
Unravel the Scratch Gravel Mountain Bike Race, Helena, Montana, May 2009 

  
 On Sunday, May 16, we drove from Missoula to Helena in order to participate in 
a mountain bike race called Unravel the Scratch Gravel. The Scratch Gravel Hills are 
located in the Helena valley, a few miles south of the downtown. Although the high (and 
even the medium) country in Montana is still filled with snow this year, the Scratch 
Gravel are a low elevation, dry range. Thus where we raced, it was as if rain and snow 
hadn’t graced the ground for ages. The smell of sage brush was strong in the air. 
   Jen and I used to travel to races a lot when we were in our early twenties. The 
last summer of such travels was 1995. Back then, cycling was my main passion, and I 
spent most weekends traveling around the state (and even the intermountain West) to 
both road and mountain bike races. In 1996, Alex was conceived, and I entered a period 
in which family, work, and climbing (in that order) were my only activities, and by the 
time we left Bozeman in 1998, even climbing had disappeared as a mainstay activity.  

While the kids were babies, my outdoor play was reduced, mainly, to running and 
a little hiking, and it’s been only in the last few years that I’ve returned to those activities 
that I was most passionate about (and that made me happiest) during my undergraduate 
years in Butte: cycling and skiing.    

So it was great to be returning to the mountain bike racing scene last weekend. It 
still seems the same: a bunch of people passionate about the sport of cycling, the spirit of 
competition, and an outdoor lifestyle gathering for a day of suffering. Why is it great fun? 
I can’t explain. All I can say is that it was like coming home. 

I was nervous about racing expert (cat 1), with only a month of training under my 
belt, and my last race 14 years ago, but since that is what I’ve always raced, and I like a 
challenge, I decided to race with the big boys and am glad that I did. I battled it out, 
toward the back of the expert pack, with a late-middle aged (late 50s) adventure racing 
stud. On the last lap, a fast fellow whose chain had broken on the first lap passed me and 
I staid on his wheel to the finish. Along the way, I was finally able to pass the older guy, 



who in age could have been my dad. I finished the 4 (6.23 mile) laps in 1:51:24. The 
leader’s time was 1:28:32.  

I don’t know the details of Alex or Jen’s race, but suffice it to say that Jen was the 
second gal across the finish line in the sport class (2 laps), with a time of 1:14:34, and 
Alex was the first Junior, and third overall, in the 1 lap beginner race, with a time of 
31:42. Alex had to out-sprint the second place 11-15 category boy at the finish, and was 
very excited by the day, though in his characteristically understated way. 

 
Left: getting Ellie’s bike ready; Right: after the race, Jen and Alex with their awards. 

 
Left: Alex handing me a water bottle; Right: Ellie felt inspired to ride. 

 
Left: Alex, battling it out near the finish; Right:  Jen. 


