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A mouse is creeping around my bike in the under-
growth, alerted to the smell of food from somewhere 
inside my bike bags. It is eating a hole in the roll-bag 
just below my handlebars. I stare at it silently. Too 
tired to stop it. Too tired to even close my eyes. I am 
40 miles inside the border of New Mexico, 2,100 
miles down. I have covered the last 900 in under five 
days, there are 650 more to go. 

I feel far away from everything familiar. So tired that  
I can’t compute why my world is falling apart, and 
even less how I can begin to mend it. Apparently  
I am not too tired to cry.

The Tour Divide has been called ‘the hardest cycle 
race outside of France’. It is an endurance mountain 
bike challenge stretching 2,700 miles along the 
Continental Divide, running from the tip to the 
toe of the USA. It begins amidst the snow-capped 
Canadian Rockies and finishes in the parched deserts 
of New Mexico. It is unsupported, contains 60,000 
vertical metres of climbing, and has a drop-out rate 
of around 60%. In June last year, we put our bikes on 
a plane to Calgary with the intention of completing 
it in under 25 days. As concrete an idea as either 
of us had in our heads of what was to come, what 
happened turned out completely differently.

I AM LYING UNDER THE CANOPY 
OF A CEDAR TREE, SHIVERING, 
SHELTERING FROM THE DOWNPOUR 
THAT IS TURNING THE TRAIL  
I AM RIDING ALONG FROM  
A LIGHT BROWN DUSTY CLAY  
TO AN IMPASSABLE SLUDGE. 
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Will and I are best friends who happen to both love 
taking bikes to the ends of the earth. A desire to test 
his mettle is only half the story, his decision to ride  
the Divide is also to test the metal of his company 
Brother Cycles’ first MTB frame, ‘the Big Bro’. I’m  
just coming along for the ride. Finishing in 25 days 
means averaging 106 miles a day, which boils down  
to roughly 12 hours and 3,000 metres of climbing,  
up muddy, boulder-strewn godforsaken backwater 
trails. Racing the rooftop of North America as fast 
as our legs can carry us.

One icy day in early June, 200 riders assemble outside 
the YMCA in Banff, Alberta. The biggest field yet. 
Novices, repeat-riders, 4th-time-lucky hopefuls, a 
handful out to take the 15-day record, all 200 united 
by a gluttony for punishment and varying degrees  
of lunacy. The first day is ferocious. Sleet, snow,  
a freezing, biting rain and a cold that stabs at you 
relentlessly. Ric, an ex-Navy Seal on his fourth Divide 
outing, describes it as one of the worst days he has  
ever known. 170 riders start the second day.

The group snakes its way south through the Canadian 
Rockies of Alberta, spreading out as the racers settle 
into their respective rhythms. Soon enough, Will and 
I have just one another for company. On our third 
shell-shocked day we pass the exact point that (rumour 
has it), race leaders Mike Hall and Josh Cato reached 
on the first night. It seems completely insane. But  
then that’s exactly what this ride is.

These unending, densely-wooded hills were the 
territories of Native American tribes who roamed 
freely between Canada and the US before things such 
as borders existed. But this is now a very different 
America, and on the 5th day we finally cross the big 
border fence into Montana. We are losing time. Will 
has an acute eye infection and has been riding blind 
for two days, hugging my back wheel, following my 
shadow down a perilous 8km descent.

Nine days in. I am in tears, heaving uncontrollably,  
Will has his arms around me, doing his best to 
console me. The day is breaking over a pine-covered 
hilltop in southern Montana. I am crying because 
we are saying goodbye. I am emotional and broken 
and terrified. After 700 miles, Will is waving the 
white flag. His left knee packed in three days before 
and in that time we have wheeled our bikes for 
130 miles. It is a distance that would test the best 
hiking boots, our bike shoes aren’t made for it and 
our toes are bloodied and blistered. 45 miles a day is 
not Tour Divide pace and we are falling further and 
further behind.

That previous evening around the fire he gave me 
his blessing to go on without him. What his mind 
wants to do his body won’t let him and he feels 
crippled. What I always envisaged doing with a great 
friend by my side is now a lonesome nightmare I 
am mentally totally unprepared for. The bear-in-
fested forests of Montana and Idaho, the parched 
Wyoming basin, the soaring Colorado rockies, the 
searing heat of New Mexico. In company you can 
laugh in the face of the ridiculousness of it all. But 
alone, it takes on ten times the fear factor. I have no 
GPS and no tracking device. I have only paper maps 
and a Nokia phone that keeps dying. I am terrified. 
I dry my tears and we hug it out. I climb on my bike 
and start pedalling.

I FEEL FAR AWAY FROM EVERYTHING 
FAMILIAR. SO TIRED THAT I CAN’T 
COMPUTE WHY MY WORLD IS FALLING 
APART, AND EVEN LESS HOW I CAN  
BEGIN TO MEND IT. APPARENTLY 
I AM NOT TOO TIRED TO CRY.



Out of the corner of my eye I see him in the 
middle of the road waving to me. I wave back until 
he is out of sight, draw a deep breath and cycle off 
in the direction of hell.

Endurance racing is a strange beast. Towns you wish 
you could spend a week in flash past you in a cloud 
of dust, bars you’d happily prop up for an entire 
afternoon beckon to you as they disappear in your 
rear view. There is no relaxing ever, only snatched 
respite. And yet the metronomic rhythm of the pedals 
is just as much a drug. It’s raw simplicity. Every day, 
it is all that matters. Sit on your seat. Move your legs. 
Feel the land pass beneath you. Moving forward, 
however slowly, is moving in the right direction.

Riding the Divide means finding your own pace. If 
you’re lucky you find someone who rides at a similar 
speed and you join forces. This is how many strangers 
end up riding together for thousands of miles, suffering 
together, laughing together, keeping each other afloat, 
forging bonds that last a lifetime. Unluckily Will and I 
cycled at different speeds, which in the end did for us. 
I don’t know if the pressure he felt to keep up with me 
did his knee in. I do know that for the 2,000 miles I 
ride alone, I miss him fiercely.

The landscapes stretch out unendingly before me 
towards the horizon. I spend much of my time 
imagining looking down on myself from above as  
I snake along the trail, zooming out further and 
further until I am a minuscule dot. And still the scale 
of this country is mind-boggling, the mileage I have 
to cover so foreboding. I snatch sleep by roadsides 
wrapped in a bivvy bag. I have strange dreams. My 
body heat turns it into a soup of condensation and  
I awake in the night sodden and shivering. I call 

STRANGE BONES ARE FINDING 
THEIR WAY TO THE SURFACE OF 
MY SKIN AND PRESSING AGAINST 
IT. I AM PERMANENTLY CLOAKED 
IN A FILM OF DIRT. I STINK.
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out to Will and get no answer, and I realise he is no 
longer with me, and I am alone. I awake with dawn, 
pack up and move on.

In this way I inch my way south along the trail. 
Montana at long-last becomes Idaho, Idaho Wyoming, 
I ride through the night twice, once by moonlight, 
and reach the Wyoming Basin at 4am on the third 
day. Eight litres of water and a tailwind see me safely 
through this desert by nightfall. Another two days 
and I have breached the red rock of Colorado, I snake 
down a descent and cross the famous river, a two-hour 
climb awaits me on the other side. It is another four 
days to the border with New Mexico, the miles creep 
ever so slowly by like years etched onto the walls of a  
prison cell. 

And now I am back under the cedar tree, in tears. The 
rain is hurtling down and my head torch is spluttering, 
inviting in the enveloping dark. My bike feels five 
times its normal weight, the rear wheel is petrified in 
mud and has locked up completely, my only choice is 

to walk while I drag it behind me through a soup of 
clay. Three miles takes me five hours.

I have been riding 20-hour days for four days. I have 
had to shift the position on my bike completely to 
cope with the saddle sores. I am quadruple-dosing 
ibuprofen under a pharmacist’s hushed orders, to 
mute the pain shooting through both my knees. Six 
Snickers a day, plus anything else I can get my hands 
on, still I am falling well short of the 10,000 calories 
my body craves. Strange bones are finding their way 
to the surface of my skin and pressing against it. I am 
permanently cloaked in a film of dirt. I stink. Asides 
from the odd conversation with gas station attendants 
I am silent all day. Too tired for any sort of linear 
thought, at the mercy of random brain impulses.  
Then there are the hallucinations.

Out of 191 who start this year’s race, only 88 finish. 
The funny thing about the Tour Divide, is not just 
how hard it is, but how addictive it becomes to so 
many. So many riders keep returning for more. There 
are Vietnam Vets, ex-Navy Seals; Ric is one. He tells us 
only the Divide can get him anywhere near the thrill 
he used to experience in active service. He craves it. 
Hal is another, a 67-year-old Vet, who we meet early 
on in Montana. Riding it for the fourth time, always 
alone. “This might sound silly to you, but I’m never 
alone,” he says. “I ride it with the ghosts of my fallen 
friends. They are with me all the way.” 

The wound is the place where the light enters. Do we 
only grow by suffering? At some point the suffering 
will subside, and we hope the scars won’t be too ugly. 
The story goes that recovery from the race takes two 
months physically but far longer mentally. This is what 
keeps riders returning to brave it again year after year, 
after the few months needed to forget the pain. Then 
all one can recall are the highlights. The landscapes, 
the sunsets, the forests, the silence, the air so thick 
with mother nature. And when you are back home and 
normality is seeping back into the spaces in between, 
the yearning to be back out there, sun-beaten, 
bent-double, exhausted, but alive, is a physical pull. 

Divide rider Michael Grosso summed it up beautifully: 
“I was only out there for 1000 miles, but in the weeks 
that I have been back, I just cannot stop thinking 
about the route. I can’t quite figure it out. Moments 
just pop into my head or I will just wake up and 
realize I have been lost in memory for I don’t know 
how long. It is a strange kind of haunted, maybe 
because I didn’t finish. It is like I forgot something 

THERE IS A PART OF ME THAT WANTS 
TO PUNISH MYSELF FOR THINGS I’M NOT 
COMPLETELY AWARE OF. THIS COULD 
HAVE BEEN WHAT GOT ME THROUGH 
IT, BECAUSE I ALSO LEFT A PART OF 
MYSELF OUT THERE IN THE DIRT.



out there and I 
need to go back to get 
it. Literally, like I dropped 
something. I have an almost 
practical need to get back out there. 
Still, part of me wants to be home a little 
less. I find less meaning in my day to day life. 
The desk. The drive. The work. The routine. I feel 
that something is missing. I don’t just mean because 
the route is unfinished for me, but there was a way 
of being out there, a way of feeling that didn’t make 
the trip back home with me other than as a ghost. 
Now my rides have a different purpose. A different 
urgency. I feel drawn to the dirt because it lets me 
return in some way to that way of feeling. But it 
isn’t the same. Someone knows what I mean.”

If I’m honest my experience on the Tour Divide 
scared the shit out of me. It still does. I’m not sure 
who that boy out on his bike in the middle of those 
vast landscapes is. I’m nowhere near him now.  
I don’t recognise him. There is a part of me that 
wants to punish myself for things I’m not completely 
aware of. This could have been what got me through 
it, because I also left a part of myself out there in the 
dirt. Perhaps this is the same for many who ride the 
Divide. There is no doubt that being out there alone 
in that wilderness at your physical and mental limit 
can soften some of life’s hard edges. Above all it is 
the proof of how little we really test our limits, and 
how strong we are as humans. 

Dusk has drawn in like a bullet,  
I am surrounded by lights and fences and  
barbed wire and my non-existent thoughts are 
being drowned by the thumping of a helicopter 
20 metres above me. Border Patrol. I am limp-
ing, wheeling my bike across the pristine tarmac. 
This is the finish line. Antelope Wells. The border 
with Mexico. 

I crumple down onto the curb and close my eyes, 
then root around inside my roll bag and find what 
I am looking for. A warm can of Budweiser  
I stashed there two days earlier, for this moment.  
I crack it, raise it to the dusk, I drink a toast to 
Will, and to me, and clearly hear myself say ‘I am 
never ever ever fucking doing that, ever again’. 

Time will tell if that’s a promise I can keep.

 
tourdivide.org
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