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One fall day in 2002, current program chair Barb Koppenhafer invited me to ride the York County rail trail. I packed up my old Huffy to discover I really enjoyed biking on the trail. It was evident I needed a better set of wheels so my first bike was a Trek hybrid. Of course I had no intentions to ride on the road, but it wasn’t long till I did get talked into riding on the road with pedal clips and all. Many of you may remember the 9 months I spent riding as “Miss Gulch” on club rides and struggling with getting out of those clips. During club rides I listened to the stories of weekend and week long bicycle adventures that included supported and unsupported camping and biking for days on end. Of course my love for seeing the world from 2 wheels grew. I was always thinking could I ever camp and bike for a week?

So this summer I took another leap to register for the Great Big FANY Ride (Five Hundred Miles across New York) www.fanyride.com. This was the 7th year for the FANY which was a supported ride of 138 cyclists from 19 different states, and 2 Canadian Provinces organized by Karen Empie and Jenny Novosel. A portion of every registration goes to support the Double H ranch http://www.doublehranch.org, a Hole in the Wall Camp (founded by Charles R. Wood and Paul Newman). This is a free camp for children age 6-16 living with cancer, blood disorders, and neuromuscular impairments. With moral support,  a loaned tent and sleeping bag from retired biking friends in New Jersey, I was only partially convinced  that indeed I could camp and bike for a week. I was in for a challenge and what a challenge it was!

I drove to Saratoga Springs on Saturday to place the bike and gear in a Penske truck and I boarded the bus for the long ride to Niagara Falls. After arrival in Niagara Falls, I was able to set up camp, pitch the tent, and sleep so I was ready for the first day of biking. Breakfast and lunch was on your own on the road. It was both a shock and relief to discover I was not alone at my first attempt at a supported tour and camping. I did pack 2 creature comforts. I must admit I was the only one on tour with an electric toothbrush and a hairdryer. Since indoor accommodations were also available there was always an outlet to recharge the toothbrush or to dry hair. Thank goodness I took advantage of the evening meal options in camp as most evenings I was too tired to trek to town for food. 

Day 1 Niagara Falls to Brockport – 88 miles along the Niagara River and Lake Ontario through 3 counties and quaint towns (Lewistown, Youngstown, Wilson, Olcott, Lyndonville, Medina, Albion and Holley). Rather flat riding and climbing only 1200 feet. Many fruit farms so it was easy to fill my front bag with cherries to eat along the route. Riders from behind were on constant watch for flying pits. Nothing like seeing Toronto in the distance from the shores of Lake Ontario and biking along the Erie Canal with a basket filled with fresh sweet cherries.  

Day 2 Brockport to Waterloo – 81 miles through Amish farmland (North Chili, Scottsville, Honeoye Falls, Ionia, and Bloomfield) headed toward the Finger Lakes (Canandaigua and Geneva). On the Erie Canal between two of the Finger Lakes the scenery included views of lakes, beaches, and rolling hills through farmland to Waterloo. 

Day 3 Waterloo to Ithaca option of 46 or 75 miles through vineyards along the Finger Lakes including wine tasting stops at 5 vineyards to Taughannock Falls and on to Ithaca. I chose the 46 mile option after considering 2,240 feet of climbing. It was definitely worth the 46 miles option to have a grapefruit basil martini, Ithaca Brewing Company apricot wheat beer along with lunch at the Moosewood Restaurant. Yes, I was still able to ride to camp and walk through Ithaca Commons for a look at the Karl Sagan Walk. 

Day 4 Ithaca to Norwich – 76 miles. The climb out of Ithaca up University Avenue through the Cornell Campus is a 17% grade – just a dreadful ride, but a manageable walk. This is actually just the beginning of 4,180 feet of climbing today through the Southern Tier of New York which includes beautiful farmland (Freeville, McLean, Cortland, and Cincinnatus) to end up in Norwich. A 15 mile long downhill was the reward for 10 miles of climbing. 

Day 5 Norwich to Little Falls – 68 miles climbing 5,300 feet. The cue sheet warns of 3 good climbs, but I count at least 4 climbs coupled with a scenic view around Canadarago Lake and a 6 mile coast into Little Falls. 

Day 6 Little Falls to Speculator – 75 miles and into the Adirondack Park to Speculator. Sadly I did not see moose or bear along the route or wading in Lake Pleasant as I headed toward the final overnight in Speculator. Mother Nature intervened today with a lightening show, earth shaking thunder, and torrential rain. Fortunately, I had not yet entered the Adirondack Park and waited out the worst of the storm in Vrooman’s Restaurant with golfers who left the greens early to escape the storm. When the lightening and thunder subsided I saw a window of opportunity to pedal on through the rain and Adirondack Park to arrive in Speculator just in time for dinner.

Day 7 Speculator to Saratoga Springs – 67 miles with 13 downhill miles including a mile long bridge, the Batcherville Bridge spanning Lake Sacandaga. Lake Sacandaga is a manmade reservoir created in 1929 to control flooding along the Hudson River. The early morning drizzle and clouds are chased by the sun on the return to Saratoga Springs. The deadline for return to Saratoga Springs was 2 PM so it was a push to pedal to meet the deadline. 

If you are considering a supported tour my advice is to “DO IT”. Make sure your bike is in good working order and your tires are in good condition. While some cyclists on the tour still consider cycling a solitary sport there were plenty of other people who value the camaraderie. I was able to get to know nearly everyone in this small group of nearly every age from novice to expert cyclists, fast and slow paces that trained or failed to train for this ride.  The organizer’s Karen, Jenny, and crew were always pleasant and ready to answer my many questions each day with a smile. Not to mention sagging my cake pan all week. Since Sag support was available I did not train for this ride. If you were really sore at the end of the day massages were available. Be ready to talk to many kind and curious people along the way who want to know the details of your adventure. I came home very tired. I still can’t believe I did it. Rumor has it we climbed 20,000 feet this week. I do plan to sign up again next year.  The words of Henry Ward Beecher sum it up - “It's easier to go down a hill than up it but the view is much better at the top.” I might add even if you walk a bit. 


