With Tomas, who has just become a teenager, we left Chicago on Friday at around 8pm, ready for some bonding experience at the beginner-to-intermediate level geared GMRAS adventure race in Savanna, IL organized this year by Melaine + company (Frank, John,…).  It was to be 6-8 hour race and our goal was to finish in the middle of the pack.  We arrived at the Super 8 at around 10:30pm, checked in, set up our bikes, gear, drinks and food for the morning, and watched a little bit of Survivorman on Discovery before falling asleep an hour later or so.  
 

The forecast said 80% rain with thunderstorms by noon, 40F low, 60F high.  The pre-race meeting was held at 7:30am in the main Palisade Park entry/camping area parking lot.  Same spot as the Snowgaine race.  It would be our transition area for the three loops: orienteering, canoeing, and biking with the rope sections. There were 14 teams present.   Besides Jeff, I recognized just one or two others in the field.   It is such a pleasure to start at 8am as opposed to 6am!    
 

At the start we were given instructions to find a few clues that would eventually take us to a guy in truck with our set of maps and passports for the entire race.  Looking at the map, I decided to tackle 10 orienteering CP’s in almost reversed order 9 to 1, and 10 at he end, while choosing routes that would minimize climbing up the hills.  So we gradually got up to the top of the hill with very nice views of Mississippi river.  At the end we approached #10 from below.  I think we crossed our paths with about 6 other teams, and to our surprise arrived at the TA in 5th place, about 45 minutes behind 4th place in about 2h 45min from the start.  We knew that we would have to be on a whole new level to compete with these fast guys, but at the same time it was good to know we are as fast as most of the middle of the pack teams, many of which were new to racing.
 

Tomas was very happy with the prospect to sit down for a change.  He was using my fairly new trail running shoes size 10.5 or so that my feet have outgrown after I got hooked on adventure racing, and did not notice there was missing inner sole in them.  (details, details….) No wonder he complained that his feet hurt “a bit”!  Well, he also missed a Gatorade – we were on the trails too long and his body needed some acid drink besides the mineral water mix we were sipping.  
 

Our transition to canoeing was fast.  We crossed the road with our paddles and PFD’s, off loaded the canoe from the trailer, and started paddling west to get the CP#3 & CP#2 first.  With storms approaching and wind blowing from the south, I thought it would be faster to paddle downwind after getting the CP#1 in the south.  We were having fun as the waves started building up to about 2 feet while we paddled south.  It calmed down a little bit as we were in the right place where the CP#1 was to be.   While searching around to make sure the CP#1 was not misplaced – based on the map it would be impossible to be in a wrong spot, a race organizer’s motorboat appeared informing us that the wind blew it away.  So we headed back in a good clip.  
 

As we were landing, we saw a 3 person male team just 5 minutes ahead of us.  We were told that we had the fasted canoe leg of all.  (After the race we learnt that some teams spent some time searching for the blown away CP#1)  Well, feeling proud of Tomas’ accomplishments I could not resist saying that it was easy to be fast when my teammate is National Marathon Kayaking Champion.  
 

Because of the splashing tall waves, Tomas got completely wet at the bow and had to completely change in the TA.  As he was changing, a heavy rain was pouring down, so I joined him inside the truck for the 5 worse minutes of it.   I did not rush him much because I knew we still had a half of the race ahead of us.  We must have lost 10 minutes on the 3 person team ahead of us but I figured that they would be much faster on the bike anyway.  We did not want to be passed by any team behind us, though.  
 

The first three CP’s on the bike were inside the Palisade Park .  It was pretty steep up and down.  But Tomas was fired up and smiling.  The rain stopped and it was very pretty with some rays getting through the clouds.  
 

On one of descends I got a flat tire.  I expected a thorn to be a culprit.  It was a tiny one.  As I was trying to push it out I broke it.  And then it took like forever to push it completely out of the tire and to not cause problems thereafter.  Tomas helped me with folding the flat tire and staffing it inside the saddle bag (you never know when you may need it), but was a little disappointed that we were loosing time.  Well, about two miles later, I got flat tire again.  Same exercise as before.  This time the thorn was easy to remove.  I was thinking that perhaps tubeless tires might be better choice - thorns like these do not bother them much (if you use e.g. Stan’s sealant in them).  Well, as I was pumping, a two person male team caught up with us and graciously asked us if we need any help.  Loosing about 20 minutes, dropping one place, and loosing the momentum was disappointing.  Tomas said that he was “sick and tired of flat tires”.   Well, we were hoping that it would be it because if we had one more flat tire, we would have to patch it and it may take even more time to fix it.    
 

After the next CP we could have taken local black top road or a back country roads.  It seemed tough decision at first.  The black top would be much faster, a little longer, and much more dangerous since there were cars going more than the posted 55 limit.  And it had poor dirty shoulder.  The back country road was much slower, but fool proved, more romantic, and safe.  But since we weren’t there to win, the choice was obvious.  Strong south headwind was slowing us down and we traveled at about 10-11 mph.  As we arrived at the transition area for the rope sections, also Jeff’s team of three has caught up with us.  They were behind us partially because their navigator made mistake and collected the first three bike CP’s on foot, thinking they were part of the orienteering section. They made it through the rope section faster.  It was well set up – one zip line down the smaller cliff and one rappel off a taller cliff.  Tomas’ first one ever.  
 

Well, we were in 7th place and we would not give it up no matter what.  The road was pretty hilly, but the tail wind was helping us on the flats, going about 15-16mph.  We ran out of water about three miles to go, and we both were exhausted.  My thighs started cramping, so I slowed down a little.  Once we reached the Palisade Park, it was just pure joy to finish the race cruising downhill to the finish.  We received a very nice pair of compact headlights and very nice personalized wooden key chains with GMRAS logo and Child’s Voice engraving.   
 

The race was perfectly organized, smartly put together, great event for beginner and intermediate racers.  We will be back and will spread the word!
