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I stepped from the air conditioned
refuge, bracing myself for the inevitable blast of
swampy summer heat. As I prepared to remount my
bike, another cyclist coasted into the gas station park-
ing lot. “I can’t believe I’m stopping at a store!” he de-
clared. “During a race!” 

I grinned and replied, “No kidding.” Given the
triple-digit heat index and jungle-like conditions, I knew
it wouldn’t be the last time I’d be stopping here. It was
the sort of day when a water bottle packed with ice
would be melted within ten minutes, tepid in twenty
minutes, and unpalatable in a half hour. 

For the 2015 Big Jay’s Fat Ass 
12-Hour race, hopping from 
oasis to oasis became my 
survival strategy.

“Speed,” not “survival,” had been my initial plan.
Being out on the open prairie of Downstate Illinois,
Jay’s course is among the flattest on the UMCA calen-
dar. Apart from one little climb at the start, the two
biggest “hills” are freeway overpasses. Moreover, traffic
and residential riding are minimal. There is exactly one
stoplight. The overwhelming majority of miles are on
well-marked, straight-ahead, put-your-head-down-and-
hammer country roads.

In 2014, its inaugural year as an official UMCA
event, the weather had been ideal: mid-70s, no humid-
ity, and virtually no wind. My then-15 year old daughter
and I managed to complete eight full 24.7 mile loops
before time expired. With adjustments to her nutrition
and training, we planned to smash the double century
mark this time.

This year’s race did get off to a strong start. We
stayed with the lead group for significantly longer than
last year, and averaged nearly 20 MPH for the first two
loops. Temperatures were in the mid-70s, and we were
feeling good despite the humidity. We especially en-
joyed the rural course, which often had a wall of corn
to both the right and left.

The joy didn’t last long. By 9am, the heat index
spiked above 90 degrees. It kept climbing, reaching
triple digits before noon. That “real feel” topped out at
105F around 1pm, and remained in triple digits all after-
noon. At the same time, a 10-13 MPH wind kicked up
out of the southwest. The route’s most wide open
stretch of roadway, with no corn to give shelter, went
into that wind. Our speed plummeted. Averaging 15
MPH the final three laps seemed a major accomplish-
ment.

By mid-afternoon, we weren’t just stopping at the
central hub and at the air conditioned convenience
store. We were making an additional stop at a grassy
patch of shade, on the corner of a farmer’s field. We
had plenty of company. Virtually everyone we spoke
with was taking extra breaks and adjusting mileage tar-
gets downward. 

The heat took its toll on the leaders as well. We
learned later that a lead group of 10 or so riders had
continued at a pace of roughly 22 MPH, for four full laps. 

During the fifth lap, racers 
began backing off to individually
comfortable paces, and even 
that group fell apart.

by  Christopher Blunt

Melting Fat 
on the pRaiRie



37WWW.ULTRACYCLING.COM

Not surprisingly, the top mileage totals ended up
substantially lower than last year. In 2014, nine riders
completed nine or more loops (222 miles), and six of
those went on to complete ten laps. Course records for
both men (258 miles) and women (232 miles) were set. 

This year, only three riders made
it to nine laps, and just one 
(Kevin Gambill, on a recumbent)
got to ten. 

Gambill’s 247 miles made him the overall winner. Collin
Johnson and race organizer Jay Yost tied for second, at
230 miles. Pascale Lelangee took the women’s title, with
217 miles. My daughter and I finished six laps, then did a
couple of “good measure” miles to reach an even 150. 

Yes, falling short of a “daddy-daughter double cen-
tury” was  disappointing. However, the experience was
an important reminder of something that’s easy to lose
sight of: Success in ultracycling isn’t necessarily about
the numbers. Success means holding back no effort,
pushing all the way to one’s limits, and then pushing be-
yond those limits. It’s the discovery that you’re capable
of more than what you’d thought possible. That discov-
ery can’t necessarily be measured by a number of
miles, and we shouldn’t beat ourselves up when we fall
short of an arbitrary mileage goal. Given our effort
under the conditions, we were happy with our “daddy-
daughter sesquicentennial.” 

To some degree, I was even more satisfied than
after a recent 24-Hour race, when I’d met my mileage
goal ─ but stopped riding while there was still time on
the clock. I knew I was still capable of giving more, and
still wonder how much I really could have done in that
event. 

At Jay’s, by contrast, neither 
my daughter nor I came away
wondering if we’d left any 
miles unridden. 

We’d found our limits, and pushed beyond them.

if You go. The event’s informality is part of what
makes it so much fun. There is no pre-registration. Just
show up at the start line in Mahomet, Illinois at least 15-
30 minutes before 6am, have a volunteer write your
name in the ledger, and you’re assigned a rider number.
Call out that number to the volunteer “scorekeeper”
each time you come through the start/finish. At the
end, partial laps are on the honor system. Make a note
of how far you get when the clock strikes 6pm, and tell
the scorekeeper when you return.

The eight start/finish volunteers, and Jay himself,
are all members of the local Rotary Club. Jay asks, in
lieu of an entry fee, participants make a donation to Ro-
tary. He suggests $25, and this year participants con-
tributed almost $800 to support the organization’s
work digging wells and building schools in Nepal. After
matching grants kicked in, the club ended up with over
$1,500 for this charitable work.

Naturally, given the event’s low cost, rider support
is minimal. Water and toilets are available at the
start/finish, and a volunteer cruises the course to pro-
vide basic mechanical support. Otherwise, you’re on
your own. Bring a cooler with all the food and drinks
(and ice!) you think you may need.

Jay intends to hold the event again next July; keep
an eye on the UMCA calendar for the date. Here’s hop-
ing cooler weather will return ─ so none of us will have
to stop at a store during the race.


