THINKING ABOUT THE AIDSRIDE?

To anyone considering taking on one of the four AIDSRides held across the country or Vaccine Rides held in Alaska and Canada, I say go for it!  I would never dissuade anyone from this experience.  But there are some important considerations before signing up.  

· Cost  If you already have a good bike, your major expense is out of the way.  Most people think new bikes cost about $379 because that’s how they’re usually displayed on sidewalks outside bike shops.  This is not the bike that will serve you well on the ride.  My bike cost $1,000 on sale and I considered it a good deal.  If you’re buying a bike, expect to spend at least $750 and understand that a $1,500 bike is nothing special.  Shop the sales and don’t bulge out your eyes when you see bikes that cost over $3,000.  There is no “right” bike for the AIDSRide—the only cycle you will not see is a unicycle.  My LeMond Poprad is a cyclocross, but you see lots of road bikes, mountain bikes, and even a few tandem bikes.  Consider how much you’ll use the bike after the ride and in what circumstances (transportation?  pleasure?  long weekend rides?).  If your bike has clipless pedals, which are encouraged, you will need bike shoes ($50-100).  More than anything, though, you need to get a bike fit exactly to your body frame.  Pay for this fitting service if you have to.  A poorly fitted bike will lead to all kinds of nasty injuries that will derail your training and leave you in pain for a long, long time.

Next you will need cycling gear.  You cannot wear cotton shorts and a T-shirt when you ride.  You need padded bike shorts ($40-80) and jerseys ($50-90) both of which wick moisture away from skin to keep you dry and cool.  For the ride, you will need one of each for each day—it’s unsanitary to wear the same gear twice without washing it first.  Then there are the fun accessories like Bodyglide (let’s just call it a waxy rub to prevent chafing “down there”), a wireless odometer, and if you choose, a Camelback hydration system, basically a backpack with a large pouch of water with a tube extending over the shoulder ($60-90).  I drink gallons of water every day, so I found a Camelback to be essential for riding; not everyone needs one.  On the ride, Gatorade, Clif bars, fresh water, and other food is provided on the pit stops.  For your own riding though, you will need to pack Powerbars and Gatorade (essential—water does not have the electrolytes you need when biking).  Then there are the AIDSRide expenses of transporting yourself and your bike to Day Zero ($100 this year if you took the charter bus and shipped your bike on the official trucks), registering for the ride ($85 next year), and the hotel room on Day Zero (usually discounted to between $60-100 for the night).  Meals are provided on the ride and I didn’t spend a penny over the four days, excepting an AIDSRide bike jersey ($60).  I work nonprofit and I’m ashamed to say most of the above expenses were paid for by Visa.  If you’re starting the AIDSRide with nothing, as I did, expect to spend at least $2,000 for the experience.

· Time  You can’t just show up on Day Zero with your brand new bike and gear and expect to finish without getting in quality time on the road months ahead of time.  Younger riders don’t need to train as hard as do older riders.  You must be ready on Day One with your bike broken in, a command of hand signals and calls, and a high level of comfort negotiating space with cars, pedestrians, and other riders.  This ease comes only by riding, riding, riding your bike before the AIDSRide.  As soon as it’s warm enough in the spring, say at least 50 degrees, weekend training rides will begin.  These are routes organized by past AIDSRiders to train new and returning participants.  They are of varying mileage and terrain and as the ride comes closer, there will be many to choose from, even on weekday evenings.  It’s a great way to meet people (see “Training” on my main page) who will be on the AIDSRide and ask questions.  You’ll meet amazing folks on these training rides, some of whom have completed several AIDSRides.  Day Zero for me was a bit of a reunion—it was great to see so many riders I had met on training rides.  It gave me a sense of familiarity among thousands of people.

And here is where the time commitment comes into play.  I started a countdown from Day Zero all the way back to the day I dedicated myself to the AIDSRide, which happened to be 150 days.  For 150 days, I didn’t have much of a social life.  I woke up very early every weekday morning to get to the gym, shower, change, and get to work by 7:30 a.m. so I could leave work early for evening spinning classes twice a week with Marypat, the best instructor ever!  Then there were the weekend training rides.  Almost every Saturday or Sunday, and sometimes both, I was on a training ride.  Some of the rides were two hours away.  So it was two hours to get there, four to eight hours of riding, and then two hours to get home.  And then Sunday was usually the same.  It didn’t take long for me to look forward to Mondays.  Some weekends I rode only one training ride and rode a few weekday evenings around a lake near my home.  I rode and rode and rode.  For months.  This is how I learned my bike and every hour I spent on my bike paid me back immeasurably on the AIDSRide.  So there is another cost to preparing for the AIDSRide—time.  You must dedicate yourself to physically preparing yourself to ride about 100 miles a day for consecutive days on a mix of terrain and in any kind of weather.  You must be comfortable passing other riders and riding through vehicular traffic.  The only way to do this is to get your ass off a desk chair and onto a bike seat.  A lot.

· Fund raising  Not one penny of the $2,400 you will raise pays for your own expenses (keep in mind that each AIDSRide event has its own minimum).  The reason so many costs are passed along to the rider (transportation, registration fee, etc.) is to pass along a majority of the money to the Whitman-Walker Clinic and Food & Friends, the DC AIDSRide beneficiaries.  And it does.  Pallotta Teamworks, which organizes the AIDSRides in the U.S. and Canada, has a remarkable track record of net donations from its events.  They are very public about their accounting, which is available at www.pallottateamworks.com 

Now there is that $2,400 fund raising goal.  Each rider must meet this goal.  If you raise only $2,000, you pay the difference.  You need to swallow your pride and ask, ask, ask for money.  People are surprisingly generous.  I am lucky to have people who pledged to me as much as they could afford.  My friend Albert recruited lots of his friends to donate to me.  There are creative ways to fund raise and the AIDSRide website has them all listed.  Fund raising is an added stress, however.  When I was miserably distant from making goal I kept thinking I was going to have to turn my website into pay porn to raise money.  But I exceeded the goal (I raised over $2,600) and I’m thinking the porn site is not a bad idea after all.  

I’m not good at asking people for money.  Part of the reason I created my website was to share my experiences before and after the AIDSRide—what better way to thank my donors?!  I sent out two pitiful pitch emails to everyone I knew, directing them to the online pledge site and also to my website.  I updated the website weekly with fun photos and how much money I raised the preceding week.  My website was viewed over 1,000 times before I left for Day Zero.  My pitiful pitch emails were forwarded to friends of friends and I wound up getting donations from people I didn’t know.  You must thank the people who donated.  Even with all your mental and physical preparation, they are the ones who make your ride possible and you need to say it over and over again.

Those are the hard facts, as plainly as I can write them.  If any of this dissuades you from signing up, think about it again.  And again.  It’s money—you’ll make more.  It’s time—you’ll have more.  It’s humility—you need more.  Not one of the above considerations is a valid reason not to do an AIDSRide.  “It costs too much!” and “It takes too much time!” are the excuses that keep people living inside a closed box.  Break out of it.  Now!  Look past these considerations and realize what you will gain by setting an impossible goal for yourself.  The AIDSRide truly turns Impossible into I’m possible.  And I can’t say it more plainly than that.
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