Andy was quiet but that might have been because he didn’t check his Facebook daily. I calculated it would take four teams of two riding fifteen mph per session to achieve this in a week, I would be well off that pace I’m more of a plodder. I spoke to Ross he was going to approach Skyline to see if they would be interested in running it for us, as they run thousands of charity events such as London to Paris and are very well organised.


So Ross, Mick, Andy, Billy, Roy and myself were in.


Skyline were interested which was fantastic news; if we didn’t have to sort all the logistics out it would be so much more fun.


We had a meeting up in London the guys were really excited, Ross and Mick were setting a target of raising £100,000 for charity. We talked about getting celebrities involved, the BBC and Children in Need or Comic Relief. We also discussed getting corporate sponsorship to help pay for the trip. We thought we could make it a world record attempt, had anyone ridden it in a week before?


There was a lot of enthusiasm Mick and Ross were driving things along with constant emails and Facebook posts. The next thing was to go and meet Skyline, Ross went along. He met up with Sally who had been team leader on our London to Paris ride. It wasn’t something they had done before but they were enthusiastic. They would look into it to see if it could be achieved and work out some sort of costing. The guys were all confident in obtaining corporate sponsorship but I was a bit sceptical. The country was in the middle of a recession and major companies were having to tighten their belts. You looked around on Facebook and Twitter and it seemed everyone and his dog was taking part in a charity fundraiser. Would we be able to cover the tour cost and would we raise any money for charity? It was a question that would linger on and on.


We needed another two teammates so it was decided we would invite big Dan Bradbury a guy who I had got on very well with when we met him on L2P. Dan was well up for it and asked if his mate Greg W could join us, as it would help him to have a training partner who lived nearby where he lived in Norfolk. Greg W had also been on L2P although none of us could remember him. It was agreed and the first incarnation of the eight-man team was born (little did we know that this line up would change and change on many occasions).


There was a big L2P reunion night coming up in London we thought we could meet up a couple of hours earlier to talk about Route 66. We hadn’t told anyone yet about what we were planning so we agreed we would announce it later that night.


It was great to see the others from L2P, Jacqui who had cycled most of the trip on one knee after a fall early on. Donna and Sue who enjoyed a laugh and a drink. Colette who had cycled a stretch with us, Andres, he was a lovely chap and Hyphen. Judging by the interest from our friends I started thinking we were at the start of something major if we could see it through.


We were still unsure if we should go with eight or ten riders. With ten it would give us a good chance even if we lost riders through injury. Hyphen was chasing Ross to be added to the team, Ross put it two the rest of us, a couple of the guys were not keen so it was deemed best to stick with eight to save upsetting anyone.


The next big step was selecting a charity, with eight opinions it could prove a little tricky. Mick and Andy were keen to go with Help for Heroes and arranged a meeting. Roy, Ross, Andy, Mick and I attended. What can I say we came away all of us thinking this was the charity.


We had contacted a few other charities but didn’t get much response apart from The Willow Foundation. Myself, Mick, Dan and Roy went along to a meeting. We met Carol for the first time and she told us the story of the charity, how Bob Wilson and his wife Megs had set it up in memory of their daughter Anna who sadly lost her battle against cancer. Willow was Anna’s nickname; she had loved the special days spent with her family leading up to her passing away. Bob and Megs wanted to give other people the chance to have special days with family and as a family man myself this really struck home with me, as it did with the other guys.


We all had to make a choice, one of the guys probably wouldn’t take part if we did it for Help for Heroes, but we were all a bit undecided so we thought let’s do it for both and this seemed to sort everything out and we were all happy.


We had loads of things to sort out – the name of the challenge – that needed to be right, a logo we handed that over to big Dan. Mick and Ross were still full on trying to get people geed up. Roy and Billy were a bit quiet, as was Andy. I was excited but had a lot happening at work and still didn’t feel I was putting 100% in yet. I’d played rugby a few weeks earlier and had sprained my ankle quite badly, things were not going well. I needed to make a decision, was I going to be able to afford it? I knew the lads were confident in getting sponsorship but I really wasn’t. My rugby career was at an end, not that it was an illustrious career but I had enjoyed playing. Could I raise the sponsorship money Mick wanted us to raise? Needless to say a lot was going through my mind. I think at this point I sat down and discussed it all with Sandra. She was very supportive and told me to see it through, knowing me better than anyone she knows I need a focus. Work is very important that’s how you get money to do things but most blokes need something other than work, whether it’s going to watch football, fishing or going to the pub, guys do need an outlet.


I decided to throw myself into the challenge and do everything I could possibly do to make it work. We had another meeting coming up with Sally at Skyline and I saw this as the time to get cracking.
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