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by Christopher Blunt

The length of an ultracycling race
makes it difficult enough, even with a perfect bike. Why
would anyone deliberately choose a less-than-perfect
machine, and make the event harder than it needs to
be? Most of us probably asked ourselves a similar ques-
tion, the first time we spotted a fixed-gear rider on an
ultra-distance race. It’s a good reminder that self-im-
posed challenges can include more than just distance
or time.

Still, twelve hours on a fixie may be more of a chal-
lenge than most cyclists are ready for. For us “mere
mortals,” the organizers of the Furnace Creek (now Sil-
ver State) 508 have introduced an interesting addi-
tional option: the Classic Bike division. The idea is to
compete using technology from 1983, the race’s inaugu-
ral year. Requirements include:

• Lugged steel frame and fork;
• At least 32 spokes per wheel;
• No more than six cogs on the rear cluster;
• Downtube or bar-end friction shifters (no index
shifting);
• Toe clips and straps;
• Standard drop bars (no aero bars).
The Classic Bike division hasn’t been popular, but

riders choosing it have been successful. Between 2008
and 2014, Solo Classic riders started The 508 eleven
times, and only one of them DNF’d (well under the 25%
DNF rate for solo riders on standard bikes over the
same period). In 2010, Terry Lentz won the entire race
on a classic bike. 

As much as I love classic bikes, I hadn’t considered

ultRa ClassiC:
twelve houRs on a vintage bike

using one for more than a fun Sunday afternoon ride.
But the more I read about Terry Lentz and the others,
the more intrigued I became about the challenge. 

Although racing in The 508 isn’t
an option for me, I realized there
was nothing stopping me from
using a classic bike in any other
ultra-distance race. 

Building the bike would be a fun project regardless,
and then I could pick the best event to use it for.

I chose a frameset, and components, representing
the best of what was available when I began riding seri-
ously as a young teen in the early 1980s. This would be
the bike I had dreamed of as a kid, but which had been
far beyond my paper-route-funded budget. 

I pieced the bike together last winter, sourcing
nearly everything from eBay. The foundation is a Basso
Gap frameset, with lugged Columbus tubing. It’s so old,
it has only one braze-on bottle cage mount. I had to
add a set of clamps for the second cage. Virtually all
the components, including the seatpost, are Campag-
nolo Super Record. The 36-spoke wheelset features tu-
bular rims and Campagnolo Record hubs (with D-ring
skewers). The 52/42 crankset is paired with a 13-22 six-
speed freewheel. I found an old set of Duegi shoes,
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with slotted cleats, that fit the quill pedals perfectly. I
even mounted the same Selle Italia Turbo saddle that
I’d used on dozens of double centuries in the 80s and
90s. The only “modern” concessions (apart from the
Garmin unit) are for fit purposes: I went with compact
handlebars, and a quill stem with more vertical rise.

When race organizer Larry Graham announced that
this year’s Calvin’s Challenge would be the last, I de-
cided that using my classic Basso would be an excellent
way to honor the event’s 25-year history. I began taking
it on longer training rides, and did extra practice with
the toe clips and friction shifters.

Rolling up to the start line, 
taking my place alongside all the
modern machines dripping with
carbon fiber, I couldn’t get the
sheepish grin off my face.

It’d been a long time since I’d felt so completely differ-
ent from the rest of the crowd, and wondered for a mo-
ment if I was out of my mind.

Once on the course, cruising with the lead group,
my sheepish grin became a broad smile. It turned out
being fun having such a completely unique bicycle, and
being a rebel from modernity for a day. I sensed I was
riding a piece of history, as well as a magnificent piece
of craftsmanship. I lost track of the number of times I
heard some variation of “Nice bike!” or “That thing is
really beautiful” from other participants. This led to all
kinds of conversations about various bikes we’d owned
in the past, and what we appreciated about them.

That said, the longer the day went on, the more I
missed my modern bike — especially its perfect fit and
efficiency. My primary bike is a custom steel Curtlo, de-
signed exactly to my proportions. It has an 11-speed dri-
vetrain and a fast, lightweight, Rolf Prima Elan
wheelset. The Curtlo is incredibly comfortable, and
gives maximal output for the effort. As good as my
Basso’s components were by the standards of 1983,
we’re still talking cup-and-cone bearings and a free-
wheel hub --- not to mention a few extra pounds of
weight. More importantly, my fit on the Basso isn’t as
finely-tuned. After so many hours in the saddle, these
inefficiencies really added up; I didn’t have as much en-

Blunt’s BASSO classic bike.
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ergy left down the stretch as usual. When I got home
and climbed back on the Curtlo for a post-event recov-
ery ride, the superior fit and efficiency were obvious
from the first pedal strokes.

I didn’t miss the aerobars or integrated shifters
nearly as much as I thought I would. I actually found my-
self enjoying the downtube-mounted friction shifters.
It’s not dissimilar to the fun of driving a car with a man-
ual transmission. I didn’t even mind taking my hands off
the bars and reaching down to shift. I saw shifts as op-
portunities to grab the water bottle and refuel. 

Gear choices were a bigger challenge than gear
shifting method. The top end (106 inches) and bottom
end (50 inches) were just right for the rolling terrain.
The problem was the big jumps in between. Many of
these gaps are double what I’m used to on an 11-speed
drivetrain. 

As the day wore on, and my 
energy dwindled (see above), 
I grew increasingly frustrated at
having to hunt for a better gear,
and at having to choose 
between “a little too easy” 
and “a little too hard.” 

I hadn’t realized just how much the modern bike had
spoiled me by always having a gear that was “just right.”
I give a big salute to the fixed-gear participants; I don’t
know how those guys manage with no shifting at all.
(Here’s hoping that one of them writes an article for the
next issue of the magazine.)

The biggest challenge at Calvin’s had nothing to do
with my classic bike. It was the weather. Rain began
falling at the three-hour mark, and continued steadily
for the rest of the day. Temperatures never climbed
above the mid-50s. I’d brought appropriate rain gear,
but the many hours of cold and wet still conspired to
take a toll. My gloves got so wet, and my fingers so
numb, I needed help tearing energy bar wrappers
open. 

The one upside to the lousy weather is that it dra-
matically reduced time spent standing around off the
bike. We had a strong incentive to hold break time to a
minimum, get back in the saddle, and keep our muscles
moving. The rain also led to a nice sense of cama-
raderie among participants. We were all in it together.

Continued from page 35.

After a certain point, I simply stopped thinking about
how soaked I was. The constant rain had become just
one more part of the background noise of the day.

It’s hard to say how many miles the Basso cost me. I
was happy with the 182.5 miles I managed to complete,
even though it was six fewer than in 2015. I finished
sixth out of twelve in my age group, up two places from
last year. With weather this nasty, being able to grit
one’s teeth and stay on the course proved more impor-
tant than technology. 

Technology certainly does matter, though. My sev-
enteen-year-old daughter, with whom I’m very closely
matched when we’re both on our modern bikes,
dropped me at the 110-mile mark --- and went on to set
a new course record (196.5 miles) for her age group.
With my usual bike, I think I could’ve stayed with her.

So, I’ll be sticking with my Curtlo for races going
forward --- but am really glad I gave the classic bike a
try. It was a truly wonderful experience, and brought
back many fond memories from my teenage years. And
now, every time I take the Basso out for a Sunday after-
noon ride, I’ll remember that soggy day in central Ohio
when I discovered just what that old classic and I were
still able to do. 

Christopher Blunt is the author of Full Cycle, a novel
about an eleven-year-old boy who challenges himself
and his father to ride the Seattle to Portland double
century. Follow him at:
ChristopherCBlunt.WordPress.com
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