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San Diego’s Annual Cyclocross Race
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yclocross is a hybrid sport. But
what exactly it’s a cross between
is open to debate. While
cyclocrosser Steve Smull acknowledges
the cycling part, he says the other part
isn’t traditional running. “It’s more of a
stumble than a run.”

“What many people, including
other kinds of cyclists, don’t realize is
that it’s not like a triathlon, where you'll
run ten kilometers,” says Smull.
Competitors spend 90 percent of their
time on the bike, 10 percent on the
ground. “Or, hopefully not on the
ground, but with their feet on the
ground. You’re basically hopping off the
bike, taking 5 steps, or maybe 20; then

you’re back on the bike.”
What you’re doing off the bike is
traversing barriers — usually made of
: wood and one
to two feet high
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your bike for
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unrideable terrain. It’s the sport’s hardest
part — “by far,” says Smull, race czar of
the cyclocross here this weekend. “The
best riders can take barriers without
dismounting. It’s not necessarily faster,
but it looks spectacular. They’ll lift the
front wheel, then the back wheel to clear
the barrier. It’s called the bunny hop.”
Lesser sorts clamber over these things,
bike on shoulder. |

One might imagine unscrupulous
competitors finding ways around such
inconveniences. But Smull says nay.
“Spectators naturally congregate at
barriers, because those are the most
interesting spots on the course. Cheaters
would be jeered.”

So you’re cycling, then stumbling,
lap after lap for 30 minutes to an hour.
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Steve Smull

This smacks of bike-as-albatross. What
would one’s relationship with such a
bike be?

Grace and fluidity of motion are
crucial, says Smull, who adds that
dismounting, barrier-taking,
remounting, and launching back into
the race “at speed” must be
accomplished while others try to do the
same thing right next to you and while
they try to pass you.

Occasionally derailleurs and
handlebars get tangled up. “At the
barriers, bikes can collapse in a comical
heap.” |

Meanwhile, there go the masters,
their thighs like greyhounds’, riding _
special cyclocross bikes that weigh only
20 pounds. A mountain bike not only
weighs three to five pounds more, but is
“a more awkward package” for “flicking”

* up on one’s shoulder. Still, racers on

Sunday may, and will, use them. Indeed,
anyone with a “safe” bike with two
.brakes may compete.

Cross, as it’s called for short, began
50 years ago, in Europe. Here’s Smull’s
miniature history: “Road racers wanted a
winter workout where the weather is
obviously a lot different than it is here.
They wanted something short, intense,
and designed to keep body heat
reasonably conserved — so they
wouldn’t keel over and die. Cross was a
natural evolution for road racers who do
other sports in the off-season anyway
and try to work on other muscle
groups.” |

In its earliest stages in the United

States, Smull says it was essentially
“jungle cross” — where rules weren't
strictly observed. Distances and barriers
have since been standardized.

“Still, it’s a niche sport. It’s cult-
level. But it’s growing,” says Smull, 41, a
computer consultant who returned to
San Diego last summer after living in
Northern California, where the sport has
taken hold. “The technical skill required
makes it a lot more interesting than most
other kinds of biking,” he believes. “It
brings out the more interesting people,
for sure. In the north you'll see a lot of
tattoos and nose rings. The more
extreme element shows up.”

He finds it more social in nature,
too, at least for now. “It has a feel like
that of early mountain biking, where
everybody knows everybody.” The
camaraderie, he speculates, is a result of
the intensity. “During the race it’s more
intense, anyway; afterwards it’s more
relaxed, so you have a contradiction.”

For 21 years, San Diego had an
annual cyclocross event; for the past
seven years, it hasn’t. Now Smull has
taken it upon himself to revive it. “San

Diego is a perfect place for it, even
without the mud, because you can
compensate with sand.”

Did he say mud? Yes, it’s a big
factor in European cyclocross and a
main reason why cyclocrossers can have
pit stops — as car racers do. A bike can
gain 10 to 15 pounds in one lap if it’s
really muddy. In the pit you can legally
get a new, or renewed, bike on every lap.
“A pit crew will hand you a clean bike
and wash off another. For our event it’s
highly unlikely there will be that kind of
mud, but there will be a pit for wheel
changes or switches.”

Smull advises spectators to
“spend time at each barrier, but look at
the rest of the course, too. And watch
how the good people do it: stay for the
‘A’ level race starting at noon.” He’ll be
racing in it. |

Sven Nijs, top Belgian rider, hopping a barrier

“People who try it for the first time
tend to question, while they're doing 1t,
why they’re doing it,” Smull admits.
“But then, three days later, they’ll want
to do it again.”

— Jeanne Schinto

22nd Annual Sorrento Cyclocross
Bicycle Race

Sunday, December 10
Registration, 7:00 a.m.;

Racing, 9:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m.
UCSD campus (left off Northpoint
Driveway to John Hopkins Road;
follow signs to race parking)

$10 to $20 for competitors;
one-day U.S. Cycling Federation
licenses available for $5 extra
Free for spectators

Info: 619-501-7463 or
www.sdbc.org/cyclocross.htm
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