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Bike Tour
Enjoying the Setting and
Landmarks by Unicycle

by Steve Relles

n the night before the NYC Century
OBike Tour (nyccentury.org) on Sept.

13, 2008, three Albany unicyclists,
Perry Woodin, Roland Kays and I, drove
south to Manhattan through the pouring
rain of Hurricane Hanna. This event is
organized by Transportation Alternatives
(transalt.org), a walking, biking, and pub-
lic transit advocacy group.

My sister-in-law offered us floor space
at her Upper West Side apartment, saving
us untold hundreds in hotel bills. Jolted
awake at 5am, we groggily donned our
gear, rushed a breakfast of mostly coffee,
and went out onto pre-dawn streets. The
wind had dried the roads and we spun a
leisurely zigzag southeastward toward the
starting area in Central Park.

Streetlights showed us how large this
event really was, with about 6,000 par-
ticipants. Hundreds of eager volunteers
made the tour a pleasure and we cannot
thank them enough. The route features
many miles of bike paths, lofty bridges,
and dozens of parks, cleverly connected
through the city’s richly diverse neigh-
borhoods. Organizers spray-painted
thousands of yellow arrows on the roads
clearly showing the way, and at rest stops,
water and delicious food were plentiful.
The wizards and angels who organized
this event catered to our every concern;
all we had to do was ride.

We soon found Andy Bohn and David
Stone, two other unicyclists we knew,
while a sixth one-wheeler, Adam Cohen,
called to say he'd be late and would try to
catch up. Five of us started riding, heading
west to the Hudson Bike Path, instead of
following the tour down Fifth Avenue. We
crossed Riverside Park and rolled south,
the rising sun dazzling off skyscrapers
across the river. Scrubbed by last night’s
downpour, the air was shockingly clear,
spiced with a salty tang from the sea.

David and Roland had geared unicycles,
with a 1:1.5 “high” gear activated by click-
ing a button on the hub, and were outpac-
ing our ungeared unis. With effort, I could
just about stay with them, but, though I'd
planned on the full century, I began to
consider a shorter ride. The tour offered
routes of 15, 35, 50, 75 or 100 miles.

Nearing Battery Park, we turned east

ALBANY
COUNTY

across Lower Manhattan, making a right
onto Fifth Avenue, rejoining the tour.
A few turns brought us to the distinc-
tive boardwalk over the fabled Brooklyn
Bridge. Riders whipped out their cameras
as, high over the East River, the stream of
cyclists thumped soft rhythms across the
wooden planks, immersed in a 360-degree
postcard. With the dawn-blasted New York
skyline behind us, Manhattan Bridge to
our left, the Statue of Liberty to the right,
we rode into the Brooklyn morning.

The bridge led to a bottleneck as the
bike path narrowed and ended at a busy
road. While bikers snapped pictures of
the “crazy unicyclists” we regrouped and
ascended into Brooklyn Heights. The
climb was long and steady enough to
slow everybody’s pace considerably, can-
celing out bikes’ advantages of coasting
and gears. Since Roland and I train and
ride much harder inclines, (e.g. Whiteface
Mountain), we hammered past dozens of
two-wheelers, smiling demurely at their
astonishment.

We followed painted arrows onto
Prospect Park’s shady bike-lane and cir-
cled around to the first rest area. As Andy,
then Perry, arrived Roland and David
were getting itchy to go. Still trying for the
whole century, they needed to keep going,
so we all high-fived and sent them off.

Perry attacked the food tables while
I joined an impressively long and slow
bathroom line. I dealt with a “paperless”
stall through creative use of page one of
the route directions which, sweaty from
my pocket, wasn't entirely unlike a moist
towelette. Meanwhile, Adam had caught
us, so we rejoined Perry and Andy, and
rode out onto Flatbush Avenue.

As we pedaled through a cultural rain-
bow of Brooklyn neighborhoods, locals
out on their porches were cheering the
torrent of cyclists coursing through the
brilliant morning. Seeing our unicycles
notched their enthusiasm up to crazy
volumes, and we waved and whooped
right back. The route took us down to the
water-side Belt Parkway bike path around
the southwest tip of Brooklyn.

With huge tankers looming in the
distance, we rested under the Verrazano-
Narrows Bridge, which soars in one huge
span to Staten Island, over a mile distant.
As we soaked up the view, Roland called to

Do You Need Motivation? Do You Need a Jump Start?
If you answered ‘YES'— Adventure Boot Camp is for YOU!

Next 4-Week Camp Starts Soon! October 20
Colonie location * Mon-Fri 5:45-6:45am (3, 4 & 5 day sessions)
Two-Week Holiday Express Camp! December 1-12
Colonie location * 5:45-6:45am (3, 4 & 5 day sessions)
Dynamic instruction < All fitness levels welcome!

To Learn More & Register: AlbanyBootCamp.com
(518) 444-8060 or info@AlbanyBootCamp.com

check in. He and David had just reached
the second rest area, nearly ten miles
ahead of us, so I told him bluntly not to
wait anymore, and we'd talk later. Andy
was ahead of us somewhere, Perry wasn't
feeling great, now shooting for the 55-
mile loop, and Adam and I now planned
on doing the 75-mile loop.

Another few miles took us to a retro-
looking restaurant, and Adam pointed
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out that this was the original Nathan’s
Hot Dogs in Coney Island! My mom grew
up nearby and, serendipitously, my folks
called just then. I told Mom where I was,
and she was thrilled and said her father’s
favorite day out was taking her to the
rides and lunching at that same Nathan’s.
We had hot dogs, refilled our water packs,
took pictures, and set off again.

With grand views of Jamaica Bay, the
next several miles of flat bike paths passed
quickly. We arrived at the Canarsie Pier
rest stop, bikers marveling that we'd rid-
den 35 miles on “those things.” One gor-
geous, Lycra-clad female biker beamed
at me and said “You guys are rock stars!”
I stammered, “Thanks,” blushing like a
school boy.

The tour split here, the 55-mile loop
heading northwest, and the longer route
looping around Queens. After water refills
and snacks, we shook hands and wished
each other good rides. Perry headed back
toward Manhattan while Adam and I ped-
aled east past Kennedy Airport, now com-
mitted to riding 75 miles.

We spun across central Queens,
through parks and rolling hills, and into
the next rest stop at Kissena Lake. After
a short break, several more miles of city
riding took us to a bike path between the
Cross Island Parkway and Little Neck Bay.

I've driven the Cross Island a hundred
times, and I always gazed enviously at the
myriad people blading, jogging, and bik-
ing on the wide bike path along the shore.
Today, we were the ones to be envied.

With the respite from traffic worries
and tiring dismounts and remounts,
Adam and I again reveled in this wonder-
ful ride, gliding along yet another sunny
bayside — a salty breeze for air condition-
ing. A few miles of waterfront cycling led
us to busy streets of Flushing, onto the
Flushing Bay bike path, then still more
city blocks. Fatigue was making mounting
difficult and I began shamelessly clutch-
ing at posts and trees to help me climb
onto the chest-high seat of my unicycle.

Finally, we reached the fourth rest stop
in Astoria Park. All the cyclists here had
ridden over 70 miles, and flattered us even
more lavishly than before. Thank you; yes
it's harder than a bike; no we can't coast; and
yes I'm tired... I suppose the bikers’ own
exhaustion gave them deeper appreciation
of our endeavor, but now I complimented
them right back. After all, that distance on
a bike is quite an achievement, too.

Fighting intermittent leg cramps, we
rode to the base of the towering Triborough
Bridge. A complex set of staircases took
us, carrying our cycles, around some con-
struction, and up onto the bridge, where
the narrow walkway and low side rails
made riding a unicycle entertaining, to
say the least. More stairs led off the bridge
to Wards Island, and a short ride took us
onto a pedestrian bridge into Manhattan,
at 105th Street. Spinning easily across the
avenues, we rolled back into Central Park
with 77 miles showing on my GPS.

We found Perry waiting for us after
completing his 55-miler. We attracted
more attention from the tour riders, sur-
prised at the distances we'd unicycled. A bit
later, Roland, looking beat, rolled in after
100 miles on a unicycle. He told us David
had a scary wipe-out, rode back early and
went home. Roland had digestion issues
for the last few hours of his ride, and, ten
minutes later he was hurling into the trash
can. Roland’s the toughest guy I know, so
his condition somehow illustrated the
magnitude of his accomplishment.

An excellent aspect of the NYC
Century Bike Tour is the setting and the
landmarks, which we took time to enjoy.
I do plan on doing this ride again; maybe
planning my day better, trying to ride it
all, but the experience could hardly have
been better. A

Steve Relles (steveyo@nycap.rr.com) of
Delmar is a stay-at-home-dad and runs a
small business called Delmar Dog Butler.
Steve unicycles in tours and races, but
loves singletrack even more.

Get it and get out!

Eastern Region

This completely updated, third edition
by author David Thomas-Train covers
hikes from Poke-O-Moonshine Mt. in
the north to the Lake George Region in
the south. $19.95. 200 pages

800-395-8080 www.adk.org

JOIN ADK AND RECEIVE A 20% PR
DISCOUNT ON ALL ADK PUBLICATIONS.

Mountain Club.

A Placid Life

2427 Main St. * Lake Placid
518.523.6487

Life is good:
for the Whale Family!
Men, Women, Kids, Infants & Dogs

www.aplacidlife.com




