Grueling ride for a good cause
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Adam Driscoll of Halethorpe (left) and Patrick Blair of Elkridge will ride across country in a bid to raise $50,000 for diabetes research and disabled Kenyan children. (Photo by Mike Buscher // Special to the Baltimore Sun / June 10, 2009)
 
A speed record might topple soon in an epic cross-country bike race that is arguably tougher than the Tour de France.

Adam Driscoll and Patrick Blair intend to snag first place in the two-man division of the legendary Race Across America, a 3,000-mile ultra-marathon that begins for teams June 20 in Oceanside, Calif., and ends in Annapolis on or about June 26.

But as undeniably thrilling as winning would be, it is not the primary motivation for the two local contenders as they prepare to embark on six or more grueling days and nights of round-the-clock cycling.

The athletic pair, close friends since running track and cross country at the University of Maryland, Baltimore County a decade ago, have their sights set on a more altruistic goal - they hope to raise $50,000 to benefit local children with diabetes and disabled children in Africa.

Driscoll, 27, is an information technology specialist who lives in Baltimore County, while Blair, 28, is a software engineer who lives in Elkridge with his wife, Lauren.

The bikers said their hearts have been captured by the youths they have met since establishing their own nonprofit organization in 2005, Adventures for the Cure.

"We couldn't think of anything better than raising money for kids by doing something we love," said Driscoll, who was diagnosed with type-1 diabetes at age 12.

"And we love to compete, so concentrating on doing purely that will be awesome," Blair said of next weekend's race start.

Setting a record-breaking average speed of 19.8 mph will be no small challenge in an extreme biking contest that pits willpower and endurance against the elements of nature.

The rugged course meanders through 14 states and climbs 100,000 feet, traversing deserts, plains, rivers and mountains.

Unlike the Tour de France, RAAM is not run in stages over three weeks, but is a time trial that runs from start to finish. Solo racers get by on as little as 90 minutes of sleep a day and as many as half don't make it to the finish line, according to the race's Web site.

"But it's only six days," Driscoll pointed out, acknowledging the condensed but daunting regime he and Blair will tackle for the second time, after racing on a four-man team last year.

In 2007, they organized their own fundraiser and cycled 6,500 miles on single-speed, fixed-gear bikes along a circuitous route from sea to shining sea, a journey chronicled in an award-winning documentary, Adventures for the Cure: The Doc, narrated by three-time Tour de France winner Greg LeMond.

Driscoll and Blair will alternate biking around the clock during RAAM, grabbing 30- to 60-minute catnaps in one of the two passenger vans being driven by members of their six-person support team. At night, the racers will take turns biking in 2 1/2-hour shifts by the beams of headlights.

The cyclists will consume about 16,000 calories daily, a gastronomical feat their aides will constantly be hustling to accomplish by grilling foods, preparing sandwiches, stopping at sub shops and handing off nutrition bars. Riders take in about three gallons of water and an abundance of liquid calories as well.

Navigation is another crucial contribution of support members, as getting lost or temporarily sidetracked can determine whether or not the duo smashes the speed record, said Blair.

"And we don't have the option of feeling bad," he said, pointing out that Driscoll must manage his diabetes on the run. He does that with the help of a tubeless insulin pump protruding from his left arm, and a continuous glucose monitor on his right arm that is prompted by a wireless controller.

Yet Driscoll and Blair take it all in stride.

"These guys are freakishly gifted athletes," said Bill Wheeler, board member of the Mid-Maryland Triathlon Club to which the pair belongs.

"And they also have this infectious capability to draw other people into what they believe in," he said. "They are completely focused on giving back to those kids."
With their heads of tousled blond hair and beards, the close friends are often mistaken for brothers - the kind who finish each other's sentences.

When the duo decided they wanted to do something for those less fortunate, helping kids with diabetes was the logical place to start since Driscoll has lived with the illness for 15 years. Among other projects, they sponsor a sports camp for kids 12 to 18 called "Extreme Weekend for Children with Diabetes."

But when they heard about Kupenda for the Children, whose goal is to educate and nurture disabled kids in Kenya who are often discarded by their parents, they added that organization to their list of causes.

"I fell in love with every one of those kids," Blair said in a video from one of their trips to the African country. "And I will never take what we have for granted ever again."

Not only do Driscoll and Blair raise funds through their participation in extreme sports, they give inspirational talks to kids with diabetes. They use their cycling exploits as a dramatic way to prove that the illness, in which the body doesn't produce insulin to convert food into energy, doesn't have to be self-limiting.

They also plan to fund construction of a boarding facility in Kenya for the kids whose physical handicaps prevent them from getting back and forth to the school run by Kupenda, which is Kiswahili for "to love."

In support of the twosome's work, Princeton Sports gave each of them two bikes, time trial and road bike models by Cannondale Bicycle Corp. that are valued between $3,500 and $4,000.

"We get a lot of requests for sponsorships, so we weigh them carefully," said Columbia store manager Mike Stone.

"While some people seem to have this sense of entitlement, for Adam and Pat, it's all about Adventures for the Cure," he said.

With their donated bikes and rented vans, the pair is investing maybe $5,000, a 10th of what other teams spend, Stone said.

"Most teams require multiple RVs for their large support teams, and therefore spend as much as $40,000 to $50,000," he said. By spending less and contributing some of their own money, Driscoll and Blair are able to donate nearly all of the funds they raise.

"Their dedication is what impressed me the most about these guys," said Stone. "That and they really are just animals on a bike."

The racers even plan to auction off their state-of-the art bicycles for as much as $2,500 apiece in order to boost their fund-raising total.

"Racing is extremely exhilarating for us, and we want to make a difference by helping others," said Blair. "These are the best times of our lives." Neighbors Is there a noteworthy person or event in your neighborhood? Contact Neighbors columnist Janene Holzberg at jholzberg76@msn.com or 410-461-4150.
