IS THE THIRD TIME REALLY
THE CHARM?
Back for another slice of Kansas
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t was a little over four years ago that
I first heard about Dirty Kanza 200,
and I vividly remember thinking how
awful it sounded. The thought of 200
miles of gravel riding was straight-up
absurd. But, as I’ve come to find out
about myself, the absurd has a way of
becoming more enticing the longer it
kicks around in my head.
I am now on my third DK and
putting it simply, the first two had
been mechanically challenged. Still,
I promised myself to keep coming
back. Friends who worried about my
mental state after I would come back
home each year with my spirit broken
and a demolished bike told me to cut
my losses and find something a little
easier—and closer to home. Yet, the
draw to come back again and again
was not only for some sort of redemption, but for an even bigger reason—
Dirty Kanza was the exact event I
longed to be a part of.
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WHAT IS IT?
The two biggest draws for me are
that Dirty Kanza is incredibly challenging
on so many levels. Equipment, pacing,
fueling, heat and mud are just some of
the things that have to be considered,
and even the possibility of a tornado.
The second is the community support
from the town of Emporia. The event
takes over the town, and the local
businesses and residents provide the
greatest vibe of any event I’ve ever been
to (and I’ve been to a lot).
As I sat in a local coffee shop this
year, I chatted with an older gentleman
who recalled the challenges of riding
the gravel roads as a kid. He told me
how tough it was and can’t fathom why
we’re doing this for fun. Even so, he was
happy we were there so he could show
off his beloved Flint Hills.
Out on the course, the support of
the residents is shown in dozens of
homemade welcome signs and, in many

cases, offering up bottles of water,
Cokes and a hose to cool down, if
necessary. These are the reasons I come
back. And I figure if I do it enough times,
I’m bound to get lucky and have a good
race at some point.
Knowing how anything could happen
in the event itself, this year I decided to
make it about more than just race day.
I figured that, this way, no matter the
outcome, it would be a positive
experience. So, I got to thinking and
decided to pitch the event to a couple
of my buddies and see if I got any takers. It didn’t even take any arm-twisting
before Team RBA consisted of six
riders, four of whom would be DK firsttimers. Two of them were my oldest
friends: Ryan Casey is a guy I’ve known
since kindergarten (see page 16), and
I went to high school with Dillon Clapp.
Additionally, both of them were also in
my wedding; how’s that for making the
most of my DK experience?
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BREAKING THE CHAIN OF
PROBLEMS
After having broken my rear derailleur off the two previous years, I thought
about doing something drastic this year,
like building a project bike with an internal gear hub, or just going single-speed
from the start. That would definitely
simplify things. The fact of the matter is,
the Dirty Kanza course creates a perfect
storm for broken derailleurs. Mud and
gravel, which there can be plenty of, can
destroy your race in minutes.

From left to right: Michael
White, Ryan Casey, Andrew
Wilson and yours truly sporting our new Eliel kits at the
start. Only 206 miles to go!

“Dirty Kanza is the
Mount Everest of gravel
races and can only be
understood by actually
being there and seeing
or riding it firsthand.”
In over 22 years of riding I’ve probably only sucked a rear derailleur up into
the gears and spokes a handful of times,
yet that’s happened in my last two
editions of DK. Mud by itself wouldn’t be
such a problem, but once bits of gravel
are mixed in the mud, or bounce up and
stick to it on your chain, it becomes a
nightmare when going through the pulleys. The chain begins to get jammed,
and, of course, we try to pedal harder
to fix the issue. And before you know
it, the derailleur has been ripped off the
frame and you have a mess (and a long
walk) in front of you. I’ve told myself
over and over, “There’s no way it could
happen three years in a row, could it?”
Interestingly enough, there is a lot of
equipment that can make it through DK,
but there is very little of it that’s ideal
for the event. I’ve talked to a number of
bike companies, tire companies, lube
companies and so on who swear that
their equipment is perfect for DK. Yet,
very few of those brands have any idea
the number and degree of challenges
the conditions place on the equipment.
No chain lube lasts the 200 miles of
dust, mud and multiple water crossings,
no matter how much they swear it will.
A frame with clearance for just a
35mm-wide tire might get you through,
but throw in some mud and the fact
that the tires don’t have enough volume
to protect it from the flint-rock-covered
roads, and “the perfect frame” no longer
seems so perfect. Dirty Kanza is the
Mount Everest of gravel races and can
only be understood by actually being
there and seeing or riding it firsthand.

BIKE SETUP
Before I could lay plans for a

specifi
ific DK bike
bik build,
b ild we received
i d
an Open U.P. for review, and all it
took was one day on it to know that
I had found my bike of choice. It met
all the criteria I needed for such an
event: clearance for at least a 40mm
tire, a third bottle-cage mount on
the downtube and frame geometry
that isn’t derived from a tuna boat.
It even had a SRAM Force 1x
drivetrain, which I’ve recently
become a big fan of. Even though
when using a 10-42 cassette the gap
between gears can be quite large,
it’s less noticeable in the dirt than on
the road.
In trying to minimize those gaps,
I went with a small 42-tooth chainring so that, when on the flats, I
could be in the lower cogs of the
cassette, which were much tighter
in jumps. With a 42x10 gear topping
out around 33 mph, I didn’t have a
lot of top-end pedaling speed, yet at
DK there were few instances when
we’d be hitting those speeds, let
alone having to pedal too.
An interesting add-on that
I decided to make was a Lauf Grit fork
that provided 30mm of travel (page 78).
Since DK offers up the rockiest roads
I’ve ever found myself riding on,
I figured there was absolutely nothing to
lose and everything to gain with a little
more comfort for a 200-mile race.
Tires are always something I go back
and forth on and can never seem to
make a decision until the last minute.
I planned to use the new Clement MSO
X’PLOR 36mm tubeless tires, but after
pre-riding part of the course, I opted for

Thanks to AutoNation Ford of Valencia
who lent us a sweet Transit van for our
2800-mile road trip from L.A. to Emporia,
then home again.
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Teravail
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Cannonball tires due to the vast number
of large rocks littering the course.

IT’S JUST RIDING BIKES
As we were sitting around the
dinner table the night before the race,
the questions kept coming from my
buddies who were nervously anticipating the next day. I told them that once
we rolled out, the nerves would go away
and it would just be about riding bikes…
for 200 miles. I tried to stress the
www.roadbikeaction.com
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Open’s U.P. frame with a Lauf Grit fork,
SRAM Force 1, ENVE M50 wheels and
Teravail tires proved to be a bombproof
setup this time around. We took advantage
of the top-tube bag mounts and went with a
Dark Speed Works bag for food storage.

importance of not getting too wrapped
up in the fight of the front group in the
early miles, because using precious
glycogen stores in trying to gain 20
seconds here and there early on would
result in losing 20 minutes later on.
I should have listened to my own advice.
Of the nearly 2000 Dirty Kanza
participants in the 200-mile, Half-Pint
(100-mile), Lite (50-mile) and Fun
(23-mile) events, most were going in
with the goal of just getting back to
Emporia under their own power. Yet
there was a small percentage trying to
take the win, and I have to admit, I was
one of them. Lining up at the front there
were a dozen or so former pro racers,
most notably Ted King, who’d just quit
the ProTour six months ago. We all knew
that Ted would undoubtedly be the man
to beat, and this year was by far the
best field to ever line up in Emporia.

OH YEAH, THE WEATHER
The massive amount of tire clearance allowed by the U.P. was appreciated when running
38mm-wide tires. Xpedo CXR pedals worked like a charm, even in the mud.
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Despite a forecast for dry weather,
an early-morning thunderstorm dumped

DIRTY KANZA

as they passed me, then the sixth,
seventh, eighth and so on. It was the
longest 100 miles of my life. I had so
much thinking time that I went from never
wanting to do a competitive event again
to hardly being able to wait for next year
so I could learn from my mistakes and
give it another go.

IN THE END

Since the course is
unmarked, I used a
Garmin 810 for
navigation with an
external battery
mounted on
the stem.

Making it to the finish without a single mechanical
nearly an inch of rain in an
issue was a cause for celebration, and achieving the
hour, which turned the first
Race the Sun award was icing on the cake.
gravel road we’d see into a
pond. Suddenly, just three
miles into the race, the
mud that we thought was
just a bad memory from
last year became a reality.
And once again, it
took out dozens of
riders. I could hear the
terrible sound of derailleur
destruction all around me,
and though I was relieved
it wasn’t my bike this time,
I felt their pain.
About 20 of us hit the
first of three checkpoints
together at mile 50, where
we could get more fluid,
food, lube and anything
else we might need for the
next 50-mile section. As
our group continued to get
whittled down, a few riders
were looking to get away,
and that was the beginning
of the end for me.
A couple of efforts at well
over threshold lasting a
few minutes was the worst
thing I could have done, and
that’s exactly what I did.
Despite riding through the
100-mile halfway checkpoint
in fourth place, the damage
was done, and the heat and
humidity only made matters
worse. My nutrition plan came
undone, as I couldn’t tolerate
anything except plain water, even
though I knew I needed electrolytes
and calories. All I could do was try
to give an encouraging comment to
the now fourth- and fifth-place riders
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After hooking up with a few riders who
were working well together, I finished on
a high note and rolled into Emporia 13
hours and 29 minutes after starting,
earning my first Race the Sun award
that’s given to those who finish before
sundown. I figured the winning time
would be in the sub-11-hour range this
year, but even the winning time from
Ted King (11:50) was about an hour
slower than I anticipated, since what
was expected to be a tailwind for the
second half ended up being a headwind
of 20-plus mph. Impressive as always,
Amanda Nauman once again took the
women’s top honors with a 10th overall
finish (13:11). Of the 1000 starters of the
200-miler, just over 50 percent finished,
which is about average each year.
For three years now I’ve been longing
for a mechanical-free DK, and I finally got
it without having any sort of equipment
issue, and I came away very satisfied with
that. One of these years I’ll put together a
good mechanical race with a wellexecuted pacing strategy and get the
result I’ve been chasing, or maybe I
won’t. Either way, I’ll be back for Dirty
Kanza 2017, ready to enjoy every
moment of the event and hopefully find a
few new takers in joining me for the trip.
Of the six RBA riders, all but one finished.
Each one agreed that it was the most
difficult thing they had ever done physically and think they can do even better
next year. See you next year, Emporia.
www.dirtykanza200.com

THE TWO PREVIOUS
STEEDS
2014: I made it 25 miles before
breaking my derailleur off, and then
turning my Specialized Crux into a singlespeed and riding the next 175 miles in my
34x19, finishing with a time of 15 hours
and 30 minutes. That was memorable.
2015: Last year Ridley tapped me as
the guy to test-ride a pre-production
version of the new X-Trail gravel bike that
they were launching. Although I spent
months dialing the bike in, my race lasted
less than 20 miles before losing the rear
derailleur. Finishing on a single-speed
wasn’t an option, since the derailleur had
taken a couple of spokes from the rear
wheel with it.

