
RIDE WITH THE PROS

I’m not an athlete, nor do I consider myself 
a particularly avid sports fan. But every 
year at Tulsa Tough something strange 
comes over me. Maybe it’s the new summer 

heat and humidity that melts my brain a little, 
or maybe it’s the pheromones wafting off all 
those sweaty, adrenaline-pumping cyclists that 
makes me crazed. Somehow, every June I turn 
into a sweaty-palmed, star-struck cycling fanatic 
and, worse, I start to suffer from delusions that 
maybe I could become a pro-cyclist. I abandon 
friends mid-sentence, run across courses and 
press through crowds to find a position against 
the barricades. And that’s just to watch the start 
of a race. Just to admire the mass of cyclists 
perfectly organized and excited, just to hear the 
sound of one hundred cyclists clip in and click 
through their first few gears. I stroll past (stalk) 
the training tents, brush past pros still catching 
their breath from the last race. I want to talk to 
them, to hang out with them, to be one of them. 
But I don’t even know how to talk about cycling. 
My single attempt to bridge the cyclist-spectator 
divide, years ago, went like this:
 

Me:  “Oh, hey. Good job.”
Cyclist:  “Thanks? I got pulled like halfway through the race.”
Me:  “Oh. Yeah.” 
Retreat to beer truck alone. 

        

One of the things that makes Saint Francis Tulsa Tough 
a universally joyous event is the opportunity for cyclists of 
all levels to participate, competitively or not. From the Tiny 
Townie 5 miler to the GranFondo Mondo 127-mile tour, from 
the crit races to the timed hill climbs, there is something for 
new cyclists, seasoned cyclists, children and adults. While the 
professional criterium races are at the heart of Tulsa Tough, 
Saturday and Sunday’s GranFondo tour rides connect the 
community to the elite racing event. New this year, 26 of 
the high-profile, professional crit racers will be tossed in the 
GranFondo rides. Representatives from 11 pro teams will 
be called up for the Saturday and Sunday tours. Participants 
should keep an eye out for women in Vanderkitten, Team 
KENDA,  Primal/MapMyRide, NOW and Novartis for MS, 
and FCS/Rouse jersey’s. Men will be riding from Jamis/Sutter 
Home, Jelly Belly, Team Exergy, Team Mountain Khakis, 
Team Optum, and Wonderful Pistachios. 

Among the cyclists participating in the GranFondo will be the 
reigning National Road Champion, Robin Farina of NOW and 
Novartis for MS. Farina, who says she was “overwhelmed with the 
crowd support Tulsa Tough provided last year,” will be returning 
to Tulsa Tough for the second time. She, along with the entire 
NOW and Novartis team, plan to participate in at least one day 
of the GranFondo. Pro riders can choose whichever distance and 
pace best suits them. Farina says she and her teammates will “go as 

far as we can without killing ourselves.” Normal daily mileage for 
Farina is around 80 miles, but she will have to save some energy 
for her pro race later in the day.

Tulsa native and amateur cyclist, Dede Torres, shares a story 
similar to Robin Farina’s. Both women found cycling when knee 
injuries took them away from the sports they most loved. Farina’s 
first loves were tennis and volleyball. For Torres, it was running. 
After venturing down the 9 to 5 path, Farina decided she had to get 
back into competitive sports. Her options, her doctor informed her, 
where swimming or cycling. 

“Cycling is a lifetime sport,” Farina explains, and today she 
is fully immersed in it. As her training schedule got harder to 
fit into her work schedule she opened Uptown Cycles, a bike 
store that has expanded into a training and coaching facility in 
Charlotte, North Carolina.

After Dede Torres recovered from knee surgery only to injure her 
other knee, her doctor urged her to stop running. She went through 
what she describes as a slight period of mourning while she thought 
about what kind of physical activity would fill the void. She felt 
like she knew her body as a runner, knew her strengths and her 
limitations. Picking up another sport seemed daunting. 

“I didn’t know what I was doing at all,” Torres remebers, when 
she bought her first bike and started riding one year ago. The MS 
150 was her first big ride and the thrill of drafting and pack riding 
got her hooked. Her enthusiasm for her new sport is evident today. 
A recent crash during a weekly group ride resulted in a broken 
collarbone that has slowed her down, but only slightly. Though 
she claims she can’t confirm it, allegedly the first words out of her 
mouth as she lay on the pavement were: “Is my bike okay?” 

With 30 days until Tulsa Tough and an arm still in a sling, Torres 
signed up for the Grand 109-mile tour. She says it has crossed 
her mind to aspire to crit racing someday but for now she’s going 
to listen to her body and focus on riding as far as she can in the 
GranFondo. Though she admits to being nervous, (the Grand 109 

will be her longest ride yet) her enthusiasm shines through as she 
talks about the event. 

“I’m just so thrilled,” she gushes, about Tulsa Tough and the 
GranFondo. “The way it’s taken off is just so amazing and so 
exciting.” After missing one opportunity to meet Robin Farina, 
Torres is hopeful she will get a chance to catch up with her during 
Saturday’s Ride with the Pros. She says she is “also really kind of 
partial towards the Vanderkitten team,” which will have two riders, 
Jennifer Reither and Starla Teddergreen, riding the GranFondos. 

Overall Tulsa Tough winner for 2009 and 2010, Brad Huff 
will also be returning to Tulsa as a top cyclist for team Jelly 
Belly p/b KENDA. Huff has been racing professionally for 6 
years and this will be his 5th year at Tulsa Tough. He says it’s 
Tulsa’s amazing atmosphere and DoubleShot’s amazing coffee 
that bring him back year after year. That and the chance to see 
friends and ex-teammates that live in Tulsa and participate in 
the races. In addition to vying for a spot on the podium, Huff 
will be joining the GranFondo tours. When asked about his 
personal goals for GranFondo mileage he says, “I hope to make 
it to rest stop 3, or where ever the best food is.”

After my failed attempt to befriend a pro cyclist a few 
years ago I decided that the only rational course of action, 
should I ever hope to be admitted into the inner social 

circle of serious cyclists, would be to go ahead and become 
a pro cyclist myself. This plan got me as far as a spin class 
at the local YMCA. In the basement of a newly renovated 
urban facility, surrounded by what, to my eye, appeared to 
be soft-in-the-middle 9 to 5ers, I mounted my stationary 
bike. I’m no stranger to the bike. I ride every day! I’ve ridden 

a GranFondo! But I was not prepared for 60 solid minutes 
of bike dancing. My classmates followed the instructor 
with relative ease. Were they even sweating? Up! Back! 
Another half turn! It was not long before I started half 
turning in the wrong direction. While my fellow spinners 
powered through their alpine trek, I settled into the saddle 
and tootled along at beach cruiser pace. I left my dreams 
of pro cycling glory in the basement of the YMCA as I 
struggled to ascend the stairs. Until 11 months later, that 
is, when Tulsa Tough rolled around again.

I wondered what advice the pros would have for casual 
tour riders, such as myself, who might have a secret (or not 
so secret) desire to join the ranks of racing cyclists. Robin 
Farina suggests new racers prepare for an event in much the 

same way runners train 
for marathons. Know the 
course, know the distance 
and then build up to it so 
the race isn’t a total shock 
to the system. 

As though he can hear 
my anxious inner dia-
logue, Brad Huff offers 
this zen-like cycling ad-
vice: “Don’t over think it, 
just pedal.” 

This, I realize now, is 
the only thing standing 
between me and a yellow 
jersey. I’m just not really 
that into pedaling. What I 
call ‘cycling’, others might 
call ‘sitting atop a bicycle 
that is being propelled by 
a combination of gravity 
and minimal human ef-
fort.’ Still. I feel like I can 
overcome this aversion to 
excessive pedaling. 

But what about the 
skills and techniques re-
quired to ride in a pack? 
My personal fear is that 
my awkward social skills 
will carry over to the race 
course. I have visions 
of taking out an entire 
pack of racers with one 
tiny wobble of the wheel. 
Dede Torres, who didn’t 
know anything about cy-
cling a year ago, insists 
that pack riding is “defi-
nitely the most diff icult, 
but most thrilling aspect 
of cycling.” 

Unfortunately, pack skills are not something a pro can 
impart in a 10 minute telephone conversation. The preci-
sion required to race in a pack can come only with experi-
ence. Farina recommends f inding local group rides where 
experienced riders can give you pointers. The best way to 
learn, she insists, is to just get your feet wet by putting 
yourself next to someone in a ride, learning to move with, 
and trust, that person. Could there be a better place to 
start than riding alongside some of the most experienced 
cyclists in the country? 

“Not many sports allow amateur athletes to participate 
with their professional counterparts,” Malcolm McCollam, 
Saint Francis Tulsa Tough executive director, points out. 
“It’s not like you can take batting practice with the New 
York Yankees. But you can line up and go for a ride with 
some of this country’s top bike racing professionals.”
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When asked about his 
personal goals for 
GranFondo mileage he 
says, “I hope to make it 
to rest stop 3, or where 
ever the best food is.”

New this year, 26 of the 
high-profile, professional 
crit racers will be tossed 
in the GranFondo rides.

BY JESSICA BRENT

Recreational cyclists now have the chance to go for a ride 
with Tulsa Tough champion Brad Huff


