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I first heard about this event through the mapsurfer.com website and treated myself to a transcontinental journey.  I knew this event was going my way from the very start as I had a confirmed upgrade seat in first class for the return flight.  I’ve never been able to accomplish that with my frequent flier miles.
I arrived on June 2nd and became somewhat familiar with some of the neighborhoods of San Francisco.  I also became very intimidated by the hills, they were even bigger in person than what I had imagined or seen on TV.  My friend and future world famous artist, Noah Shem Klein, took me to lunch in the Mission district and to a movie.  When the movie let out I realized that I needed to make some changes in my clothing or risk some hypothermia at the latter stages of the race.  Philadelphia was hot and muggy so I thought I could get by with shorts and short sleeve shirt but San Francisco’s weather is apparently a little different at this time of year.

We ate a pre-race meal in the Marina district and my suspicions were confirmed that coming to this area of the city would by difficult due to the large number of tourists.  After studying last year’s course I wanted to see if confining myself to less congested areas would be advantageous.  

I was very concerned about the distance I would be able to travel especially with the hill factor in mind.  My weekly training mileage is about 30 miles which includes orienteering most weekends.  It has been a few years since I have participated in a marathon and the only ultra I have participated in was a 50K which took me 7 hours to complete.  I was thinking that if I covered about 20 miles I would be happy.
I also wanted to tackle the southern hills as much as possible early in the race as those were told to me to be very technically challenging and probably a little easier completed during daylight hours.  I wanted to also try to not be pulled out to the periphery of the map in order to get the higher point CPs but rather completely sweep the lower value CPs in the center of the map.

I used a bike map of San Francisco along with some native help from my friend Shem and his friend Ben to decide on a route with these factors in mind.  My intended route was: 14-88-41-85-66-31-42-65-58-67-84-33-46-22-54-57-23.  I planned my routes through the southern hills as exactly as possible and then planned to come out of the hills and be in relatively flat easier terrain for the last part of the race and in the Mission district when the sun went down.  We all felt the navigation would be rather trivial in that area of the city.
Another advantage of the route chosen would be that I could take a pit stop at Shem’s house about halfway through the race to change socks and refill the fluid bladder that I was carrying.  I was also able to give him half of my power bars so I didn’t have to carry those early in the race.

I started up the hill out of the playground to CP #14, then it was following the pack into the canyon to find #88.  I think I was the 2nd team into that CP after finding a nice trail snaking down the side of the hill.  I was planning on going out to the end of the road but I found a trail heading west up to picnic tables and then a final slog through about 50 meters of brush before hitting the road and then a relatively easy uphill jog to CP #41.  I was concerned but needlessly as it turns out about the infamous poison oak in the Bay Area.  On my way to #85 I met the team that beat me into #88 heading up the hill so the little bit of bushwhacking saved me some time early in the race.

The approach to #85 was very confusing and I found myself near the water tower southeast of the CP and it took my a little while to figure out that I needed to go down a very steep hill and around some twists to get properly into #85.  This part of my strategy worked well as I am not sure how well I would have navigated this part when tired and at night it was hard enough in the light of day.  The view of the Pacific Ocean from this spot was beautiful and very clear.
The next leg allowed me a rather long downhill run before a steep climb to CP #66.  Being a Clydesdale runner (6-5, 240#) the added benefit of gravity allows me to feel like I am a good runner, if only for a short time.  I saw Vlad coming down the hill as I was going up.  Running down from #66 to #31 was likewise fun for me and I found that I had covered this part of the race in a little over one hour.  I was surprised at how good my legs felt so I decided to tack on a few more controls to my intended route.
I went from 31 to 42 to 25 and then to 105 in GG park.  I saw a few other teams while in the park.  Then it was on to 24, 65, 58 and then 67.  I caught up to a lone runner going into 24 and left him as we both made our way to 65.  I was still pleasantly surprised at how well I was feeling.

I stopped for about 15 minutes at Shem’s place and changed my socks and shirt, used the facilities and loaded up on Gatorade and food bars.  Then it was on to CP #84 and then to the Chinatown arch at CP 62.  I did have to zigzag through the well dressed people heading out for dinner in that section of the city and I am pretty sure I entertained a few of them as I tripped up the steps and skinned my knee at the northeast corner of Union Square.  I did think that even without trees or rocks I will always find some way of making myself bleed on an orienteering course.

I had some confusion finding the proper sculpture at CP#33 but I did learn that the circles are centered exactly over the CP feature.  I exchanged glances with some of San Fran’s homeless people on my way to #46, one of the ladies telling me that I was sexy.  Any compliment to keep my going at this stage.

I saw a group of racers at the other end of the mural street at CP#46 and I saw them a few times as I went through the Mission district.  

After #22 I went to #54 where I was told by a young man at the entrance to the street “The answer’s Yellow”.  Indeed the house was yellow and I thanked him for his help as I am a bit colorblind.

The sun had set at this point so the headlight, reflective vest and long sleeve shirt came out and on.  I didn’t feel the need for the long pants or hat and they stayed in my pack for the rest of the race.  I followed Mission Street around Bernal Heights and picked up #45 before heading back down to get #57, #23 and up the steep hill to #56.  I had trouble finding the CP at 56 and afterwards saw that it was 9:50.  I thought I should be safe rather than sorry so I planned on getting 35 and then 16 and then heading in.  Something pulled me down the hill to 17 and once I was there I saw that #53 was pretty close too.  It looked tricky but I found a nice stairway leading me very close to the CP.
Amazed by the fact that I got those two CP’s by 10:13 really please me and I was able to keep a pretty good pace going to #35.  I lost track of the streets on the map so I pulled out the bike street map to help relocate and I was on my way again.  I became confused around #16 but fortunately no cars were using Market Street at that time of night so I could run around and down the spiral walkway to the proper place to gather my final CP.

I headed back to the event center, keeping a run going on the flats and down hills.  I was surprised by that.  I thought that I would have been walking by this time and with a lot of pain.  I arrived at the event center at 10:47.  One of the first Score O like events in which I did not incur a penalty.

I felt very pleased with my race.  I think that I took the proper feeding and watering precautions for a person of my size.  I consumed 3200 calories and drank 8 liters of fluid while covering 45 Kilometers or about 29 miles.  I was even more surprised to find that I had gathered enough points to place second in my division.
Thanks so much for all the effort that Terry, the sponsors and the event crew put into this year’s Challenge.  It was quite a treat to get to see all the parts of such a beautiful city and on such a sunny, bright, beautiful day.  I hope to see you again next year.

Oh, the first class seat was really great.  My legs enjoyed the space to move around.

