DAY ONE & OPENING CEREMONIES

Thursday, June 22

Raleigh, North Carolina, to Lawrenceville, Virginia

108 miles

Three-fifteen a.m. came awfully soon but everyone seemed to be on schedule.  Groggy, but on schedule.  I was so excited about the AIDSRide that I didn’t sleep very well the night before.  It bothered me since I’d be attempting my first 100+ mile ride that day.  The charter buses were on time and check-out was easy.  The arena was buzzing with activity and good cheer as we arrived at 4:30 a.m.  Good food was plentiful and thankfully they had coffee.  Everyone filled up Camelbacks using hundreds of gallon jugs stacked in boxes on the floor.  Others filled up water bottles to take with them.  Soon we were on the arena floor doing very odd but very good stretches.  All 2,018 bikes were waiting for us outside in bike parking.  The arena floor, where we had run through the gauntlet of registration the day before, was turned into a large stage with AIDSRide banners above and beside it, with a center aisle blocked off with small gates.  Later I would learn the significance of the center aisle.

Five-thirty came and riders and crew were rushing to the main floor for Opening Ceremonies.  Everyone stood still as the giant lights above dimmed.  We were welcomed with short, enthusiastic remarks and we cheered ourselves for simply showing up.  Then five HIV-positive riders, on a team called Positive Pedalers, appeared on the stage.  The arena went dark, except for a spotlight on the five men.  One in front carried a helmet.  Two stood on either side of a bicycle.  A speaker asked everyone in the arena to hold hands.  The spotlight followed the Pedalers as they walked down the empty center aisle, led by the man carrying the helmet and followed by the four walking the bicycle.  They were escorting the Invisible Rider—the son, daughter, mother, father, husband, wife, partner, or friend lost to AIDS.  The Invisible Rider was escorted slowly and deliberately to the end of the aisle.  Beautifully written words were spoken from the stage but nothing could be more moving than the bike and the Positive Pedalers in the center aisle.  Total strangers leaned on each other crying and were met with hugs and gentle words of reassurance.  It then hit me that the person next to me may be HIV-positive or may be at this moment remembering his partner, her son, their best friends lost to AIDS.  At that moment, the AIDSRide wasn’t a bike ride at all.  It was a journey.  And when the lights came back, showing an arena full of clapping and whistling riders wiping dry teary faces, the journey of the Washington DC AIDSRide 6 began.  The arena cleared as we headed outside to bike parking to begin the 330-mile course for the first time as a team.

On this first day, new riders like me were riding an unknown course, to finish the day at an unknown destination called Tent City.  The city is the camp for the 2,018 riders and hundreds and hundreds of crew and staff.  At first I didn’t appreciate the latitude of service crew provided riders, though I knew Jen and John would be crewing.  Jen and John have both participated in several AIDSRides as riders; this year they chose to crew.  Crew sets up and takes down bike parking.  Crew sets up and takes down the pit stops and lunch stops, including stacking and stocking water, Gatorade, and food.  Crew sets up and takes down the public tents and accommodations at Tent City.  Crew travels at lightning speed with little to no sleep and ensures that each rider feels as comfortable as possible during the four day journey.  There would be no AIDSRide without the crew.  As I was leaving bike parking that morning, Jen, who handled bike parking with John most mornings and evenings, said the only reason she wished she were riding was to ride with me.  She then lavaliered me with Mardi Gras beads and gave me her yellow Alaska AIDSRide bandana to wear as good luck.  As if I weren’t weepy enough already…

“Girl, you have beautiful calves!” was called out to me in the first mile of riding out from the arena.  What a way to start the day!  Pulling myself together from the emotional Opening Ceremonies and Jen’s gifts of spirit, I took a good look at an amazing field of riders.  America’s population was fully represented—young, old, gay, straight, male, female, black, white, some with varying levels of physical ability, and lots of others who don’t fit into just one or two identities.  I felt very proud riding north through Raleigh, cheered on by roadside spectators waving American flags and signs of encouragement and remembrance.  It was a sampling of what we’d experience later that day in Warrenton, North Carolina, and moreso on Day Four as we would enter the northern Virginia suburbs of Washington, D.C.

Pit stops were spaced out every 15-20 miles or so.  Each pit stop had open-air tents with water, Gatorade, Clif bars, salty snacks, and fresh fruit.  Riders walked quickly to the generous rows of port-a-johns, which almost always contained dispensers of Purell.  The medical tent had Motrin, sunscreen, and sometimes butt balm.  Pit stops later in the day included stacks of ice to sit on, ice bags to slap on top of your head, and water hoses and play pools.  Bikes were carefully dropped to the ground or rested on bike parking racks.  Everyone took off their Camelbacks, helmets, bandanas, and gloves and stretched whether standing or sitting.  Each pit stop was an opportunity for a rider to quit for the day, or “sag.”  For any reason, riders could voluntarily withdraw from the course and wait for the sag bus to take them to camp.  Riders who were injured or dehydrated were sagged by the medical crew.

On Day One, we reached a highlight of the 4-year old AIDSRide course, the town of Warrenton, North Carolina.  The AIDSRide passes through countless rural towns that see very little activity.  Warrenton, population 907 and about 50 miles north of Raleigh, has turned the day into a town celebration.  On the beautiful courthouse square, artists sell crafts and clothing, farmers sell fresh fruit or simply give it away, and live music from Gospel to blue grass plays all day.  I was riding alongside a Positive Pedaler as I entered Warrenton and we both noticed a banner hanging across the downtown street:  two red ribbons and the words “Welcome Home.”  He said to me, “This is where I have my first break down.”

Every rider stops in Warrenton, though the actual pit stop is about a half-mile farther down the road.  This visit to Warrenton was especially meaningful because the AIDSRide route is changing next year.  The ride will still be 330 miles, but will begin in Norfolk, Virginia, cutting the route far away from Warrenton, North Carolina.

Another highlight on Day One was Lake Gaston, on the North Carolina-Virginia state line.  This pit stop had a Hawaiian theme, appropriate since so many riders stripped off their shoes and shirts and took a swim in the cool water.  The lake was about 30 miles from camp in Richmond, where I would experience Tent City for the first time.

Coming into camp was extraordinary.  Jen and John were at bike parking, they were among the very first faces I saw.  We rode in under a banner that said, “Every Mile Makes A Difference,” and only after I looked at all my pictures the following week did I realize that each day’s banner had a new welcome message.  On either side of the barricades riders and crew congratulated me with applause and cheers and whistles.  I would receive this greeting each time I came into camp.  Cheering grew louder as more and more riders came in and joined in the celebration.  All riders, from the first few into camp to the last few who rode the sag busses, were cheered and welcomed equally.  No clock timer above the banners.  No first place finisher, no first place medal.  No competition.  The whole team wins—together.  Extraordinary.

Pictures, let alone words, don’t do Tent City justice.  Dozens of Ryder trucks carrying luggage sat beside neat rows staked out for 1,400 tents for riders, crew, and staff (ours was D-31, meaning row D, space 31).  Massive trucks for showers encircled mobile running sinks and mirrors.  A hundred port-a-johns.  And a circus tent with hundreds of tables and thousands of chairs served as Mess Hall, beside tents holding food lines and drink lines.  Tents for camp services, medical, massage/chiropractic, and of course, AIDSRide merchandise!  That Tent City was assembled and dissembled three times in four days was a marvel of efficiency and purpose.  

First riders set up their tents, a fairly easy endeavor.  Next came the shower and change into loose-fitting clothes.  And then the evening was yours.  I finished around 4:15 the first day and I found no shortage of things to do.  Early-arriving riders set up tents anonymously for later-arriving ones.  Holly and Tracy were also on Row D, as I would find out later.  Dinner went on for several hours and it was all-you-can-eat.  By the end of the day my knees were starting to ache, so I took advantage of the long “midway” between tent rows and truck rows and Mess Hall and walked and walked and walked.  I kept my legs stretched and had the shortest 20 minutes of my life with a massage from Mishka (every rider gets one massage).  Walking was also a great way to meet friends and check out the hotties on the AIDSRide.  

Dinner the first night was typical of what we would eat the next few days.  Solid proteins, a mix of carbohydrates, and a mid-calorie dessert.  I don’t remember going back to eat more than once.  Since riders eat all day, including breakfast and lunch, with several pit stops in between, it’s your own fault if you’re famished at dinner.  In fact, it’s not a good sign if you are famished by dinnertime.
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